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The position of women in local and regional government 
 
Women make up a high proportion of those employed in local and regional 
government. Figures from nine EU states are set out in the table and they show that 
the percentage of women working in the sector varies from 42.0% in regional 
government (the provinces) in the Netherlands (one of the few areas where women 
make up less than half) to 80.5% in regional government in Sweden. The difference 
between states are explained in part by variations in women’s overall levels of 
employment (52.0% in Spain but 66.7% in Germany for example), in part by the 
extent of part-time working (62% of the women working in local government in the UK 
are employed part-time), and in part by the variation in tasks undertaken by local 
government in the different countries. (In France, for example, neither education nor 
health, which both have very high levels of female employment, are included within 
local and regional government.) 
 
Proportion of women employed in local and regional government 

Country Level Proportion of 
women 

Total number 
employed 

Belgium (2010) Local and 
regional 

60.0% 356,919 

Denmark (2011) Local 76.5% 523,748 

Regional 78.7% 139,288 

Finland (2010) Local 79.0% 434,000 

France (2009) Local and 
regional 

60.4% 1,805,936 

Germany (2010) Local 58.8% 1,355,248 

Regional 55.2% 2,317,767 

Netherlands (2010) Local 46.5% 175,176 

Regional 42.0% 13,217 

Spain (2010) Local 46.6% 646,627 

Regional 66.3% 1,347,835 

Sweden (2011) Local 79.8% 689,296 

Regional 80.5% 246,795 

UK (England & Wales) 
(2010) 

Local 75.1% 2,244,400 

Sources: Belgium: Statistiques semestrielles (2nd Quarter 2010) ONSSAPL; Denmark: Statistics 
Denmark, Statistical Yearbook 2012; Finland: France: Rapport annuel sur l’état de la fonction publique 
Faits et chiffres 2009-2010; Germany: Personal des öffentlichen Dienstes; Netherlands: Kennisbank 
Arbeidszaken Publieke Sector; Spain: Boletín Estadístico del personal al servicio de las 
Administraciones Publicas; Sweden : Personalstatistik för kommuner och landsting, SKL; UK Local 
government demographics, LGA 

 
There are no EU-wide figures for employment in local and regional government, 
although figures from the Labour Force Survey are available for employment in public 
administration, compulsory social security and defence. These include central 
government and defence, as well as excluding health and education, which are key 
responsibilities of local government in many states.  
 
The figures show significant differences in the proportion of women employed in the 
sector. Within the EU, where on average 45.9% of those working in public 
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administration, compulsory social security and defence are women, the national 
percentages range from 57.5% in Estonia to 33.7% in Italy (all figures for 4th quarter 
2011). The Baltic and Nordic states are close to the top of the table – all with more 
than 52% women’s employment, along with Slovakia, while the states of Southern 
Europe, Portugal, Cyprus, Romania, Malta, Greece and Italy, are at the bottom, with 
women making up fewer than 40% of those employed – this is also the case in 
Luxembourg and the Netherlands. Turkey, a candidate country, is right at the bottom, 
with women at 15.6% of the total, although this may reflect Turkey’s larger defence 
employment1.  
 
However, the proportion of women employed in local and regional government is only 
one of the issues relating to gender equality. Pay, promotion prospects, violence and 
harassment at work and overall working conditions are some of the other questions 
which also need to be considered. This report is not able to examine these topics in 
any detail. However, although there is extensive legislation and a whole number of 
policies, the following examples indicate that there is a long way to go before gender 
equality can be seen to exist in practice. Some examples include: 
 
In the UK, women account for 75.1% of all local government employees and 60.8% 
of all full-time employees but among the top 5% of earners the proportion of women 
falls to 39.4%.2  In the Netherlands, women make up 41.6% of all full-time employees 
in local government, but less than a quarter (23.5%) of those earning €5,000 a month 
or more.3 In France, 60.4% of local and regional government employees are women, 
but of the 1,614 individuals, who are senior directors of local and regional 
administrations, only 18.0% are female.4 
 

