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Threat of widening gender pay gap – need for gender impact assessment of 
public sector pay and jobs cuts 
 
Dear Commissioners,  
 
You may recall that we wrote to you last year highlighting our concerns regarding the 
potential impact that austerity plans, being implemented by a majority of Member 
States with the Commission‟s encouragement, would have on gender equality across 
the European Union. We are writing to you again because twelve months on, those 
concerns have become even more acute.  
 
In our letter, we raised the issue of gender impact assessments regarding the austerity 
policies – whether any had been carried out and if not whether this situation would be 
rectified by carrying out a subsequent analysis. In your response, you implicitly 
accepted that no such assessments had been carried out stating that “Gender impact 
assessments of such support programmes are notoriously difficult to conduct…”. We 
find this argument to be completely unsatisfactory as an excuse for the failure to carry 
out such assessments. Additionally, we believe that It undermines not only the 
principles of Article 8 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the EU, but also the 
Commission‟s credibility regarding its commitments on gender equality. 
 
Due to the apparent lack of gender impact assessments in this regard, EPSU 
commissioned our own research1 (see attached) to examine the situation in four 
countries -  Ireland, Latvia, Romania and Spain – which have all introduced far 
reaching cuts to public sector pay and employment. The results show that there is 
evidence that in some countries women have indeed been disproportionately affected 
by these cuts. In Latvia, statistics show that while both male and female public sector 
employees suffered a sharp fall in earnings, women‟s pay fell by a greater extent. The 
analysis also showed that when looking at pay in the whole economy, including the 
public and private sectors, the gender pay gap had widened from 15.2% in 2008 to 
16.9% in 2011. Although there may be several reasons for this increase, it is clear that 
the greater fall in women‟s pay in the public sector and the loss of better paid jobs for 
women in the public sector, are likely to have contributed. 
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Similarly, in Romania both men and women working in the public sector have seen 
significant reductions in their pay, with public sector falling below the average by 2010.  
However, as more women are employed in the public sector, the cuts have again had a 
clear impact on overall women‟s pay also resulting in a widening of the overall gender 
pay gap from 7.8% in 2008 to 12.6% in 2010. 
 
The absence of available statistics in Ireland and Spain, made it difficult to assess the 
impact of public sector pay and/or job cuts on women in those countries. However, the 
available data suggests a mixed picture regarding women‟s employment relative to 
men‟s. It is, nevertheless, clear that tens of thousands of female public sector workers 
have lost their jobs and as the public sector has traditionally employed more women, it 
is difficult to imagine that the majority of these women will find alternative employment 
in the private sector. Indeed, the latest edition of the European Vacancy Monitor2 
shows an increase in most EU countries in labour demand mainly for industrial 
workers, technicians, plant and machine operators, craft and related trade workers. In 
contrast, the number of job-finders in the public sector (public administration, 
education, arts and other services and human health and social work - sectors 
characterized by a female dominated workforce), declined in keeping with the drive to 
slash public sector spending. 
 
In May, the EPSU Women and Gender Equality Committee warned of a „silent crisis‟3 
resulting from governments‟ austerity plans. Your response to our July 2010 letter and 
our own research demonstrate what appears to be a systemic lack of consideration of 
the impact of these measures on gender equality and the gender pay gap in the 
immediate and longer term. None of the governments in the countries covered in our 
research had assessed what effect their policies of cutting public sector pay and jobs 
would have on women, despite the importance of public sector female employment.  
Some of our affiliated trade unions, however, notably  in Spain, Ireland and the UK,  
are continuously drawing attention to the impact of the cuts on women and gender 
equality. Their findings are extremely valuable not only to help assess the impact of the 
cuts but also to guide future policy.  
 
Not only have the public deficit consolidation plans had a significant impact on pay and 
jobs in the public sector, many of the other measures introduced to deal with 
government deficits have also had adverse effects on women. For example, reductions 
in maternity and child benefits, increasing retirement ages and reductions in pension 
levels, as well as cuts to public services such as social care provision for the disabled 
and elderly, nurseries and day care centres will impact adversely on families and 
women, who remain the primary carers of both children and older relatives.  
 
