2011 Northern Ireland Assembly Election
This was the first election to follow a full-term Assembly since the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement brought the NI Assembly into being. In that respect, the election marked an unprecedented period of institutional stability and its outcome was anticipated with interest. Indeed, the outcome, which saw little change among the party vote share accompanied by only marginal changes in party seat-holding, reinforced the stability of the party system. For women too, there was no big breakthrough. Marginal improvement was the order of the day. Table 1 shows the distribution of seats by party and gender.
	Table 1: NI Assembly Election results, 2011


	Party
	Seats
	Male 
	Female
	% Female

	APNI
	8
	6
	2
	25

	DUP
	38
	33
	5
	   13.2

	SF
	29
	21
	8
	   27.6

	SDLP
	14
	11
	3
	    21.4

	UUP
	16
	14
	2
	    12.5

	Other
	3
	0
	0
	  0

	Total
	108
	87
	20
	   18.5


Overall, women’s seat-holding increased by 2 over the 2007 election, giving them a 19% share of the 108 seats in Stormont. Although this is the best record to date for women’s representation in the NI Assembly (see Table 2), it remains significantly lower than that achieved in the two other devolved legislatures – the Scottish Parliament (34%) and the Welsh Assembly (38%) at this election.
	
	Table 2:  Female MLAs to 2011 


	Party
	2011
	2007
	2003
	1998

	APNI
	2
	2
	2
	1

	DUP
	5
	3
	2
	1

	SF
	8
	8
	7
	5

	SDLP
	3
	4
	5
	3

	UUP
	2
	0
	2
	2

	Other
	0
	1
	0
	2

	Number
	20
	18
	18
	14

	%
	19
	17
	17
	13


In this election, gains for women’s representation have come from the unionist parties, with the UUP breaking its all-male return to Stormont with the election of two women, Sandra Overend (Mid Ulster) and Joanne Dobson (Upper Bann). The DUP too, has scored some success, electing three new women – Pam Lewis (Antrim South), Paula Bradley (Belfast North) and Brenda Hale (Lagan Valley) – to accompany the return of Arlene Foster (Fermanagh-South Tyrone) and Michelle McIlveen (Strangford) to the Assembly. Sinn Fein has consistently supported women’s electoral opportunities, making up over one quarter of their MLAs in 2011. Seven of the 8 SF women returned were outgoing MLAs, who are joined by one newly elected member, Michaela Boyle (Tyrone West) who took the seat vacated by Claire McGill (SF). Proportionally, the Alliance Party has also been open to women’s political representation, reaching a high point in 2003 when 2 of the party’s 6 seats were held by women. In 2011, Anna Lo (Belfast South) retained her seat and was joined by a new member, Judith Cochrane (Belfast East). The leader of the SDLP, Margaret Ritchie, brought in her running mate, Karen McKevitt (South Down). This constituency is notable for its prominent female politicians, as Catriona Ruane (SF), was also returned in it. 
	Table 3: Women MLA elected 2011


	Constituency
	Name
	Party

	Belfast East
	Judith Cochrane
	APNI

	Belfast South
	Anna Lo
	APNI

	Antrim South
	Pam Lewis
	DUP

	Belfast North
	Paula Bradley
	DUP

	Fermanagh-South Tyrone
	Arlene Foster
	DUP

	Lagan Valley
	Brenda Hale
	DUP

	Strangford
	Michelle McIlveen
	DUP

	South Down
	Karen McKevitt
	SDLP

	South Down
	Margaret Ritchie
	SDLP

	Upper Bann
	Dolores Kelly
	SDLP

	Belfast North
	Carál Ní Chuilín
	SF

	Belfast West
	Jennifer McCann
	SF

	Belfast West
	Sue Ramsey
	SF

	South Down
	Catriona Ruane
	SF

	Fermanagh-South Tyrone
	Michelle Gildernew
	SF

	Foyle
	Martina Anderson
	SF

	Tyrone West
	Michaela Boyle
	SF

	Mid Ulster
	Michelle O'Neill
	SF

	Mid Ulster
	Sandra Overend
	UUP

	Upper Bann
	Joanne Dobson
	UUP


Of the 18 constituencies, each returning 6 representatives to Stormont (under PR-STV rules), 5 have no female MLA – East Antrim, East Londonderry, Newry and Armagh, North Antrim, and North Down. Only in Newry and Armagh was there an all-male candidate slate presented to the electorate. 7 constituencies returned one female MLA: Belfast East, Belfast South, Foyle, Lagan Valley, South Antrim, Strangford and West Tyrone. 5 constituencies returned two women representatives apiece: Belfast North, Belfast West, Fermanagh-South Tyrone, Mid Ulster and Upper Bann. South Down was unique in electing 3 female MLAs.
Eight of the 20 women elected in 2011 were first-time MLAs. While this is a positive development, indicating that women’s political opportunities are reasonably open, the low overall representation of women in Stormont is a matter of concern for democratic decision-making as NI faces into a difficult economic climate. Irrespective of party position, it has been repeatedly shown that women bring different perspectives to bear on political problems that contribute in important ways to collective decisions. The continued absence of women in significant numbers from the Stormont Assembly means that the task of governing is not equally shared by women and men. The democratic deficit, in this regard, continues into the 2011-2016 legislative term.  
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