Action on gender equality at EU level 

 
Inequality between women and men is found across the whole of the economy and 
society and has been the subject of a series of initiatives, programmes and legislation 
at European level. Recent developments include a new five-year strategy on gender 
equality adopted by the European Commission in September 2010. This has five 
main priorities:  

 equal economic independence,  

 equal pay for equal work and work of equal value,  

 equality in decision-making,  

 dignity, integrity and an end to gender-based violence and  

 gender equality in external actions (outside the EU).5 
 
The European Council in March 2011 adopted a European Pact for gender equality 
for the period 2011-20.6 This reaffirmed the Council’s commitments to 

                                                 
1
 All data gathered from the Labour Force Survey,Eurostat 

2
 Local government workforce scorecard 2010-11, LGA http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/local-government-intelligence/-

/journal_content/56/10171/3023905/ARTICLE-TEMPLATE 
3
 Kennisbank Arbeidszaken Publieke Sector, own calculations 

4
 Rapport annuel sur l'état de la fonction publique 2010-2011 Politiques et pratiques de ressources humaines: Faits et chiffres 

5
 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee 

and the Committee of the Regions: Strategy for equality between women and men - 2010-2015, 21 September 2010 
6
 Council conclusions on the European Pact for gender equality for the period 2011 – 2020, 7 March 2011 
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 closing the gender gaps in employment and social protection, including the 
gender pay gap;  

 promoting better work-life balance for women and men; and  

 combating all forms of violence against women. 
 
In addition, in March 2005, unions and employers at European level (ETUC, 
BusinessEurope and CEEP) agreed a Framework of Actions on Gender Equality. 
This had four priorities for action:  

 addressing gender roles;  

 promoting women in decision-making;  

 supporting work-life balance; and  

 tackling the gender pay gap. 
 

Action on gender equality by CEMR and EPSU 

 
It is against this background that advancing gender equality has been seen as a key 
concern for both CEMR and EPSU.   
 
Equal Pay was the subject of one of EPSU’s main resolutions adopted at its most 
recent Congress in June 2009 and as well as including a 14-point checklist on equal 
pay the resolution also noted that, “success in closing the pay gap requires the 
cooperation of all trade union organisations and public authorities and real 
commitment from the employers.” This followed a resolution on gender equality 
adopted at the preceding Congress in 2004. 
 
CEMR has drawn up its own document “The European Charter for Equality of women 
and men in local life”, which was presented to its general assembly in May 2006. 
Much of this document deals with gender equality in terms of the provision of 
services and political representation, but there is also a section (Article 11) which 
covers the employer role. This commits the signatories to “take all reasonable 
measures” in support of equality of women and men in employment, including 
“procedures for consultation with employees and their trade unions ensuring a 
balanced participation of women and men on any consultation or negotiating body.”  
 
It is therefore not surprising that in each of EPSU and CEMR‟s previous social 
dialogue work programmes equality has featured as a central element and in 
December 2007 CEMR and EPSU jointly agreed guidelines on drawing up gender 
equality action plans in local and regional government. These provided for the 
drawing up of gender equality action plans at local sectoral and/or national level and 
said that these plans “should be drawn up and implemented by employers in 
cooperation and in dialogue with trade unions and employees and have the support 
of all levels of leadership.” 
 
The guidelines suggested five steps in preparing a gender equality action plan:  

 setting up a joint employer/trade union working group;  

 identifying the gender composition of the workforce;  

 identifying where inequalities exist;  

 developing a set of actions to resolve the equalities identified; and  
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 monitoring, reporting on and evaluating progress.  
 
They also included an equality checklist, suggesting a series of 26 questions, which 
authorities could ask in order to establish progress. These included questions such 
as “Have staff been trained in equality issues?”, “Are service staff resourced and 
supported to accommodate equality?”, “Are recruitment and existing positions in local 
authorities monitored by gender (and also by age, disability and ethnicity)?” and “Are 
there sufficient financial and human resources to ensure the sustainability of the 
equality programme?”  
 

