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Good morning everyone and welcome back.  We had a really fascinating and stimulating day yesterday and we have much to follow up and discuss today.  I don’t think we should feel depressed at the size of the problem,  large though it is,  but elated by the energy and drive articulated within this conference for change. Certainly my message to you is  - it isn’t just us who feel this way.

Four years ago a Conference like this with representatives from across Europe was a dream.  In 2004 when I became Vice president of UK’s Equity – only the 5th or 6th woman to do so in around 75 years -  I believed it my duty to support Equity’s Women’s Committee in any way I could.  For me it was a terrible indictment that Equity still needed a Women’s Committee, and it was, and still is my dream to be able to disband it.  But not yet! I soon found that for many years the committee had tried to persuade the Union to fund research into portrayal of women, as well as addressing the very sore subject of equal pay.  A couple of surveys had been done in the late nineties and early in the new millennium but to get data that would hit a nerve with commissioning editors something more ambitious was needed and that meant money.

As Christine Payne mentioned, in early 2005 we got involved in a joint project with WFTV who were arranging the showing of a film produced by the American actress  Rosanne Arquette entitled “Looking for Debra Winger” which, through a series of conversation with well-known Hollywood actresses, she looked at how Hollywood actresses, just as they felt their experience and techniques were beginning  to blossom,  they were sidelined by the film industry and faced either unemployment or the surgeon’s knife because of their age.

In Septemeber 2005 I went to the EURO FIA  meeting in Prague and met Anna Carlson (Sweden) and Agnete Haaland (Norway).  Buzzing in my head was the frustrating knowledge that half my Union’s members were female and they all faced the prospect, just as I had done, that come the age of 40 their careers, in the main, would wind down as their job prospects dwindled,  and yet their male counterparts did not appear to have the same dismal future. This was particularly galling when the United Kingdom was showing an increase in the population of older women,  something, alas, not reflected in the film and television media.

On the agenda of that Euro FIA meeting was Equal Opportunities looking at two areas – equal pay for men and women and flexible working conditions that enhanced family life.  I jumped at the opportunity to talk to Agnete and Anna about the possibility of getting European money to look at portrayal.  I didn’t know whether our experience was just a UK/USA phenomena,.  They said it wasn’t, so we resolved to work together!

Over the past three years whilst FIA successfully won the necessary funding for this project I found myself aware of other similar ventures born out of similar concerns.

I was invited to an event at the British Film Institute in London where a research guide was being debated entitled OLDER WOMEN IN FEATURE FILMS – A RESEARCH GUIDE ABOUT REPRESENTATIONS OF WOMEN OVER 60.  This was the result of discussions in 2002 by women members of the University of the Third Age in the USA and came about because – I quote - 

“We wanted to compare our experience of life with on-screen accounts.” 

One paragraph stood out for me and I quote again:_

“Women’s acting careers seem to suffer from what one writer calls double jeopardy.  Not only do actresses receive fewer roles and have less “star” presence than actors, but this difference increases with age.  Contrary to what might be expected following second wave feminism, this pattern has not changed in the US in the period 1926 – 1999.  Since 1927 58 men and 32 women over 60 have been nominated for Academy awards.  Correspondingly overall roles available to older actors far outnumber those for older actresses. 

Research identified several areas of concern, the foremost being the virtual absence of scholarship on older women in film.  This is similar to findings made in the UN and EU reports on women,  that recognise the invisibility of the older woman in the media.  In terms of film, the invisibility of older women applies to both actresses and characters.  As far as older actors are concerned, statistics of actors organisations in the USA and UK indicate an ageist bias in the employment of actors, and they also point to a gender gap that gets worse with age.”

What cheered me about this research guide was that it was motivated by women audiences. – an encouraging sign.  However,  I believe there is subtle opposition to overcoming this invisibility.

