











Feminism
responsibilities can get to them. It is concerned because the norms have excluded women,
and not trivially.**! Similarly, feminism is concerned with criticising an idealistic vision of
the family and the unequal value accorded to, and power possessed by, men and women.
This can be, but rarely is, an absolute indictment of men and relations between men and
women; it is a criticism of the social norms and a demand for something better.

Through the filter of these two conceptions many of the rather sensible and useful
things that committees discussed, suggested or did assumed a foolish or ominous shape.
Anything they did which stretched the boundaries of the political or extended the nature of
citizenship incited a riot of alliterative headlines self-righteously condemning the waste of
rate-payers money and hinting at the end of civilisation.

Local press often took upon itself responsibility for pointing out the absurdity, if not
the wastefulness, of women's initiatives, especially in the early years, up to the late 1980s.
As one paper announced: "[c]Jould anything be more incongruous than women who claim to
be non-sexist in their attitudes trying to hold a public meeting at which men are barred?"**?
Of the four men at the meeting, which had been called so that local women could join in
discussions about the establishment of a women's committee, two were reporters from the

Oxford Mail and Times. Since the papers had been asked to send women, and since they

made front-page news of the issue, the suspicion is aroused that this was intentionally

431 As Will Kymlicka writes: "Women are disadvantaged, not because chauvinists arbitrarily favour

men in the awarding of jobs, but because the entire society systematically favours men in the defining of
jobs, merit, etc." Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1990) p.
243.

432 Oxford Mail, 26.9.85.
209



Feminism
provocative. The suspicion is reinforced by a subsequent article suggesting a "Size
Committee", comprised of short people and reported upon by short journalists.**

Attempts by women councillors in the same area to get the title "Chairman" of
council committees changed to "Convener" were ridiculed at length in the local press, as
was the foundation of the women's committee and its contention that there were too few
women and members of ethnic minorities in top local authority jobs.*** However, it would
be inaccurate to assume that the Oxford press was wholly antagonistic towards the women's
committee, or that it was taking a coherently anti-feminist approach. Articles reported the
free shoppers' creches without adverse comment, and reported the council's cut in spending
on a women's refuge critically.** Underlying some of the criticism was general opposition
to the Labour administration of Oxford City and support for the political opposition. In so
far as there was any consistency in the newspaper coverage, it appeared to support initiatives
that helped women to do the things they were expected to do and that protected them from
the rare men who were "beasts"; it opposed initiatives that were shaped by a feminist
critique of the balance of power in society. Thus creches and refuges were good things;

women-only committees, positive action on employment, and changes to language were

bad.**¢

433 Oxford Times, 19.7.85.
434

26.3.92.

Oxford Mail, 28.2.84, 1.2.84 and 2.3.84; Oxford Times, 30.3.84; Oxford Mail, 27.10.91 and

135 Oxford Mail, 13.11.90 and 14.12.90; Oxford Mail, 30.10.91.
436 The way that non-feminist men approach male violence was illuminated by a councillor, who was
appalled by the way these "beasts"” treated women, and felt strongly that women should be protected, but
saw violence as an individual issue rather than an effect of a system wherein women are disadvantaged in
relation to men, Interview 11 (23.8.94). Also, Interview 4 (23.6.94) gives an account of a male councillor at
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The Islington press was resolutely opposed to the women's committee in its early
days, publishing articles like "Just What does the Women's Committee Do?", "£30,000 cash
bonanza for women's groups", "Town Hall women seek pin-up ban", and comments
including, "[w]hich committee of Islington Council bears the greatest responsibility for the
borough's dotty image? My nomination must be the Women's Committee"; "I've waxed with
feeling before on the subject of Islington Council's women's committee...so please forgive
me as I have yet another go. I have to say that I find this committee an insult to women"; and
"[t]he problem with falling asleep at Islington Council meetings is that when you wake up
you find you are still in fantasy land. Take the last meeting of the women's committee."*’
Even faint praise was couched in dismissive terms. Commenting on a recent intake of
councillors, the Chronicle observed: "The present bunch are a big improvement on some of
their predecessors. At least these don't give grants to buy gym mats for lesbian self-defence
courses or subsidise conferences to discuss women-only graveyards. The present members
are well-meaning and certainly not malevolent. It's just that they seem to live in a ... well,
fantasy land."**®

Opposition and ridicule from the press made the regular conduct of business difficult
for committees; this was compounded when the press were encouraged by the political

opposition, as, for example, when a local paper "reported the prejudiced remarks of

Councillor X who was obsessed with lesbians and used to say she saw lesbians kissing in

a Women's Committee meeting who followed up his speech in support of anti-violence policies with the
aside that, of course, some women did ask for it.

437 Islington Gazette, 8.7.83; Islington Gazette, 31.3.83; Islington Gazette, 11.2.83; Islington Gazette,
14.6.85; Islington Gazette, 30.3.84; Islington Gazette, 3.10.86.

438 Islington Gazette, 3.10.86.
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the corridors".**® When the press was aided and abetted by the Labour party normal

business was brought to a standstill.

In Bristol, opposition to the committee (which led to its reconstitution as a sub-
committee) came from local Conservatives, augmented by conflict within the Labour party,
and the opposition of some Labour members. This was duly recorded by the local press.
Conservatives were reported making concerted attacks on the committee, for example,
"Tories Secret Blitz on Women's Votes"; and an article describing how Conservatives had
taken out advertising to describe, incorrectly, the activities of the women's committee and
had been instructed to pay for the publication of correct information.**® Public meetings
were apparently disrupted by Conservative councillors and the press printed accounts and
responses from readers on letters pages.

As the committee staggered towards collapse, Quita Morgan wrote in the Evening
Post:

Bristol Women's Committee has been peered at, jeered at and
sneered at. But it could have been worse, It might have been

ignored. Its greatest misfortune, in my view, is that it has
been hijacked by party politics.**!

This was followed by another article more directly critical of Labour in-fighting,

[...] but lets get a few things straight. The Women's
Committee has always been used as a stooge. As an initiative
of the left of the Labour Party it is hardly surprising it has
pushed party politics...Its critics no longer need to call
publicly for its demise; the in-fighting, back-biting and
dogma from some of the city's Labour Councillors during the

439 Interview 15 (28.4.9).

440 Bristol Evening Post, 12.7.87.

141 Quita Morgan, Evening Post of 4.2.88.
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past few days are surely a firm indication that they are happy
to allow it to self-destruct.***

Oxford experienced opposition to women's initiatives from within the Labour Party,
the first kind of steps we took were not to do with setting up
the sub-committee, our first fracas were the ritual ones of
getting rid of the term of chairman of the committee, and that
was our first sort of campaign where we failed initially
because half the Labour group back-tracked and voted with
the Tories.**
This conflict was reported in detail in the local press, with entertaining headlines and
solemn editorial.
We then tried again and got it through the second time. But
the setting up of the women's sub-committee we did in the
end get our colleagues to agree. There was a substantial
number of people within the Labour group who didn't really
agree with it and who were pretty agnostic.444
Women's committees were caught up in competition between political parties
because of their links with Labour, and vulnerable to disputes between different factions
within Labour. Nevertheless, my research strongly supports the argument that it was their
identification with feminism that made them most susceptible to attack. By depicting the
committees as "feminist", critics seized upon and manipulated a popular stereotype. Rather
than engage with the actual policies of the committees and the actual needs of women, they
could repeat a few evocative phrases, call up an unreflective response, forestall debate and

impede change. In some instances they were successful in achieving immobility: the Bristol

committee became so enmired in its internal conflict that, as the arriving senior equalities

442 Lynn Barlow, Evening Post, 1.11.89.

443 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
444 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
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officer found in 1994, it failed to produce a statement of equal opportunities for women.**’
In others, the persistence of the committee members, the fairess of their policies and their
activities, and the support of sections of the community, eventually wore down the
opposition. Their enemies did not, for the most part, turn into supporters, but they gradually
lost interest and started to leave them alone.