The implementation of the CEMR EPSU guidelines 

  
In a survey specially undertaken as part of the project, the Labour Research 
Department (LRD) asked CEMR members and EPSU affiliates in local and regional 
government to complete a short questionnaire looking at how far these joint 
guidelines had been implemented. Despite the short period available for responses, 
18 organisations replied – 11 local and regional government employers’ 
organisations and seven trade unions. The names of the organisations responding 
and the countries they come from are set out below: 
 
Country Organisation Member of: 

Belgium VVSG CEMR 

Czech Republic OSSOO (Statorg) EPSU 

Denmark Danske Regioner CEMR 

Estonia ELL CEMR 

Estonia ROTAL EPSU 

Hungary TÖOS CEMR 

Iceland SAMBAND CEMR 

Latvia LPS CEMR 

Lithuania LSA CEMR 

Lithuania LVDPS EPSU 

Netherlands Abvakabo FNV EPSU 

Norway KS CEMR 

Romania AMR CEMR 

Spain FSP-UGT EPSU 

Sweden Kommunal EPSU 

Sweden SALAR /SKL CEMR 

Sweden Vision EPSU 

United Kingdom LGA CEMR 

 
Although the responses do not come from all 30 states of the European Economic 
Area (EU plus Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein) – the Nordic and Baltic states are 
over-represented and the states of southern Europe in particular are under-
represented – the replies give some indication as to how the joint guidelines have 
been implemented. This is particularly the case in that there is substantial uniformity 
in the responses received. In addition, the discussion at the joint CEMR-EPSU 
workshop in May provided further details of the position in member states. 
 
Asked whether they had used the joint guidelines to reach agreements between 
employers’ and unions at national level, none of the respondents said they had, with 
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14 organisations saying that this had definitely not occurred, three saying they did not 
know and one not replying to the question. 
 
However, the picture was more positive on the issue as to whether organisations had 
informed their own constituent bodies/members about the guidelines. Seven 
organisations said that they had; eight that they had not; and three said they did not 
know. Those that had were: the employers’ organisation VVSG in Belgium, which 
had put details on its internet page; the union ROTAL in Estonia, which had raised 
the issue in a variety of meetings with employers; the employers’ body TÖOS in 
Hungary, where the guidelines had been used to feed into broader national 
developments; both the employers and the union in Lithuania, where the guidelines 
were presented to the national Social Affairs Committee in a meeting organised by 
the local government employers, LSA, and union members were informed through 
seminars organised by the LVDPS; the FSP-UGT in Spain, which did not spell out 
how members had been informed; and SALAR in Sweden, which had informed local 
authorities in a meeting with a network of people dealing with gender equality. 
 
The respondents were less certain about whether local and regional government 
bodies had used the equality checklist set of the guidelines. Nine respondents said 
they did not know and one reply was blank. Six organisations, VVSG in Belgium, 
ROTAL in Estonia, SAMBAND in Iceland, Abvakabo FNV in the Netherlands, KS in 
Norway and FSP-UGT in Spain, said that the checklist had definitely not been used 
by local and regional bodies and two organisations said that it had. These were 
LVDPS in Lithuania, which estimated that between 10% and 25% of local 
government bodies had used the checklist, and TÖOS in Hungary, which said that 
the usage was difficult to estimate. LVDPS also said that arising out of the checklist it 
had collected statistics on male and female activities and had also prepared 
recommendations for gender equality in collective agreements. 
 
In contrast, only one respondent said that it was aware of local and regional bodies 
using the steps laid out in the guidelines to prepare a gender equality plan. (These 
start with setting up a joint employer/ trade union working group and include 
identifying the gender composition of the workforce and developing actions to resolve 
inequalities.) This was the Swedish local government employers’ body SALAR. It 
pointed out that the Discrimination Act in Sweden required employers with 25 or more 
employees to draw up equality plans every three years and that Swedish local 
authorities often followed the steps in doing so. Overall it estimated that between 
50% and 75% had used the steps set out in the CEMR/EPSU guidelines.  
 
