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Consultation on the extent to which EU fiscal conso lidation policy will benefit 

women and gender equality in the European Union 
 
 
Dear Commissioners, 
 
Further to the European Council of 17 June that turned the national austerity plans into 
EU-wide policy, despite ETUC and EPSU warnings against such an option1, and in 
view of the forthcoming strategy on gender equality, this letter is to consult you on how 
you see the two interrelate to one another.  
 
EPSU’s membership of 8 million public service workers is made up of almost 68% of 
women. You will therefore understand our very serious concerns regarding the 
“disproportionate effects the current social and economic crisis is having on women 
and the long-term advancement of gender equality policies”, as the European 
Parliament recently put it2. 
 
Achieving gender equality is firmly grounded in EU treaties, directives and the Charter 
of fundamental rights but it is yet to be mainstreamed in EU economic and financial 
policy. 
 
Indeed, our view is that the EU fiscal consolidation strategy as a stated attempt to 
respond to the crisis does not square with Article 8 of the Treaty on the Functioning of 
the EU (TFEU) that reads “In all its activities, the Union shall aim to eliminate 
inequalities, and to promote equality, between men and women.”  
 
The reason is very simple. 
 
Many public service workers who are, or will be facing the risk of losing their jobs or 
their purchasing power are women.  
 
Indeed one out of three women work in public services or related services in the EU. 
 

                                                             
1
 Please see EPSU press release ahead of 17 June European Council http://www.epsu.org/a/6599  

2 EP resolution of 17 June 2010, Assessment of the results of the 2006-2010 Roadmap for equality 
between women and men and recommendations 
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In the health and social services, between 80 and 90% of the workforce are women, in 
public administrations, between 40 and 50%.  
 
These working women, who provide essential services to citizens and the whole 
economy, are not privileged workers. 
 
In the health and social care sector, research commissioned by EPSU shows that in 
many EU countries wages are below national average wages3, and are now further 
sliding down an already undervalued pay scale.  For example, a Greek nurse with 15 
years of service on an annual salary of € 20.000 will lose €2.400 after the pay cuts. 
 
In public administrations, that currently suffer the highest cuts, the average monthly 
salary in Latvia was €745 at the end of 2009, compared to €885 in 2006; in Estonia, it 
was €960 compared to €1.070 in 2007.  
 
Achieving gender equality in society highly relies on good accessible quality public 
services and social protection, as well as public administrations that administer those 
services. 
 
It is no accident that Sweden and Norway with the best record on gender equality, in 
terms of equal pay and women’s rate of employment, are also countries with high tax 
levels to finance quality public services and strong regulations.  
 
In some countries, most recently the UK and Denmark, public cuts also target essential 
benefits for women, such as maternity or childcare benefits and hit primarily the 
poorest. Interestingly, legal challenges are currently underway in the UK against public 
service cuts; some have already been won, on the ground that local authorities are 
failing women citizens by not complying with the public sector equality duty. 
 
This leads me to the following questions: 

1. When advising on austerity plans in Hungary, Latvia, Serbia and Romania back in 
2008 and 2009, did the Commission carry out a prior gender impact assessment, 
as it recommends4, with a view to enforce Art. 8 of the TFEU? 

2. If so, could you please send me a copy?  

3. If too late for an ex-ante gender assessment, will the Commission make up for this 
oversight by carrying out a post analysis, as called for by the European Parliament? 
This is all the more pressing in light of the European Council of 17 June. Countries 
that were first hit by public spending cuts can provide a useful starting point. For 
instance, in Latvia, the 40% health care budget cut has already left many women 
unemployed, many of whom are forced to leave their country, and, has increased 
the mortality rate by 10%.  

4. The 2020 strategy on jobs and growth adopted by the European Council on 17 
June pledges to create more jobs and fight poverty. How will this be achieved in the 
face of unprecedented freezes or cuts in public service jobs, wages, and budgets? 
Does the Commission only foresee job growth in the private sector? Doesn’t the 
commission see a positive link between the fight against poverty and access to 
social protection, quality public services, and a living wage? 

                                                             
3 Please see http://www.epsu.org/a/6272  
4 Please see guide on gender impact assessment  
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=421&langId=en  
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5. To continue on poverty, as we are in mid-course of the European year against 
poverty, it is well-known that the majority of the poor, including working poor, are 
women. The European Parliament rightly points out it is due to “unemployment, 
casual labour, low wages, pensions below the minimum subsistence level, and the 
widespread difficulty of obtaining access to good public services”. How will the 
forthcoming strategy on gender equality address the causes of women’s poverty in 
the face of the EU fiscal consolidation plan? 

6. With one country exception, the gender pay gap in the EU is not as wide in the 
public services as in the private sector, due, amongst others, to less pay dispersion 
and stronger trade unions. Wage cuts and freezes are likely to have a detrimental 
effect on women’s economic independence. Given the high number of women 
working in public services, we also fear a negative effect on the EU average gender 
pay gap that stands at 17% and that the Commission is determined to close. How 
will the forthcoming strategy on gender equality tackle it? We would like to remind 
you that EPSU, as well as the European Parliament, argue for a revision of the EU 
legal provisions on equal pay.  

7. Social dialogue is an essential tool to achieve gender equality at work, including 
equal pay, as provided for in the equal treatment at work directives. Most austerity 
plans at national and EU levels have been imposed on workers with no consultation 
of trade unions. How does this dovetail with the EU duty to promote the European 
social dialogue at all levels as provided for by article 152 of the TFEU and article 23 
of the Charter of fundamental rights? How will this impact on social partners’ mutual 
trust if the Commission and governments do not apply their own rules?  

8. The 2004 directive bans discrimination on the ground of gender in the access to 
and supply of goods and services, including public services.  Will the Commission 
provide guidance to governments on how to avoid austerity plans conflicting with 
the directive in case service closures have a negative disproportionate effect on 
women users? To put differently, will the Commission urge governments, as part of 
stronger macroeconomic surveillance, to adjust budgets to ensure equality of 
access to public sector expenditure and to earmark resources for undertaking 
gender impact analysis of public budgets? 

I look forward to your early response. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
Carola Fischbach-Pyttel 
EPSU General Secretary 
 


