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Speech of Tomas Bolme, London 15th September 2008

Dear conference participants, EuroFIA members, colleagues and friends,

I am delighted to welcome you all on behalf of the International Federation of Actors (FIA) to the Drill Hall, London, for this conference on “Gender Agenda: Women, Men, Age and Employment in the Performing Arts”, sponsored by the European Commission. We have a busy two days in front of us with this very packed agenda and I hope that you will all have an enjoyable and successful debate.

I’d like to begin by saying a few words about the background to the conference and also about the International Federation of Actors (FIA), an organisation that I know very well, having been its President for the last 16 years! FIA is an international organisation bringing together performers’ trade unions, guilds and professional associations around the world. It voices the concerns and interests of actors (in film, television, radio, new media, theatre and live performance in general), broadcasting professionals, dancers, singers, variety and circus artists and others, with the main exception of musicians and visual artists. From its humble beginnings in 1952, when it first came into being through the joint efforts of Equity in the UK and the SFA in France, it has come a long way to become to a truly international, non-governmental organisation representing hundreds of thousands of performers in all continents. 

FIA has many roles to play but one of its most important is perhaps to voice the concerns of performers over and beyond national borders, where unions cannot easily reach. As a recognised spokesperson internationally, FIA is able to lobby, on behalf its members, to bring the interests and concerns of professional performers into the heart of the decision-making process. FIA has observer status at UNESCO, the International Labour Organization (ILO), the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO), the International Theatre Institute (ITI) and the Council of Europe. At meetings of these and other bodies, FIA has the credibility that comes from its widely based membership and its many years of experience.

A fundamental aim of FIA's work is also to encourage the sharing of knowledge and experience and to help its member organisations be more effective. Performers' working lives and concerns are increasingly global in their nature and FIA exists to help its members share information and co-operate. To do this, FIA encourages the creation of working groups, platforms and regional and linguistic forums where its members can meet to discuss issues of mutual concern, share expertise and experience, and explore solutions to common problems.

Which brings me right back to the current project: for it was just such a working group within FIA which provided the impetus for the project that has brought us together in this conference today. FIA is a strictly a-political organisation, but one which is strongly committed to equal opportunities, regardless of gender, race, colour, ethnic/national origin, religious beliefs, sexuality, age or marital status. And indeed, the European group of FIA (EuroFIA) has a subgroup of dedicated members committed to working together to improve equal opportunities in the performance and entertainment sector across the EU. Over the past few years this small international group has moved from the exchange of experiences and knowledge, to actually looking together for ways to raise awareness and make concrete progress on this issue. They have particularly focussed on the situation of actresses confronted with dwindling employment opportunities as they get older, as an area where there was urgent need for action. With the support of the FIA secretariat they explored ways of finding funding to get a common project off the ground.

2007 was the European Year of Equal Opportunities for all and it was within this context, that a successful application was made to the European Commission for funding for the current project This is a EuroFIA project, led by the working group on equal opportunities, which will run until the end of 2008. The main activities of the project are the organisation of two key events and the undertaking of an ambitious piece of research on gender portrayal and employment opportunities for performers in Europe. The project takes as its starting point that the portrayal of women and men in theatre, television and film have a significant impact not only on gender image and perception by the public, but also on the employment opportunities of performers. It is a fact that women are less represented than men in all media. For this project, it was decided to address the discrimination issue from the perspective of older female performers, whose employment opportunities are limited because of their gender and age. The European Commission acknowledged that these are grounds for discrimination that can and should be addressed at European level. 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 media with powerful educational vocation.

The first phase of the project was the primary research undertaken among EuroFIA members through an online questionnaire. This was initially translated into four languages, and through the efforts of EuroFIA members into several others. The questionnaires sought to establish a snapshot of the employment experience of performers across the EU and how it relates to their social identities. Thus the relationship between age and gender of performers, and the range and quality of the employment available to them, can be highlighted. More than 2000 responses to the questionnaire were received, producing a large body of data. Not large enough to be considered representative of the experience of all performers in all EU countries, but certainly large enough to make for quite compelling reading! This data has been further complemented by a series of interviews with directors, casting directors, producers, writers and other “gatekeepers” to offer a nuanced understanding of how gender portrayal affects employment in film, radio, theatre and television. 

Researcher Dr Deborah Dean is currently hard at work analysing the data gathered and we are lucky enough to have her here today to share the initial results of her work. I look forward to her presentation this morning and to the lively discussion which I feel sure will follow it. As you know, this research is still a work in progress and the final report will be available at the end of September. It is to be distributed by CD rom and if you would like to receive a copy, don’t forget to leave your full name and address at the registration desk, so that we can ensure it reaches you. 

We hope that this report will be a valuable tool in pushing at all levels for an improvement in the employment situation of older women performers and for highlighting the problem of unbalanced and unrealistic gender portrayal. But we also hope that this conference will be an occasion to exchange ideas on how to make real progress on this issue within our sector. The rich line-up of speakers that have kindly agreed to join us here today will certainly help us to draw on the experience of other sectors and other countries. My own country Sweden has long grappled with this issue and…[perhaps a short mention of the Swedish experience here?] I am delighted that the President of my Swedish union Anna Carlson is here to share this experience and enrich the discussion.

 The speaker panels will also help us to refine our understanding of the perspective of all those involved in creative processes (performers of course, but also directors, producers, casting directors, screen writers etc). 

From this rich exchange, we must try to look creatively at how to work to improve equal opportunities in the performance sector and thereby enrich gender portrayal in our societies. How can really impact on this situation and actually make a difference? What works? What doesn’t? So please, I would ask you all to join in the discussions, voice your views and play an active part in making this a successful conference. 
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