 
Among those who had made use of the guidelines, by informing their constituent 
bodies/members of their existence, four organisations identified problems. One was 
the Belgian employers’ organisation VVSG, representing local authorities in Flanders. 
It said that the fact that the guidelines had not been translated into Dutch meant that 
they were difficult to use in Flemish speaking areas. SALAR noted that although the 
steps were good they were “sometimes difficult to do in real life.” The two others 
pointed to resource problems. The Estonian union ROTAL, said that the real problem 
was that local authorities did not have enough money in their budgets to put the 
recommendations into practice, while the Lithuanian union LVDPS, commented that 
although the guidelines themselves were not difficult to use, “local and regional trade 
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unions have small numbers of members therefore it is difficult to appoint employees 
who would engage with these questions full time”. 
On the basis of these responses it seems clear that the direct use of the guidelines 
has been limited. No organisation used them to reach a national agreement; only 
seven informed their members that they existed; only two said that they thought local 
authorities used the checklist and only one said that local authorities went through 
the steps to prepare equality plans.  
 

Other action on gender equality 

 
However, it would be wrong to conclude from this that no action is being taken to 
promote gender equality. On the contrary in the vast majority of countries the 
respondents reported that there is action but it is not based on the CEMR EPSU 
guidelines, details of which are table below.  
 

 in Austria, national legislation on equal treatment has been used as a basis 
for local authority programmes improving the position of women; in Vienna, 
for example, departments where women are under-represented must report 
on progress on a yearly basis and where a man and a woman are equally 
well qualified for a post the female candidate should be appointed;- 

 in the Czech Republic, action has in part emerged from twinning projects 
with Germany and Sweden;  

 in Denmark, legislation makes gender equality a priority, although a recent 
report indicated job segregation was the main reason for the gender pay gap 
and this is a difficult issue to resolve;  

 in Finland, there is legislation requiring local authorities to take action to 
promote gender equality at the workplace and given the high proportion of 
women working full-time, good childcare is seen as key to women being able 
to work; the union TEHY has had a policy since 2005 of shrinking the gender 
pay gap from 20% to 15% by 2015, but progress has been slow with only a 
reduction to 18% by 2012;  

 in Hungary, it has been compulsory since 2008 for local authorities to have 
equality plans at local level (without it they are not able to apply for ERDF or 
ESF funding);  

 in Iceland, municipalities have for many years been legally obliged to draw up 
four-year equality plans after they have been elected; one interesting 
development is that the gender pay gap, which fell in the worst years of the 
crisis has subsequently expanded;  

 in Latvia the issue is promoted by a committee on gender equality including 
ministries, non-governmental organizations, social partners, local government 
and others;  

 in Lithuania, there are national programmes and projects;  

 in the Netherlands, the union ABVAKABO FNV promotes gender equality 
through its analysis of collective agreements on issues of diversity, including 
gender inequality, as well as in a range of other ways;  

 in Norway, there is legislation that commits the local and regional 
governments to report annually on what they have done to promote gender 
equality; in addition a commission on equal pay which reported in 2008 led to 
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further government action;  

 in Romania, there is a general commitment to equality;  

 in Spain, the 2007 Gender Equality Act requires the adoption of equality 
plans, whose content is very similar to the CEMR EPSU guidelines, once the 
number of employees passes a set threshold – more than 250 employees 
(see Box);  

 in Sweden there is similarly legislation requiring the drawing up of gender 
equality plans, although with a lower threshold (see Box); and  

 in the UK, as well as a collective agreement based on equal treatment, 
gender equality is now part of a wider equality duty which requires authorities 
to assess all of their policies and practices and conduct gender (as part of 
wider equality) impact assessments and make plans to correct any 
imbalances identified. 

 
The complete responses from the countries listed are available from the CEMR and 
EPSU secretariats. 
 