In Islington, for example, press comment tailed off from the late 1980s. A councillor
commented on the diminution of press opposition and corresponding changes amongst the
electorate:

[...] a few years ago, well, up until quite recently, maybe two
years ago, our local gazette was quite vicious trying to negate
all the work that we did, and, just canvassing around now for
these elections, we've come across a couple of women who
are very angry that they got leaflets, I won't say who from,
saying 'waste of money', and they are not going to vote for so
and so because they don't support us. So there we are. And
we did used to find on the doorstep, women's issues: waste of

money, lesbians and gym-mats, that kind of thing, and that's
completely disappeared.*¢

iii. Feminism: the Root of Conflict?

It could be argued that constant disruption is inherent in the nature of feminism.
Premissed upon a critique of existing power relations and political institutions; grounded in

the politics of personal experience; feminism and feminist initiatives developed with on-

445 Interview 21 (13.4.94).

44 Interview 1 (15.4.94).
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going commitment to self-criticism and re-appraisal of their truthfulness.**’ This approach is
un-political in the Machiavellian sense of keeping your eye fixed on the goal, keeping your
beliefs to yourself, and doing whatever is necessary to ensure that the goal is achieved and
secured.**® Feminist initiatives are vulnerable because they are accessible to all women and
invite their criticism and comments. They are open to attack, because they constantly
appraise their own authenticity and take account of accusations of inauthenticity.
Furthermore, many of the back-alleys of political manipulation are closed to them because
they cannot - if they want to remain feminist - subordinate the means to the end if the means
entails any risk of failing to give due respect to any woman or group of women or other
section of the community which is deemed marginal or discriminated against.

On the whole this is desirable. Political programmes have too often ridden over the

449 However, careful

present well-being of the population in pursuit of a halcyon future.
matching of means to ends and self-scrutiny may slow a feminist initiative down in
comparison with a more goal-oriented project. At the same time, the unusual nature of both

feminist procedures and goals might make them vulnerable to criticisms of wasting time and

paying too much attention to peripheral issues from more orthodox politicians.

447 I am using the term in the way that Vaclav Havel did when he describing the potential power

possessed by ordinary people in oppressive regimes. In "The Power of the Powerlesness" he pointed to the
changes that might result if everyone were to start "living in the Truth". By this he meant that action should
match belief: that one should not act in one way in order to meet convention or avoid conflict while
believing in another, and that one should avoid deluding either oneself or others. V. Havel et al, The Power
of the Powerless: citizens against the state in central-eastern Europe (London, Hutchinson, 1985).

448 This is the Machiavelli of The Prince who wrote, that it was better to be feared than loved and
claimed that private beliefs had no place in political programmes.

449 Isaiah Berlin discusses this in his introduction to Alexander Herzen's autobiography, Childhood,
Youth and Exile: Parts I and II of My Past and Thoughts, translated by J. D. Duff (Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1980). He describes Herzen's belief that life and value in the present should not be
sacrificed in order to achieve an ideal state in the future. This belief was not grounded in hedonism, but in
the value he placed upon individual people and life rather than distant goals.
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A feminist approach can seem very indirect. One councillor complained about what
she considered to be the excessive discussion and reflection: "the way that most women's
committees start up, it is articulate middle class women, normally those who've been
marginalised in the past and so want to fight something and that's great and they move
things forward but at the end of the day there's very little movement forward because all they
want to do is vocalise their anger, their distress, their views and opinions and that stuff, and
very little else."**° This councillor may be accurate in some of her criticism of middle class
women, but what she is pointing to is fundamental to feminism: women's anger and distress,
and their views and opinions, are their politics. However, the councillor made an apt point:
politics entails action, therefore feminists have to ensure that their scruples over principle do
not result in paralysis.

Committee members with party political, rather than women's movement,
backgrounds were not only frustrated by the personalisation of issues which sometimes took
place. They were also, on occasion, shocked by the intensity of feeling which committees
provoked amongst feminists in the community. One councillor gave the following account
of a meeting with the community which was intended to iron out some misunderstandings:

[Two other councillors] and I went to meet the lesbians at
their request and we had the most abrasive meeting I've ever
had; T had two hours - we had two hours - of exhaustion:
accusations flung at us that we weren't running it, we weren't

pro-active, we weren't feminist enough, we weren't this, we
weren't that, we weren't the other.*!

230 Interview 12 (23.8.94).
%31 Interview 5 (23.6.94).
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In part such responses were provoked by simple disappointment with a committee's
ability to deliver, but there was more to it than that. The councillors were not just criticised
for what they were doing, but also for the way they were doing it, and for the way they
were. The part of feminism which is bound up in female identity interprets compromise as
betrayal, and this can result in conflict and division between women who share fundamental
goals. Problems certainly arose from the high expectations placed upon the committees by
feminists in the community when they confronted the bureaucracy and tendency towards
compromise of local government procedures. One community representative said of
another, "the Asian ethnic minority community rep [...] was very disappointed because she's

a fighter and she's not used to compromise in doing things. She has had to fight hard to get

her own life, she's naturally aggressive, and she finds that she's just wasting her time."*>*

The committees' intention to put feminist principles into practice in the employment
of staff did not sit very comfortably with local authority norms:

[...] they appointed three officers, and the chair at the time
[...] pushed for very high salaries for those three officers
saying they weren't clerical level, which they weren't, but
fought for quite a high grade for them which was perhaps a
little over the top. [...] they were to work as a collective and
this made difficulties because [...] it meant that if you wanted
an answer from women's unit you had to wait until all three
were on duty at the same time, one could not give you an

answer.453

As a second councillor commented,

452 Interview 13 (28.4.95).
453 Interview 5 (23.6.94).
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[...] that was fine from a feminist point of view, but not from

a constructive working with and organisational point of
view.**

There are two issues here: collective working, which proved difficult for the
councillors on the committee and other council staff to cope with, and the relatively high
pay. The second gave the local press a subject for a new article, "Fight for Rights at £14,000
a Year", and did not endear the unit to other council employees. On the subject of the
women's officers, as with the adoption of a feminist approach to discussion and
participation, the committees appear to get caught in the space between traditional and
innovative politics: a creative position, yet one fraught with difficulty.

Women's and equalities officers were not always met with resentment. Even when
securely installed, however, officers saw that their commitment could be storing up
difficulties in the long term. As one officer said, her commitment to the unit and her
identification with women's issues and feminism had not enhanced her career prospects
within the local authority.*® Describing oneself as a feminist and pursuing feminist goals in
a feminist way also proved an impediment to the success of individual councillors. One
councillor pointed out that "it is used [...] to categorise, minimalise and isolate one in local
politics very much and that framework is a very useful tool for other politicians who seek to
marginalise the work that you are trying to do."*® A second councillor described how
councillors measured their status according to which committees they sat on and chaired,

and how the leader manipulated his party by the distribution of desirable positions. She

5% Interview 4 (23.6.94).

