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Friends, thank you for inviting me to address this important conference.

Firstly I would like to congratulate the International Federation of Actors for conducting such an extensive survey across the EU to provide a nuanced understanding of how gender portrayal affects employment in film, radio, theatre and television. 

I agree very much with Tomas Bolme, FIA President who rightly says in his introduction to the findings:

Performers’ trade unions have a crucial role in combating gender stereotypes, through close and on-going cooperation with all media and entertainment institutions. The results of such cooperation should contribute to presenting a realistic picture of the skills and potential of women in modern society and avoid further portrayal of women in a degrading, offensive or non-realistic manner, in theatre and television, which are all medias with powerful educational vocation.

This report neatly coincides in the UK with the publication recently of a report from the UK Human Rights Commission, showing that in half of the 25 fields of work studied, the number of women holding top posts has decreased. There are less women MPs, editors of newspapers and heads of professional bodies than a year ago.  Commentators have put this down to the failure to change the culture of the work place. Some researchers put it down to an increasing “cultural antipathy to women in the workplace.” To this we can add ageism:

Tom Mangold, TV journalist said recently, “In Britain, if you are over 25, your’re dead.”

Society and representation

How women are portrayed in artistic works emanating from media and entertainment institutions are important for all performers and crucially for our society as a whole given the huge cultural impact of the audiovisual media in particular.

The visibility and representation of women in the arts, particularly in our audiovisual and print media has considerable influence on how women are perceived and treated in society as a whole.  The overwhelming preponderance of young women, deemed to be attractice, in films and from newsreaders to show hosts, speaks volumes about how our society would rather just see a small strata of women and the vast majority should neither be seen nor heard.  And that’s without mentioning the portrayal of women in the tabloid media which is often degrading and insulting.

Guardian Media Editor Emily Bell said last week: “appearance and age are clearly factors in choosing female presenters in a way they aren’t for men”.

Glimmers of light exist: Strictly Come Dancing, a popular programme winning more than 5 million viewers in the UK on a Saturday evening, features celebrities of all ages learning to dance…including my good friend, Cherie Lunghi in her mid 50s and she is winning as we speak !  We need more role model opportunities like that.
Film

It is worth focusing on film as the dominant cultural medium of our age.

Hollywood has long understood that films are the purveyors of values and lifestyle.  Over 75% of TV film and, with the exception of France, over 80% of films in EU cinemas, emanate from North America.  The celebrity and youth culture perpetrated by so many of these films serves to narrow the roles open for women and disregards women’s many different lifestyles.

This is particularly so as our writers; casting directors; agents; commissioning editors and distributors alike seek to emulate US audiovisual culture. We need everyone in the artistic/entertainment food chain to take this on board. The EU Media Fund has a role here .

In this climate male actors like Clint Eastwood felt at liberty to try and refuse co-starring with Meryl Streep in the Bridges of Madison County in favour of a woman in her thirties. For once such discrimination lost out.

Interestingly with a woman film director in charge, like Phyllida Lloyd, Mamma Mia has given roles to a range of women of all ages. And the older women in the film were centre stage and portrayed as having the time of their lives ! 

A greater diversity of film made and exhibited is critical to achieving greater and better representation of women.

This must be accompanied by action to support women and minorities to enter the key professions and move up the greasy pole: producers’ directors; writers and those jobs which can lead to being in charge later on like Head of film Boards. At a film forum in Krakow organised by the Council of Europe I was shocked to see all male platforms composed of writers; producers, and directors.  This has to change.
Media and the drive for young audiences

The obsession by TV executives in recent decades with capturing the eyeballs of the “younger” generation is there to see, particularly on Channel 4 in the UK  with a preponderance of programmes targeted at that age group.  Advertisers we are told are not interested in anyone over 35. Channel 4 does hagve a proud record of innovative, cutting edge programming but… A board member of Channel 4 once admitted to me that the 15 – 30 age group was the main target of programmes because that’s the demographic group advertisers are interested in. Jane Root, former controller of BBC 2 recently said, “the financial imperative of “chasing the demographic” ie young people is still only really powerful on Channel 4.”

This has a number of effects :

· Less employment for women

· Inaccurate or incomplete representation of women’s lives

· Consequent ignorance of women’s needs

· A general lack of respect for women who do not conform to certain stereotypes

· Failure or lack of political policies to address those needs

And each of these reinforces the other in a vicious circl.
Solutions

Publicise your findings as you are rightly doing

Thereby stimulate debate

Audience for this debate is out there

Be prepared for ridicule which will only serve to prove the point that the views of your women members are not treated with respect

Lack of popularity initially can change

Who has got the spending power, when there are more over 60s than teenagers…advertisers might just wake up to this if it is brought to their attention. It is also important for the whole economy that we develop and use all our talents…and crucial for social cohesion overall.

It is important to highlight the role of Institutions :

That they are not treating women equally

Not respecting women equally

Not taking women seriously

And that this runs counter to :

UNESCO Convention on cultural diversity of expression

The UK government, many EU countries and the EU itself has signed up to this convention. Diversity of expression must include diversity of female representation. Of course policies have to flow from this ….

That is why I as Chair of the UK Coalition of Cultural Diversity of Expression and the other 45 coalitions globally are working to make a reality of the recently adopted UNESCO convention on the diversity of cultural expression. I will make sure that this issue is on the agenda of future meetings of the European Coalition for CD and the International Federation.

Firm proposals from you will help.

I urge organisations from countries represented here today to form these broad based cultural producer organisation coalitions and join us in taking forward ideas and policies such as we are discussing here today.  

EU Commission

Must make the cultural sector a priority in its gender road map.

In conjunction with your Federation, MEPs and others can study the findings of your report and make proposals, even if this starts with a recommendation…it gets the issue on the agenda.

In this respect it is important to see in the light of your recent findings what amendments need making to existing legislation and support funds:

What is state of play on gender mainstreaming across all EU policy areas ? 

EU Media Programme: has a gender audit been carried out ?

What is done to ensure a better gender balance in recipients ?

European Cities of Culture..what rules on gender representation and participation are there ?

Do we have to change the rules on maternity and paternity benefit or example that don’t prejudice women’s employment ?

National Level

Nordic countries have introduced quota systems at decision making level in the arts eg on theatre boards which engenders a trickle down effect of more and better roles for women.

Government, parliamentarians and other relevant institutions should be challenged to debate issues such as these.

Public Service broadcasting

Must be challenged in particular to consider this situation and discuss ways of improving the situation

J Paxman, a well known and highly prominent presenter on the BBC, must be challenged to a debate on his recent outburst that middle aged white men might as well give up entering television…as if women have taken over…patent rubbish…

Conclusion

Congratulations once again for this survey and for organising an international meeting on this important issue.  I look forward to your report and to take its ideas forward whenever I have the platform to do so.

Women over 40 have often been heard to remark that they often feel invisible in public life.  This will continue if we only get to see young women in the highly visible world of the arts which have so much influence on our overall culture and society.

We need a society based on mutual respect for everyone…in this sphere…behind and on the screens and stages which bring so much joy into our lives.

Voices and stories of all kinds of women, in the spirit of true representation of the diversity of our society, should be seen and heard across the artistic spectrum…loud and clear.

I look forward to working with you in the future.

Thank you.