Conclusions 

 
With limited use of the CEMR EPSU guidelines, but significant other factors 
producing action on gender equality, it could be argued that, in many countries, the 
guidelines themselves add little of value and may even cause confusion. As one 
respondent commented, explaining why the CEMR EPSU guidelines had not been 
widely circulated, “We did not want to add another layer of complexity on top of what 
we already had”. 
 
However, this was not a universal view, even among countries with existing 
legislation on equality plans. Several respondents saw the guidelines as being useful 
in complementing their own legislation. In Denmark, for example, the regional 
employers’ organisation considered that “guidelines like the CEMR/EPSU guidelines 
are seen as an inspiration in the ongoing process of working with gender equality in 
the Danish regions”.  In Iceland, the employers’ association stated that “We are 
aware of them [the guidelines] and took note of them when we promoted the 
European Charter for Equality of Women and Men in Local Life.”  
 
The guidelines may also help existing legislation and practices to evolve. In Hungary, 
the employers’ body TÖOS reported, that a new system for creating equality plans 
was currently being developed in which it and its women mayors’ section were 
actively involved and where it was using the CEMR EPSU guidelines to feed into the 
discussions. “We are now working together with national government on the 
legislation: what kind of data should/could be used by local governments in order to 
have a suitable equality plan. It concerns not only the gender issues but other 
relevant groups as well,” TÖOS noted. Another contributor to the discussion 
suggested that a gap analysis between the guidelines and individual national 
situations could be useful. 
 
In addition, not all states have developed effective legislation on gender equality 
plans. For those that have not, the joint guidelines could be useful in promoting 
action in the local and regional government sector. Here it is worth reflecting on the 
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nature of the respondents to the survey as well as the nature of responses. The 
Baltic and Nordic states are over represented in the survey – but these are precisely 
those countries with higher levels of female employment in public administration. It is 
the states in Southern Europe that have, with the exception of Spain, not responded, 
and they also, again with the exception of Spain, have the lowest levels of female 
employment in public administration. Without replies it is impossible to say, but it may 
be that these are precisely the states where the CEMR EPSU guidelines could be of 
greatest use. There is also a danger that at a time of cuts in public spending gender 
equality may be regarded as having lower priority. 
 
Finally, in the context of social dialogue, it is important to recall the emphasis given in 
the CEMR EPSU guidelines to the need for employees and their unions to be 
involved in the process. This is not always the case with national arrangements.  
 

Recommendations for Social Partners 
 

1. Continue promoting the guidelines: although all states have legislation on 
gender equality this may not go as far as the CEMR EPSU guidelines, in 
particular in terms of setting out practical steps to implement equality between 
women and men and ensuring that unions, as representatives of employees, 
have a full role in the process.  

 
2. Monitoring the impact of cuts: there is a fear that public spending cuts will 

particularly affect women in local and regional government, that progress 
towards equality will become more difficult and past gains may be lost. It is 
therefore important that local and regional authorities should consider the 
likely impact on their women employees of any reduction in spending.  

 

WORKSHOP CASE STUDIES 
 

The European Charter for Equality of Women and Men in Local Life7 
 
CEMR’s Charter for Equality was launched in 2006, building on CEMR’s earlier work 
in favour of equality between women and men. Its aim is to encourage local and 
regional authorities to promote equality in a range of practical ways, moving beyond 
a simple declaration of intent. 
 
Local and regional authorities are encouraged to sign the Charter and as signatories 
they commit themselves to drawing up an Equality Action Plan within two years. This 
sets out what they plan to do, the resources they are devoting to it and the timescale 
for implementation. These Equality Action Plans should be subject to wide 
consultation before they are adopted and signatory authorities should report 
regularly on the progress they have made. The Charter deals with many of the tasks 
undertaken by local and regional authorities, including public procurement, service 
delivery and planning and sustainable development, as well as emphasising the 
importance of ensuring that women play a full and equal role in democratic decision 
making at local and regional level. It also has a section (Article 11) on local and 
regional authorities as employers.  