453 Informal discussions at Islington.

4% Interview 1 (1.4.94).
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explained why he had denied the most obviously suited councillor the Chair of the Women's
Committee: "it was only X who actually spoke out and it didn't do her any good [...] she was
a much better candidate than I was for chair of this committee, and was dying to chair this
committee, [but] because she'd created problems [..], because she hadn't toed the line, and
because [he] knew he couldn't control her [she did not get the post]"457
A rather different issue was the committees' concern about the quality of their

membership, their responsiveness to women in the community, and their representativeness.
Their feminism gave an edge to their democratic impetus and ensured that they were never
quite satisfied: the experiential component of identity politics means that there will always
be some doubt about whether one person is qualified to speak for any other. Thus there was
always some doubt within the committees about their authenticity as representative of the
interests of local women. This was beneficial in so far as it led to searches for new ways to
achieve representation and efforts to include women from different sections of the
community, yet it also prompts the question of whether the quest for representativeness
distracted attention from effectiveness. One ex-community representative suggested that,

due to different political pushes within feminism at the time

there was more of a push towards being representative of all

the women in X, which is good, more black women

particularly, but not looking at what strengths someone could

realistically bring, so some women came who wanted, well,
to further their careers, or didn't take it seriously enough.*’ 8

A second, largely unanswerable, question posed is whether introspection distracted

the committees from action. An officer in one area suggested that this was the case, while in

457 Interview 12 (23.8.94).
458 Interview 15 (28.4.95).
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another area an ex-member suggested that extensive self-examination had been introduced
to halt the energetic activities of the women.***

The more successful of the committees in terms of achieving facilities and
improvements for women, appear to have been somewhat accepting of their limitations. For
example, the Islington committee only had four community representatives and did not try
to mirror the diversity of the population, but directed itself at reaching out into the
community through its surveys, information and training initiatives.

Feminism certainly provided opportunities for conflict, which were taken up by
some members in the early days of the committees. When the committees were starting up
there were disagreements about excluding men, about procedures for selecting co-optees
and about where to direct energy and resources - all of which were underpinned by
feminism. However, where there were serious rifts feminism was only a part of the picture.
When the committee in Bristol split, divisive loyalties within the Labour party appear to
have been of more significance than feminism, although it is difficult to separate the two.
Certainly remaining members attributed the problems to leftism rather than feminism; a
councillor described the path taken by one of the women involved in the conflict as follows:
"T'm not quite sure of the sequence of events, I think it went something like this. She voted
against the Labour whip, she was suspended from the Labour group, she resigned from the
Labour group, she resigned from the Labour Party, she left the council and she joined the

Socialist Worker's Party."*®® A pattern suggestive of a particular form of socialism rather

than feminism.

5% Interviews 21 (13.4.94) and 14 (27.4.95).
460 Interview 5 (23.6.94).
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In discussion of the conflict around changes made in the structure of the Leeds
committee feminism often came up. It was suggested that changes were, in part, driven by a
desire to exclude the more vocal feminists from the committee and to focus it upon equal
opportunities rather than pro-woman policies. The picture is complicated and feminism
appears in different guises: encouraging change in the shape of including a range of
women's voices; resisting change when it appeared to be directed at excluding feminist
voices; and as grounds for fear of the committee amongst uninvolved councillors. In fact
much of what went on is best explained in old-fashioned political terms: the creation and
destruction of power bases, and political careerism.

The results of the Women's Committee Survey suggest that the potential for division
provided by different perspectives within feminism and the tension between equality and
difference was rarely taken up. When feminism did figure in a crisis it was one of a matrix
of issues and the situation tended to be one in which a committee was positioned against the
rest of the council rather than against itself. As to relatiqns within committees, the response
of one community representative was telling: "they're issues that don't seem to create
differences. I mean, there are nuances, of how you word something perhaps, but not real
differences. And though in the number of years I have been on there, there have occasionally
been co-opted people who might have a stronger line or a stronger bent towards a particular

strand of feminism than others, it's never developed into tremendous rows."*!

481 Interview 2 (7.4.94).
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iv. Feminism: The Solution to Problems and Conflict?

My research suggests that feminism's greatest value to the committees was that it
gave them a central organising principle. Although the theory may have been rather
unspecific and may never have been discussed in much detail, it gave them a sense of
direction and common cause. The women, and up to a point the men, involved agreed that
women were unfairly disadvantaged by practices premissed upon an ordering of gender
which systematically privileged men, and that the committee should do something about it.
The sense of common cause generated tremendous energy and commitment at different
times.

In the early days of the Leeds committee for example,

[...] we were so busy being active, I mean, in one of the years
there were two Crimes Against Women Conferences within
six months as well as an election conference and the
International Women's Day event, and that's because all the
reps were really on the go and on the ball organising these

things [...] we were really rushing about, and an incredible
amount of energy.**?

Changes in the culture of the committees referred to earlier were apparent in the
rather more measured approach of present members. Nevertheless, effort was sustained and
commitment still in evidence. According to one community representative:

we only have overstretched, unfunded volunteers who want
to help individuals whom they can empathise with but haven't

got the energy to tackle the wider issues of oppression and
inequality. I have, luckily.463

462 Interview 15 (28.4.95).

Questionnaire 51.
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The feminist belief that women could do things differently, and better, than men was
strong although not universal. Tacitly supporting the assertion of a distinct female identity
grounded in care and connection, many members not only believed that women and men
bhad different political interests, but also that they possessed a different approach to politics.
Questionnaire responses referred to women's emphasis on practical problems and problem
solving compared with men's concern with more abstract issues and male politicians interest

in status, power-seeking, and career advancement.*®*

Women were perceived to be "more
consensual and less obsessed with procedure”.*®> This links the committees to the strand in
feminism which proposes that women have a "different voice" and to the concept of
maternal thinking. While committee members emphasised the particularity of women's
approaches, they related this to women's engagement with the nitty-gritty of life in
comparison with men's distance - one respondent wrote that "men like to manage and like to
watch women carrying out the work".**® On the whole respondents did not appear to think
of these differences as essential to men and women and used phrases including "By virtue of
their upbringing..", "not essentially different but..", and "men and women are not
homogeneous categories..” to qualify their statements.*®” The belief that women could do

things better gave force to the committees' attempts to change procedures and monitor the

activities of the council at large referred to in Chapter Seven below.

464 Questionnaires 3, 4, 5, 18, 35, 37, 40, 52. Responses to questions 30 and 31.
465 Questionnaire 21. Response to question 30.
466

Questionnaire 29. Response to question 30.

467 Questionnaires 23 and 15. Responses to questions 30 and 31.
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Feminist concern with differences between women drove the committees
continually to improve upon their procedures for consulting and including as wide a range
of women as possible. This could be both a disadvantage and an advantage. Where
committees embarked upon major changes to their structures they ran the risk of focusing
upon themselves rather than concentrating on improving conditions of employment and
service delivery for local women. Nevertheless, various means used to include, consult,
assist and inform local women were important in discovering women's different needs,
supporting women's citizenship, and aiding effective policy-making.

While providing internal strength, feminism also linked the committees into the
wider community of women's initiatives. In the words of a committee member, "when you
look at the Women's Aid movement, that's the women's movement; Rape Crisis Centres,
that's the women's movement; sexual abuse survivors, incest survivors movement, they all
come from the women's movement as we knew it in the early 70s. But they exist in a
different form and I think local government women's committees is also a form of the
women's movement because it has women who come from that background."468 This was
significant in the movement of ideas between the committees and other organisations and
groups, as discussed in Chapter Two above and Chapter Seven to follow. It also provided a
source of support for initiatives from outside the council, as described by one member, "if
there was a threat to women's services within the council it's quite easy to mobilise a lot of
women outside who would put pressure on the council, who'd come and picket the front and

chain doors and things, it's easy to do that."*6

6% Interview 3 (7.9.94).
489 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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Through feminism it was possible to put local issues into national and international

context, for example,

I realised there were a lot of parallels between Iranian women
who were coming here as refugees and other women who
were coming here as refugees, and also black women, who
were living, had been living, were born in this country.*”°

This connection was realised by the Leeds committee, which set up an exchange with a
women's committee in Germany. One member described her experience of meeting with her
German colleagues:

By the time we went to Dortmund the officers and the

councillor and me, we were the only white people among our

group. All the rest, the other five or six, were Afro-

Caribbean, there was somebody from the Yemen. I think the

Dortmund people were a bit startled because their ethnic

minorities are guest workers and they hadn't actually done

very much, we drew that to their attention and they were very

pleased about that, one of the things that we contributed to

their perspective.*”!