The negative impact of the austerity plans is further compounded by the drastic 
reductions in the budgets, and in some instances even the closure, of institutions 
promoting equality. This has been the case not only in the four countries examined in 
the research, but also in Bulgaria, Lithuania and the United Kingdom. Several equality 
institutions had their budgets slashed by at least 40%, with serious consequences 
regarding their ability to function effectively, their visibility and the message this sends 
regarding the importance accorded to their work. This only adds to our concern that 
progress on gender equality will be seriously undermined, along with advances on 
tackling discrimination in general and promoting equality, issues which it is all the more 
important to focus on in periods of economic downturn.  
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As stated in the Geneva Charter on Quality Public Services4 ”quality public services 
available to all enhance the quality of people‟s lives and are fundamental to the 
creation of societies that are equal, prosperous and democratic”. Accordingly, EPSU is 
therefore extremely concerned about the long-term impact of the current erosion of 
public services by governments seeking to balance their books. As is the case 
regarding gender impact assessments, no proper assessment has been made by the 
Commission or the Member States of the broader social impact of these policies. To fill 
this gap, the European Anti-Poverty Network and its members have been regularly 
monitoring the situation and its report5, which warns that the austerity policies are likely 
to undermine social cohesion and social protection for “years to come” makes for 
sobering reading.  
 
Regrettably, there appears to be an ongoing disconnect between stated EU policy 
objectives and concrete political action to deliver on these goals. For example, the 
overall employment target in the Europe 2020 Strategy as well as the Commission‟s 
specific recommendations to certain Member States on raising women‟s employment 
rates, are likely to be undermined by the recommendations to cut public sector 
expenditure. EPSU shares the European Women‟s Lobby assessment that the 
Commission‟s country-specific recommendations, adopted on 7 June, do not 
adequately take account of the gender equality perspective and that gender equality 
should be incorporated in a more systematic manner6.  
 
The current unacceptable state of affairs regarding the revision of the Pregnant 
Workers Directive, provides a further timely illustration of this disconnect. We urge the 
Commission not to accede to the demands of certain Member States to withdraw the 
proposals and instead to use whatever influence it can to encourage the blocking 
countries to adopt a common position so that this matter can progress. Stronger 
protection for pregnant working women and new mothers, including an adequate period 
of paid time off at the time of giving birth, is an essential part of the comprehensive 
package of measures required to ensure gender equality. 
 
EPSU has long argued for a revision of the EU legal provisions on equal pay and we 
note with interest the Commission‟s intention to launch a European social partner 
consultation on the review of the Directive on equal pay in November 2011. We 
welcome current initiatives aimed at improving the representation of women in 
economic decision-making positions. Whilst there is undoubtedly a need for action on 
this front, this must be accompanied by an equally high-profile campaign and initiatives 
to tackle low-pay by improving the wages and working conditions in female dominated 
sectors and occupations, and to address the under-valuation of women‟s skills and 
work, particularly in the health and social care sectors. Collective bargaining has a key 
role to play in this and the role of the social partners in this regard should be supported 
and encouraged, rather than being undermined as has been the case with the Annual 
Growth Survey. 
 
In light of the above we would raise the following questions: 
 

- in light of the evidence that the overall gender pay gap has increased in two of 
the surveyed countries that have imposed cuts to public sector pay and jobs, 
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will the Commission carry out a gender impact assessment of the 
implementation of austerity measures, in cooperation with social partners? 
 

- what concrete actions will the Commission take to encourage and support 
Member States to provide current de-gendered statistics on employment and 
earnings in the public sector? 
 

- In the context of the gender pay gap awareness-raising campaign, what action 
will the Commission take to address the issue of the under-valuation of 
women‟s work and tackle low-pay? 
 

- in our response to the consultation on the Green Paper on the modernization of 
EU public procurement policy?7 EPSU has argued for the strengthening of the 
social (sustainable) dimension to public procurement and in favour of 
compulsory gender equality clauses in public contracts; would the Commission 
support such an approach? 
 

- what action is the Commission taking to ensure that the longer term 
employment and social impacts of the crisis for example on unemployment, 
social protection levels, poverty, social exclusion and homelessness are being 
assessed? 
 

- what measures will the Commission propose to ensure that the negative 
impacts of public budget consolidation will be mitigated and that social dialogue 
at EU and national levels in the public sector play a central role? 

 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
 
 
Carola Fischbach-Pyttel 
EPSU General Secretary 
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