                                                 
7
 http://www.ccre.org/en/champsactivites/view/3117  

 

http://www.ccre.org/en/champsactivites/view/3117
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CEMR sees the Charter ( with 1,278 signatories) as a “demanding text” in that local 
and regional authorities are obliged to implement polices when they become 
signatories, although they are not obliged to implement them all. It has also recently 
set up an Observatory, part of whose duty is to monitor the application of the 
Charter, as well as to help signatories to draw up action plans and exchange 
experiences.  
 
Gender equality In Sweden 
 
Action on gender equality in Sweden goes back to the 1970’s and there is a broad 
commitment across the political parties to the objective that “Women and men shall 
have equal power to shape society and their own lives”. This is to be achieved 
through four interim objectives: 
 

 An equal distribution of power and influence; 

 Economic equality between women and men;  

 An equal distribution of unpaid care and household work; and  

 Men's violence against women shall come to an end. 
 
As part of the means to achieve these objectives the Swedish Association of Local 
Authorities and Regions (SALAR) in English – Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting 
(SKL) in Swedish – has been running a programme on gender mainstreaming since 
2008. Financed through a €25 million grant from the Swedish government the 
programme has distributed funds, set up an internet site www.jamstall.nu, conducted 
training targeting Gender Equality Officers, undertaken research and promoted an 
exchange of good practice and developed a tool for gender audits. In the final years 
of the project (2011-13) it is still spreading knowledge and experiences and working 
on a strategy to sustain the achievements when the project ends. One of the 
requirements that local authorities must show in order to benefit from the programme 
is that they must show that they have taken a political decision in support of its 
objectives, such as signing the CEMR Charter for Equality (see above). 
 
In drawing up gender equality action plans, local authorities are encouraged to 
consider the Framework of Actions on Gender Equality, which was agreed between 
the unions (ETUC) and employers (BUSINESSEUROPE – formerly UNICE, 
UEAPME and CEEP) at European level in 2005. The Framework has been 
translated into Swedish and it has the clear support of both unions (Kommunal and 
Vision) and employers (SKL) at national level. The CEMR EPSU guidelines have 
also been sent to local authorities but it is difficult to establish the extent of their 
influence as Sweden also has detailed legislation on equality. 
 
Since 2010 a Gender Equality Council has formed part of the collective bargaining 
process. Its objective is to follow the development of wages and working conditions 
from a gender equality perspective, and to propose active measures to achieve a 
more equal working life. Both unions and employers agree that the problem needs to 
be addressed but there are differences in how to resolve it. 
 
Gender equality in Spain 
 

http://www.jamstall.nu/
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Gender equality in employment in Spain took a major step forward as a result of 
legislation on equality between women and men passed in March 2007 (Ley 
Orgánica 3/2007, de 22 de marzo, para la igualdad efectiva de mujeres y hombres). 
A key element of this legislation was the obligation placed on all employers with 
more than 250 employees to draw up equality plans in order to achieve “equality of 
treatment and opportunities between women and men and to eliminate 
discrimination based on sex” (Paragraph 46). Smaller employers are encouraged, 
although not required, to draw up equality plans. The legislation sets out the steps 
that employers should take: analysing the situation, defining the objectives to be 
achieved, establishing the strategies and practices necessary to achieve these 
objectives and developing systems to track progress and evaluate whether the 
stated goals have been reached. The equality plans should be negotiated with 
employee representatives (the unions). 
 
Based on this legislation, the Women’s Department of the UGT union confederation 
drew up detailed guidance on equality plans and this guidance was used by the 
public service union FSP-UGT.8 The model is very similar to the CEMR EPSU 
guidelines, which explains why they have not been used in Spain. Equality plans has 
been implemented widely in public bodies at local, regional, and national level, 
although a study in 2011 found that although they contained a detailed analysis of 
the position of women and men, there was much less emphasis on actions that 
could be taken to correct the imbalances found.9 

 

                                                 
8
 Detailed guidance was also produced by the official Instituto de la Mujer: “Manual para elaborar un Plan de Igualdad en la 

empresa  
9
 See Los planes de igualdad en las administraciones publicas, Gemma María Sobrino González, 2011 