My research suggests that identification with the universal issues of feminism gave
the committees a sense of their difference from other local government committees and
encouraged the development of links amongst themselves. Initiatives spread between
women's committees through the auspices of the National Association of Local Government
Women's Committees, and women from different areas were acquainted with each other
through this as well as other local government and Labour party groups. Feminism was

integral to the committees and its value far outweighed the inherent problems referred to in

the previous sections of this chapter.

170 Interview 3 (7.9.94).

Y71 Interview 13 (28.4.95).
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Conclusion

On the whole feminism was a source of strength for the committees, gave force to
their policies, linked them into wider issues and initiatives, and provided them with the
support of women and feminist groups outside of formal politics. The equality versus
difference issue which was divisive in academic and american feminism had little impact in
terms of policy direction: committee members were too busy trying to achieve small gains
for local women and defend themselves against their opposition to pay much attention to
philosophy. In practice, they balanced gender equality against special consideration on an
issue by issue basis. Members did, however, tend to believe that women were different from
men in important and positive ways, particularly their political interests and behaviour.

The other aspect of difference, women's difference from each other, had more
impact, but rarely resulted in division. The most significant effect was the committees'
commitment to making themselves representative, accountable and responsive, even when it
took up time and caused inconvenience and re-organisation. The presence of women from
different backgrounds and with different lifestyles on the committees did not cause conflict
internally, although it was food for their opponents.

Strangely enough we all got on well enough and it wasn't an
issue. Everyone could band together against Councillor X
because she was so extreme. I think the things we were doing
didn't bring us into conflict with each other, we all worked

together really well and there was always a mixture of
lesbians and heterosexual women.*”

Y72 Interview 15 (28.4.95).
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Levels of commitment to feminism varied amongst members, sometimes causing
misunderstanding but rarely conflict. Having followed different routes to a women's
committee, and possessing different combinations of loyalties, co-optees and councillors
tended to view themselves and each other differently. Some co-optees considered some
councillors to be compromised by their party loyalty, while some councillors considered that
the vision of some co-optees was narrowed by their commitment to feminism or their
loyalty to a particular group. Since councillors possessed far greater power than co-optees
this disparity did not turn into schism, although it was an element in the conflict experienced
at Bristo] prior to the Women's Committee Survey, described in Chapter Five above.

The feminism of the committees fuelled opposition, but it was central to their
existence. Mistrust of women's initiatives was such that the committees could not fail to
arouse antagonism, however emollient their approach. Even if they had eschewed any overt
connection to feminism, the label "feminist”, especially when attached to "lesbian”, was
simply too evocative, inflammatory and effective for it not to be used whenever a number of
women gathered together to do something on behalf of women which did not include
knitting socks or making tea for men*” As feminist bodies, the committees were
remarkably conciliatory: politely trying to influence men by argument and example,

carefully avoiding activities which would provide obvious provocation for the press or

473 In her article "Resisting the Erasure of Lesbian Sexuality” Anne Marie Smith suggests that "the

figure of the lesbian or, more precisely, the black lesbian is used to invalidate the Labour Party's support for
a whole range of feminist, black, disabled, and lesbian and gay projects. This tactic was used, for example,
in leaflets distributed by the Conservative Party local constituency association in Surbiton before the May
1991 elections. [...] References to the illegitimacy of funding for black lesbian projects were also made by
both left- and right-wing politicians throughout the debates on the abolition of the GLC.", K. Plummer (ed),
Modern Homosexualities (London, Routledge, 1992) p 208.
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opposition, and seeking the approval of all sections of women in the community. They were
nonetheless resolute, and their successes have been the result of their determination.

Contrary to the impression which has perhaps been given so far, the women's
committees I studied were far more concerned with doing things to improve women's lives
than with examining their own procedures. It is their concrete achievements in the
community and within the council organisation that will finally determine whether the effort
to establish special committees with special representation was worthwhile. This is the
subject of the following chapter which looks at how the committees operated and how

successful they were in pursuing projects which were to the benefit of women.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Putting it All Together:
What Women's Committees Did to Realise Their Goals

Democracy, as Hanna Pitkin reminds us, 1s not just about being. It is, more
importantly, about doing. Chapter Five described how the women's committees
demonstrated a democratic will by establishing accountable and responsive mechanisms
around themselves and by pursuing equality in their internal practices. Chapter Six
described the feminist will exhibited by the committees in their concern both for issues
relevant to women and the way that issues were addressed. Having asserted their
democratic and feminist credentials, they then had to act. This chapter examines what the
one committee and four sub-committees investigated did, in order to discover to what
extent they managed to pursue democratic and feminist goals. Did the committees make
the community more involved in democracy? Did they make the local authority any more
democratically responsive or accountable? Did they achieve the feminist goals of making
women's voices heard and improving women's access to the benefits of citizenship?

In order to answer these questions this chapter explores whether the committees
got more women involved in making decisions, introduced new items to the political
agenda, and encouraged women to initiate projects and to get more involved in politics.

Furthermore, it considers whether the committees made services more responsive to
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women's needs, improved women's conditions of employment within the council, and
initiated different ways of doing things derived from women's perspectives. Importantly, it
asks whether the committees succeeded in taking account of differences amongst women.
The projects described here are only a small selection of those taken up by the five
committees. Their activities were many, varied, and not always documented. Much was
undertaken in response to grass-roots initiatives and the committees moved rapidly from one
project to another, often starting something up and then never returning to see what
happened. As a result, their programmes often appeared to be haphazard and fragmented.

Since the committees possessed very limited resources, their power lay primarily in
their ability to influence the council and the outside world. They did this in four ways; first,
through their own efforts, and the efforts of women's and equalities’ officers, to start
initiatives, projects and campaigns; secondly, by monitoring council business and drawing
attention to anything that had relevance for women through the mainstream committees;
thirdly, by working with organisations outside the council to promote women's interests; and
finally, by giving financial support to women's groups and initiatives.*”* The full committee
had some funding from which it could give support to local women's events and groups, and
sub-committees could influence the grant-giving of their parent committees.