Only last week on a BBC national Radio programme there was a discussion about a well-known female newsreader, who now is in her fifties, being rejected for a younger model.  The well known film director Michael Winner said, I quote “I DON’T WANT TO SEE OLD DEARS READING THE NEWS” and he meant women, not men, because it was his view that old men had gravitas! And, sadly,  there were men and women who phoned in to agree – sexism is alive and well in the UK!

This was his reponse to an article in the Guardian written by Dame Joan Bakewell, a journalist and former television presenter,  deploring the lack of women over 55 in news and current affairs.

One of our actress members, Susan Wooldridge,  was moved to write to Miss Bakewell.  Pauling Moran quoted from her letter yesterday but I think what she says  bears repetition..  Susan Wooldridge had a leading role in the 70’s in the wonderful production of JEWEL IN THE CROWN.  

Dear Joan Bakewell,  (she wrote0

I read today your article with interest.  

I was lucky enough, twenty-five years ago, to be cast as Daphne Manners in Granada’s The Jewel In The Crown. Since then I’ve had the delight of being often told how much the series is admired, this admiring viewer nearly always wishing to analyse the success of the programme. 

There is one angle to its success, however, that invariably seems to escape attention – and to me, it seems central to the very heartbeat of the programme. Of the 47 named characters in the cast, 19 of them are women. This ratio of men to women’s parts is exceptionally rare. When I left drama school in 1971 I was told the average was one woman’s role to twenty-three men’s. 

Further I would suggest that what made ‘Jewel’ so particularly rich, was not just the high women’s ‘head-count’ but that the female characters depicted are of all ages - from the senior citizens played by Peggy Ashcroft and Fabia Drake right through to the ‘youngsters’ such as Daphne, and Susan  and Sarah Layton  - so that ultimately the story of India and the Raj is seen equally through the male and female eye - of all ages. This, I feel, is what makes the story so particularly dramatic and three-dimensional. And is amongst the reasons why the programme remains so fresh today, still attracting an audience of young and old alike. “

My final quote is from an article, again in the Guardian,  last November.  It’s actually about magicians but just think of the references to female magicians as being to actresses and frankly you won’t see a lot of difference!  In fact, I believe in many ways it sums our situation up rather well!

BREAKING INTO THE MAGIC CIRCLE

“No longer content with posing as the “lovely assistant” and being sawn in half, women magicians are taking on the world of illusion.

It’s a world of glamour and mystery, but also of sexism.  It’s not that women are invisible in the world of stage magic – although they have a tendency to disappear before the audiences very eyes.  But even when you can see them, they are strangely sidelined: they are the “the lovely assistants”.  They have done most of the work involved in each trick, but their abilities have gone largely unacknowledged.  Lexi Watterson who was runner-up in the Young Magician of the Year says “When I first started out people were surprised because I was a girl.  It can get quite annoying because whenever I say I do magic people assume I’m the assistant.  It’s kind of sexist: the girls do all the work but the magician just stands there and waves his wand!”

Well we’ve no magic wand to wave in this conference but somehow we have  to change people’s perceptions of age and gender. 

This morning we have the opportunity to take what we learned from yesterday and see ways out of this unacceptable situation.  I think we all agree this research and conference is but a step along the way.  Let no-one think – Good, we’ve done that now.  Let’s move on.  

I was so encouraged by Dearbhal’s words – and by the way many thanks to her for jumping into this project within 3 weeks of her appointment, stepping into Bianca’s shoes almost seamlessly and with such enthusiasm.   Our Unions  must encourage FIA to speak for us to the Council of Europe which is working to promote gender equality across its 47 member states.  We need our findings to be part of that debate and I hope the Union of every country represented here will write to its permanent representative to the Council of Europe, urging them to look for effective ways to combine our respective strengths in order to tackle gender inequality.  I know Dearbhal will do her best for us.  Meanwhile we in our own Unions need to form useful coalitions within society as well as with audience groupings.  As I said yesterday, a two prong attack both at European level to influence government thinking and amongst our fellow practitioners whilst lobbying for more funding to support more radical and inclusive writing and productions.  Let’s come up with lots of positive action points this morning.  Thank you.