Technically, a full committee had greater power than a sub-committee. A

committee possessed its own funds, had control over how these were spent and had a degree

474 From research into the London Borough of Ealing, Fisher concluded that the Women's Committee

and Unit had developed policies for both the council's internal conduct and its practice of service provision.
The Committee had been able to influence the policies of other departments, such as, the provision of child-
care facilities by Planning and the prioritising of domestic violence victims by Housing, P.A Fisher, Women
Empowered? An Examination of Local Government Gender Structures (South Bank Polytechnic, 1989/90)
p 36-49.
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of authority by virtue of its status. A sub-committee, by comparison, could only give advice
to and make requests of the committee to which it reported.*’”” However, committee status
was only one variable amongst several to play a part in determining the effectiveness of a
committee. The others included the type of local authority, the level of support, and the
amount of resources made available. My research suggests that there was interplay between
formal and informal factors which meant that a committee's formal status might be less
relevant to its efficacy than informal considerations. Of particular relevance were the
support (or resistance) of the council leadership, the presence (or absence) of established and
powerful councillors on the committee and the support (or indifference) from groups in the
cornmunity.476

This was illustrated by the experiences of two areas, a London borough with a full
committee and a shire district with a sub-committee. Amongst the range of its activities, the
Islington Women's Committee conducted surveys into the needs of local women, organised
programmes of training sessions, ran regular women's lunches, produced an extensive range

of literature to assist and inform the women of Islington, and organised activity days for

school leavers to demonstrate the opportunities available to them.*”” They did this using

475 From her research into the sixty-one local authorities affiliated to the National Association of Local

Government Woman's Committees NALGWC) in 1989/90 Fisher concluded that "[h]igher status structures
...are given higher staffing allocation and budget levels. Therefore they are in a better position in terms of
resourcing to address...a wide range of policies”". However, she found that the efficacy of women's
committees was compromised by the limitation of only being able to make recommendations without
responsibility for implementation of policy decisions. P.A Fisher Women Empowered? An Examination of
Local Government Gender Structures, p 36-49 and p 61.

a7e A point also made by J. Edwards in her article, "Local Government Women's Committees",
Critical Social Policy No 24 (Winter 1988/1989): "the nature of the policy process is such that many
aspects of the bureaucratic machine need to be in harmony in order to bring about any desired end"”, p 53.
417 Islington: Women's Equality Unit Annual Report 1992/3; Women's Equality Unit Work
Programme 1993/94 Monitoring Report.
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their funding and the complementary work of the equalities' officers.*’® Despite its sub-
committee status Oxford City Council Women's Sub-committee was similarly effective. It
established initiatives including a shoppers' creche and a Women's Training Centre, for
which they won European Community funding, secured women-only time at leisure centres
and was involved in the Zero Tolerance campaign and the Women's Environmental
Network.*”” These achievements were the result of strong support from organised women
outside the council, the presence of influential councillors on the committee, the ability and
dedication to mobilise external resources, and a long-term strategy of increasing the
numbers of women councillors.*® The two bodies achieved a similar level of effectiveness
despite their difference in formal powers. However, Islington managed to do more because
it had greater resources and was in an authority with more extensive responsibilities. On the
other hand, just as a sub-committee could be enabled by the support of the committee to
which it reported, a full committee could be constrained by the absence of support and
resources.

This chapter looks first at the pursuits of the committees studied in terms of those
activities they generated themselves, those they generated through their influence upon other
committees and departments, those generated in partnership with external bodies, and
finally, the implications of their capacity to make grants to local groups and organisations. In

the second half of the chapter these activities are considered in terms of their significance for

478 Ibid

479
1994.

Interview 9 (24.8.94); Agenda Public Affairs (Women's) Sub-Committee Monday 10th January

480 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
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enhancing democracy and implementing feminist goals. Here I attempt to answer the
question asked at the end of Chapter Three, whether the creation of new democratic forums
has any effect upon policies and policy outcomes. The discussion is organised around four
themes: freeing women from constraints which inhibit political involvement; encouraging
women's potential; raising the profile of women, their interests and their perspectives; and

setting an example to the council and the wider community. -

How the Committees Pursued Their Goals

i Self-generated Activities

Even the best resourced women's committees had very small allocations of money
and staff in comparison to other, mainstream, committees. They therefore sought to use
what they had to best advantage. A large part of their energy was taken up by monitoring
and influencing other committees and departments and outside bodies; however, they also
generated projects themselves, often in order to stimulate action on the part of other people.
Good use was made of questionnaires and small research projects to determine local need.
For example, a questionnaire distributed by the fledgling Oxford sub-committee reached a
broad spectrum of the female population and demonstrated that the women of Oxford
wanted a women's training centre; this was subsequently established with European
Community funding, and passed over to the Employment and Economic Development

Commiittee for on-going support.481 Islington Women's Committee used surveys for a range

81 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
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of purposes, in some cases drawing in external funding for the research. A survey on job
occupancy, commissioned during the early days of the committee, found significant
inequalities which gave leverage to their pressure for improved employment practice:s.482
Another employment issue led Islington to undertake a survey of female care-taking staff
with a view to pressing for increased female recruitment.“®®

While questionnaires and surveys were widely adopted as guides to need and
satisfaction with services, women's committees pursued their goal of informing and
engaging with the wider community through regular newsletters, publications concerning
specific issues, conferences and open days around different topics.484 International Women's
Day proved to be a focus in all areas and various events were arranged or sponsored every
year 85

In order for most women, particularly the hidden women whom committees wanted

to reach, to be able to get more involved in public affairs they need to release some free time

482 Important findings were that the occupants of the council's 50 best-paid jobs were male, employees

in the top five grades were male, and that of the 30 staff in the sixth grade only one was a woman. It also
found that at the other end of the scale - care assistants, home helps and nursery assistants - women were in
a large majority. Not one of the councils 34 chief officers and deputy chief officers was a woman. Evening
Standard 5.11.82; Islington Gazette 5.11.82. Islington has also undertaken surveys on domestic violence
and the take-up of leisure facilities by women.

483 "Women Into Caretaking in Islington " Report of the Chief Executive, 23.6.93.

484 For example, Leeds Women: Newsletter of the Leeds City Council Women's Committee, published
by the Equal Opportunities Unit; Opportunities for Women: Islington’s Guide to Classes and Training for
Women with No or Few Qualifications 1993-4 4th Edition, published by the Women's Equality Unit and the
Urban Regeneration Unit; Islington Women's Guide: Information and Resources 2nd Edition, 1990,
produced by Islington Council Press, Campaign and Publicity Unit on behalf of the Women's Committee
Support Unit. Conferences topics included: Safety and Self-Defence in North Tyneside (Newcastle Journal
21.11.88); Violence Against Women, Women's Training and Women and Enterprise in North Tyneside
(Newcastle Journal 15.8.89); pornography in Bristol in 1990, Interview 5 (23.6.94).

485 International Women's Day Events Report, Bristol Equalities and Community Development
Committee (Women's Advisory) Sub-Committee 29 June 1994; articles in the local press invited North
Tyneside women's groups to apply to the women's issues committee for funds to organise projects for
International Women's Day, Evening Chronicle, 13.7.94.
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from their existing domestic and work responsibilities. For women with small children the
availability of child care was and is vital. Committees and officers provided child care at all
the events they organised, including public meetings, and they constantly lobbied for
account to be taken of child care, and the care of adult dependents, in all aspects of council
business.**® One councillor told of how it was a standing joke that she would have "What
About the Creche?" tattooed on her forehead, so that instead of repeating it at council
meetings she could just lift up her hair.*®’

The provision of child care was not just a goal in itself; more importantly, it was a
means to enable women to make choices about work, leisure, and commitment. Therefore,
committees and units worked to provide information and training about opportunities in
employment and community affairs, and about what services were available to assist people
who were disadvantaged by poverty or care responsibilities.**® However, the research shows
that running their own projects was not the primary concern of women's committees and
officers. They were aware of the dangers of marginalisation and of the need to place
women's perspectives at the centre. Therefore, integrating their agenda with that of other

committees and departments was given high priority.

486 Accounts of child care initiatives are given in the following. Islington: Women's Equality Unit

Annual Report 1992/3 and Women's Equality Unit Work Programme 1993/94 Monitoring Report. North
Tyneside: Childcare: the magazine of Childcare North Tyneside, the Communications Unit, North Tyneside
Council, 1995. Oxford: Oxford Times 14.9.1991. Leeds: Under Eights Unit - Progress Report, Report of the
Executive Director Community Services Committee: Nursery and Under Eights, 9.2.94; Leeds Women:
Newsletter of Leeds City Council Women's Committee, Spring 1995.

7 TInterview 16 (21.11.94).

488 Examples included the Women's Training Centre in Oxford, the "Women's Voices, Public Voices'
initiative in Islington and "Women Take a Chance' in Leeds as well as a range of conferences and training

schemes. Details are given in the following sections.
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il Influence on other Committees and Departments

The influence that women's committees exerted upon the policies and activities of
other, more mainstream, committees was not their most high-profile activity: that dubious
privilege fell to grant-giving. Nevertheless, it was their most important. Committees, and
especially sub-committees, had little power of their own and they were constantly at risk of
becoming dumping grounds where everything to do with women could be pushed and
forgotten.”® If change for women was to be achieved, all departments of local government
had to take it on as a serious concern. If this was to happen it could not be left up to the
departments themselves, for there were too many other legitimate interests vying for
attention. There had to be a pressure group constantly monitoring the departmental agendas
and reminding officers, councillors and political parties that many of the things they did had
particular implications for women.**® As one co-opted member pointed out,

[...] the sort of work that the women's committee does is to

make certain that women's issues are on the agendas of other

committees, for one]...] then to take up specific issues as they

arise.*!

Loretta Loach credited women's committees with focusing pressure on the Labour
Party to reconsider its policies on women, and challenging the inflexibility of council

practices.** Similarly, Jan Parker described the potential for the committees to change local

489 S. Goss pointed this out: "Women's Initiatives in Local Government" in M. Boddy and C. Fudge

(eds), Local Socialism: Labour Councillors and New Left Alternatives (London, Macmillan, 1984).

450 For example, North Tyneside Women's Issues Committee exerted pressure for equalities

monitoring on the Personnel Department, Agenda of the Women's Issues Committee Monday 21 November
1994,

91 Interview 2 (7.4.94).

492 L. Loach, "Can Feminism Win?", Spare Rib 134 (September 1983) p 30 and "Local Government:

what have women got to lose?" Spare Rib 151 (February 1985).
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conditions for women, and the broad significance of their particular approach to council
work, particularly working across departments. She expressed a warning which all women's
committees would come to echo: "[t]he difficulties often lie not so much 'out there' in the
community as within the council itself.".**®* The results of my research supported both the
value of working across departments and the need for constant vigilance. For example, the
North Tyneside committee found that despite the council having called itself an Equal
Opportunities employer for some years, the Personnel Department of North Tyneside
Council was not monitoring the gender and ethnic mix of people offered employment.*** I
found that all the committees worked by both monitoring the activities of various
departments, and coaxing them to take on particular initiatives.

Many of the councillor members interviewed were proud that their committees had
succeeded in pressuring other parts of the council into considering gender issues and taking
responsibility for projects that women's committees had initiated. One councillor described
how other parts of the council took over their ideas as they were their own:

Child care never started from the social services committee
or the education committee, child care came about because
the women's committee was saying, 'what about child care,
what about the creche, why can't we have a creche, we want
creches set up', so there was this constant pressure. What I
find quite amusing is that quite a lot of the things that other
people have taken credit for starting in the council actually
started in the women's committee. Now, if they want to take
the ball and pretend it's theirs well that's fine by me, because I
know where the energy came from in the first place - it didn't

come from any of the hierarchical departments that they
have!*%

493 J. Parker "Labour Women: the battle for a political voice", Spare Rib 109 (August 1981)p 7.

494 Agenda of the Women's Issues Committee Monday 21 November 1994. Interview 16 (21.11.94).

95 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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Persuading different departments to take responsibility was both an economic
necessity and a shrewd political strategy:

[...] the other way in which the sub-committee has operated
[...] is [...] that it should not have a large budget of its own,
because however large the budget it would be very small
compared to the total budget of the council, that the approach
the sub-committee ought always to take was that it was
effectively a kind of monitoring and gingering committee on
other service committees. And so, the women's training
scheme, for example, is part of the Employment and
Economic Development Committee - in fact it's the biggest
item in their budget - which means then that they are the
committee who take the lead and they have an investment in
keeping it going. The Shoppers' Creche was part of the Chief
Exec's and the Equal Opportunities, so that is actually
dependent on the Women's Sub-Committee, but the other
creches in all the recreation facilities are a function of the
Recreation Committee and it comes out of their budget.**

Departments targeted by women's committees included Planning, Housing,
Recreation or Leisure, Personnel, Education and Social Services. In the spirit described
above, committees initiated projects and then ensured that other committees and
departments took them on. Alternatively, equalities officers working in different
departments introduced the women's committee's agenda to their host deparcme:nt.497
Women's committees came into being at a time when the role and resources of local
government were called into question, and their continued existence was in the context of
changing organisation and practice, and increasingly controlled resources. Thus their ability

to work with outside organisations was not only politically desirable, but also economically

advisable.

4% Interview 9 (24.8.94).

497 This approach was adopted in Islington.
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ili. Working with External Bodies

Working with outside bodies is a more conventional activity for a local government
committee than the internal monitoring function performed by women's committees. I found
that women's committees and sub-committees took it up enthusiastically as a way to
advance their goals in the wider community and raise the profile of women's perspectives.
From their research into feminism and politics, Lovenduski and Randall gave details of the
co-operative Initiatives of a number of women's committees including those in "Leeds and
Norwich [which] instituted committees in which rape crisis workers, women's aid workers,
police, and welfare professionals concerned about violence to women regularly take
part." 4%

My research showed all the committees taking part to be engaged in some form of
co-operation with external bodies in order to address domestic violence. For example,
Oxford City Council Women's Sub-Committee participated in a multi-agency approach to
domestic violence which included the Chief Executives Department of the council, Oxford
City Division of Social Services, Oxford and District Victim Support, Thames Valley
Police, the Housing and Revenues Department of the council, Central Services Department
of the council, Thames Valley Partnership, Crown Prosecution Service, Oxfordshire

Probation Service, Women's Aid, Department of Psychology, Warneford Hospital, and

Jericho Health Centre **°

498 J. Lovenduski and V. Randall Contemporary Feminist Politics: Women and Power in Britain

(Oxford University Press, 1993) p 332.

492 Agenda for the Public affairs (Women's) Sub-Committee Monday 7th March 1994.
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The co-operation and co-ordination of such a range of relevant bodies made it
possible to address the issues in a comprehensive and coherent way. The many different
immediate concerns, which included tenure and transfer of council tenants, the enforcement
of court orders, and the safeguarding of children's interests could be addressed together. As a
result, strategies to protect and inform women and children, and to prevent violence could
be developed which involved all the relevant agencies. Amongst the committees studied, co-
operative initiatives included participation in moves to provide anonymity on the electoral
register for women under threat of violence, the production of information leaflets, and

participation in the Zero Tolerance Campaign.>®

The inter-agency approach provided a
forum for the development and sharing of ideas. These included the initiative by a Housing
Department to develop its policies to include violence towards older women by children or
carers and to ease women's change of accommodation.”®! It also provided the opportunity to

share information with Multi-Agency groups from other areas. Other policy areas where co-

operation with external bodies occurred include health and child care.

Iv. Grant Giving

The one direct power that the committees had was that of using their resources to
fund local women's groups and initiatives. Full committees had their own funding and could
allocate grants directly; sub-committees were only able to make suggestions and offer

approval or disapproval of allocations made by their parent committees. They used this

500 Ibid.

>01 Islington Women's Equality Unit Annual Report 1993/4.
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facility to attempt to reach sections of the community which would otherwise not have been
touched by local government. Since funds were limited, and each authority had rules
governing allocation, criteria for eligibility, the number of grants and the amount of each
grant were limited. From research into two local authorities P.M Bottomley concluded that
women's committees and units tended to avoid issues which would raise conflict with the
controlling group on the council, and to adopt courses of action most likely to gain
support.SO2 Nevertheless, particularly in the early years of the committees, some grant
allocations gave rise to conflict and adverse publicity. One much-quoted incident was the
£600 grant for a women's group in Islington to buy sports equipment - the "gym mats for
lesbians" affair - which took years to disappear.5 % Grants were for the most part small and
given to non-controversial organisations: much of the finance of any committee was taken

up by child care-related funding.504 However, committees have used their grant-giving

302 P. M. Bottomley The Political Interactions of Women's Initiatives in Local Government

(Department of Urban Planning, Leeds Polytechnic, May 1990).
503 Islington Gazette 14.6.85. This issue re-appeared in 1995 when problems in children's homes in
Islington caused the press to re-examine the career of Margaret Hodge, ex-leader of Islington council and
now an MP. Guardian 27.5.95.

204 Between 1988 and 1991 funding given by Bristol City Women's committee included: the Mobile
Creche, Safe Women's Transport, HALOW, Bristol One Parent Project, Well Women Information,
Withywood Association for Neighbourhood Day care, Bangladesh Association Women's Group, Bristol
Chinese Women's Group, Dignity for Isolated Disabled Women, Elmlea Summer Playscheme, Bristol
Summer Play.As a sub-committee in 1994 it gave grants to a number of organisations to fund International
Women's Day events. (Agenda Equalities and Community Development (Women's Advisory) Sub-
Commiittee 29th June 1994). In 1993 Leeds Women's Committee made grant allocations to Swillington
Women's Group, Two Willows Women's Group, Girls Drama Group, Age Concern, Roundabout Women's
Group, Laurel Bank Women's Group, Centrepoint Women's Group and Saathi Advice Group. The sums
ranged from £300 to £450 and were given to pay for educational equipment, training or tutoring, and chid
care (Agenda, Leeds Women's Committee 30th November 1993). In 1994 Oxford City Council Women's
Sub-Committee was asked to make recommendations on grants applications from: East Oxford Women's
Counselling Service; Family News; International Women's Week Collective; National Council or One-
Parent Families; Oxford Black Women's Support Group; Oxford Campaign Against Domestic violence;
Oxford Lesbian Line; Oxford Rape Crisis; Oxford Women's Nightbus; Oxfordshire Family Conciliation
Service; Parentline; Oxfordshire Refugee Council; Relate; Redbridge Travellers Women's Support Group;
WEA Margaret Sanders Branch; Joint Breastfeeding Initiative and the National Childbirth Trust. The
amounts requested ranged from £300 for the Oxford Women's Nightbus to £1,800 for Oxford Lesbian Line,
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powers for major projects; for example Bristol, when it had a full committee, funded a
women's transport scheme to facilitate the movement of elderly or disabled women who
would otherwise have been unable to leave their homes.>*

By giving grants to local groups and organisations committees intended to benefit
women in the community in two ways. First, they could go some way towards satisfying a
need in the community which was considered to be within the brief of the committee;
second, they could enhance women's power over their own lives. In setting an agenda for
grant allocation each committee had to take account of the funds available, any limitations
established by the council, the availability of grants from other sources, and what it hoped to
achieve by the pattern of its allocations. A committee could only give grants to groups that
applied for funding, therefore publicity and outreach work were important.

Committees, and subcommittees where they had the opportunity, used their grant-
giving powers to draw in groups from the community which would normally be outside the
reach of a local authority.

[...] and from the point of view of giving grants to women's
organisations, the amount of grants that the women's sub-
committee gives out are a kind of residual budget. What we
insist is that sporting organisations, or arts organisations, that
happen to be for women get their fair share of the Sports and
Arts budget. Health groups, the Health budget, and so on.
And that the only organisations that we pick up are those
which quite clearly don't fit into any of the other committees.
So we have a very small budget in grants to women's

organisations and indeed we are having quite a bit of
difficulty in even spending what we've got because we've

and £10,000 for the Oxfordshire Refugee Council (Agenda, Public Affairs (Women's) Sub-Committee
Monday 7th March 1994).

503 The Women's Transport Scheme was so controversial that the local paper has a whole file it.
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been so successful in pushing everything off onto the other
committees.’%

Thus grants were given to lesbian, black and Asian women's groups and to women's
centres. A problem, which runs like a refrain throughout this research, was that of reaching
women at the margins. From its early days the Islington committee appealed for working
class women to come forward with ideas to be funded, and the Oxford and Bristol
committees found that middle class white women dominated the requests for grant-aid.>"’
My research suggests that reaching women at the margins requires more than simply
advertising services. It requires a long-term policy and practice of outreach which places
heavy demands on resources and provides slow rewards. As a committee member whose job
involved working with chinese women pointed out:

Awareness of women's issues or women's rights is so low
you are really talking about starting right at the very basic. At
some of the traditional families it is not accepted that women
should go out and work, it is not accepted that women should
have education...So it's not talking about, well, we've got a
very good retraining programme encouraging women to go
back, and it's not talking about let's go and produce a leaflet
in chinese to encourage these women to come out, because
even if you do that they won't come out because they have to
attract a lot of alienation from their own community, from
families, before they can do that...you are talking about such
long-term work, starting at very basic levels, it is a totally
different story.”®

%% Interview 9 (24.8.94).

507 Islington Gazette 1.4.83. This was not an isolated problem. In Iceland, for example, Lena
Dominelli and Gudrun Jonsdottir found that the bulk of resources established under the auspices of the
Kwenna Frambothid (Feminist Party) and made available to all women, including creches, advice services
and a women's centre, were used primarily by middle-class women. "Feminist Political Organisation in
Iceland: Some Reflections on the Experience of Kwenna Frambothid”, Feminist Review, p 40, 1988,

508 fnterview 8 (8.8.94).
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Through working in these different ways - across committees, in conjunction with
outside organisations and giving grants - the committees attempted to ensure that
consideration of women and women's perspectives was not marginalised. Councillors
interviewed believed that they had secured the place of women's issues on the agenda and
women's officers on the staff by enmeshing them in the business of different departments

and generating connections to them in the community.>%

The second part of this chapter
considers how the committees enhanced participation in democracy amongst women and

pursued feminist goals.

Democratic Implications of the Committees' Projects

The following discussion of the activities undertaken by women's committees is
organised around the question posed in Chapter Three about their democratic nature and
potential. Chapter Five concluded that the committees were pursuing an inclusive and
deliberative form of democracy in terms of their membership and their ways of working,
and that they were committed to ensuring that their representation of women was
accountable and responsive; Chapter Six maintained that feminism was central to their
motivation and staying power. The following analysis considers the ways in which the
committees attempted to enhance access to the benefits of citizenship amongst women, and
addresses the question of whether the special representation on the committees made a

difference to what they did.

309 Interviews 1 (15.4.94) and 16 (21.11.94).
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The policies promoted by women's committees and the activities they undertook
can be understood in terms of four types of goal: freeing women from constraints;
encouraging women's potential; raising the profile of women's interests and perspectives;
and setting an example of good practice. All of these draw on democratic and feminist ideas
discussed in previous chapters. They grow out of the feminist critique of democracy which
claims that women experience a different sort of citizenship from men, which denies them
full access to its benefits. They draw upon approaches to democracy which claim that
participation in political activities enhances the individual's political efficacy, and which
suggest that true democracy entails putting mechanisms in place to enhance equal
participation. Finally, they draw on feminist and democratic critiques which suggest that
women might find ways of doing things differently from the men who have always
determined the rules, and that there are many different sections and interests in a

community, all of which are relevant to democratic politics.

1L Releasing Women from Constraints

A point that stands out in feminist theories and feminist critiques of democracy is
the assertion that women experience citizenship differently from men. It has been suggested
that the rights and duties which comprise citizenship have been shaped around the male
body and life experience so as to exclude the female body and experiences deriving from
female-ness. According to critics, this model of the citizen resulted in a conception of
equality which dismissed differences in the ability to make use of opportunities when such

differences derived from embodiment and the different responsibilities which appeared to be
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inseparable from embodiment. Hence, perceptions of equal access and treatment did not
take account of pregnancy, nor of women's traditional caring responsibilities, nor of the
vulnerability which derived from a history of being less well educated, paid and trained, nor
of the intangible constraints which derived from women's history as the property of men,
subject to their will and their might. In the light of this criticism, women's committees'
efforts to improve conditions for women are revealed as possessing significance for a wider
constituency than the relatively few women who benefitted from the child care, employment
policies and leisure facilities that they promoted or the training and grants that they
provided. Their efforts to release women from the constraints imposed by caring
responsibilities and the threat of violence were important because they sought to give
women the opportunity to participate more in the public sphere if they chose.

The issue most strongly connected to women's committees was one which was
strongly implicated in women's differential citizenship: child care.’ 19 All committees and
officers took this on, organising shoppers' creches, especially at Christmas, and creches at
council leisure facilities.”!! Women's committees and units established creches themselves,
pressured their councils and the different departments, and advised anyone interested in

312 Often, the creches they established were handed over to

setting up a creche or nursery.
other bodies once they had become successful. For example, Leisure Centres took over

creches on their facilities and local businesses took over Shoppers' Creches.’"> The

Child Care was the topic of the NALGWC quarterly meeting in October 1993.

P11 Interview 9 (24.8.94).

312 Yslington Women's Equality Unit Annual Report 1992/93 and Work Plan 1993/94.
313 Oxford Mail 14.9.91
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committees and officers extended their activities out into the community, for example, an
officer from the Islington Women's Equality Unit (WEU) oversaw the production of a
feasibility study into developing employment related nursery provision, funded by the Urban
Programme, which was used to obtain funding for the development of a community nursery.
She also convened working group meetings between the community and employers in order
to establish child care provision and advised employers and community groups on the
establishment of nurseries. In 1992 and 1993 the Islington Unit's Women and Child care Co-
ordinator was seconded to the Education Service, where she worked on joint projects
between the WEU and Education. These included work on services, and related information
services, for Under-Eights and under-fives and nursery and child care provision.”**

The pressure exerted by the women's committee upon North Tyneside Council bore
fruit in the form of "Childcare", a comprehensive strategy established in 1990. Childcare
encompassed nurseries for pre-school children, school holiday schemes, and facilities to fill
in the gaps before and after school hours. It also provided creches at a range of facilities
including: a mobile creche; a training, registration and inspection system for childminders;
and a nanny-matching service. The council approached the development of Childcare as a

partnership with parents and employers and recently established an independent company to

carry on its principles, with all profits to be re-invested back into the community.”" The

314 The concern to develop the conception of citizenship to include characteristics specific to women

extended to the introduction of other child-related issues to the political agenda. For example, the Oxford
committee's involvement with breast-feeding. The sub-committee asked the Environmental Health
Department to see that restaurants were judged on breast-feeding facilities, the Planning Department to
negotiate with developers to include suitable facilities, and Oxford City Council itself to improve facilities
on its own premises. Oxford Mail 14.12.90.

515 Childcare: The Magazine of Childcare, North Tyneside, published by North Tyneside Council
September, 1995. "Initially the decision was taken to expand existing services so that parents who could
afford to pay could take a place at the nurseries - the money generated could then be used to help those who
could not afford to pay. We were then able to expand our nurseries and employers could contract with us for
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women's committee of North Tyneside made use of the changing environment of local
government in its pursuit of good child care and chose to regard change as opportunity. In
the opinion of councillors and officers the council was no longer simply a provider of
services to a passive public. One councillor spoke of the approach to service provision as
follows:

What's interesting in the Consultation Task Group that I've
been chairing [is that] we've been working out a way of
getting from a paternalistic consulting group that's saying 'we
are the council what services do you want us to deliver?, to it
being a much more participative process where we say to
people, Thow would you like your area to look in five years
time? What would you like to have in it?' And to go through
all the steps of that, whether it's infrastructure, like having no
cars on the estate, an area of children's play, or whatever,
through to want[ing] elderly people to be cared for properly.
But to be taken through that process and then to say to them
'OK the council comes in with X, Y and Z, what are you
going to add to the process?' So it's much more of a - [
suppose the Conservatives would say it's citizen participation,
but [...] I think in terms of empowering them to start making
changes, [which] is a lot more interesting than coming along
as a benevolent institution constantly cleaning up the
place.” 16

Child care facilities can help women to make greater use of the different

opportunities available, but women are often inhibited by the threat or the actuality of male

517

violence.” ' They may feel trapped in their homes, particularly after dark, by the dangers

lurking around dark corners, or they may be literally trapped by violence within their

a number of places [...] All profits made by the new company will be invested into ensuring the Council
continues to provide a good service to its clients and back into North Tyneside to be used for child care {...]
Emplovees working in facilities in the North Tyneside area will still be employees of North Tyneside
Council." p 20.

516 Interview 16 (21.11.94).

317 Violence Against Women was the topic of two of the quarterly meetings held by NALGWC in

April and June 1993.

248



Putting It All Together

homes.>'® Committees sought to address this on two levels, first, in terms of prevention, by
lobbying for the implementation of safety measures, including women's transport schemes,
and, second, by raising awareness of violence and promoting ways of providing help after
the event. On the first point, committees raised issues with Planning and Maintenance
departments to ensure that roads and pathways were adequately lit and not shaded by
overgrown shrubbery.’ 19 They also encouraged or sponsored women's transport schemes to
assist the most vulnerable.*?°

On the second point, all the committees co-ordinated with other bodies to raise
awareness and improve strategies for dealing with the effects of violence and all were taking
part in the Zero Tolerance campaign to raise awareness of domestic violence, which was
started in Edinburgh in 1992; they also took part in conferences around violence organised
by NALGWC.>*' Islington Women's Equality Unit undertook a survey on domestic

violence, the results of which were presented at the NALGWC conference. The same survey

results also underpinned policy proposals made by the Islington committee to Islington

Council.**

518 The NALGWC quarterly meeting of June 1993 focused on violence in the home.

>19 Interview 16 (21.11.94); This is evident in the records of the Bristol and Islington committees.
520

Safe Transport in Bristol produced by S. Mann of Bristol and Avon Community Enterprise

Network and T. Fowler of Bristol Community Transport (August 1993); Islingtor Borough Plan for Women
and Safe Women's Transport, mentioned by Caribbean Times, 1.8.86 and Islington Gazette 19.12.86;
Oxford Women's Sub-committee approved funding for Oxford Women's Nightbus in 1994.

21 Violence Against Women: Challenges for the 90s, National Association of Local Government

Women's Committees, April and June 1993.
522 Report to NALGWC Quarterly Meeting, Leeds April 93.
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Islington Women's Equality Unit also obtained a grant from Islington Safer Cities to
employ a Domestic Violence co-ordinator.”> Amongst the projects she worked on in 1992-
3, she contributed to the elder abuse policy being developed through social services. The
unit also produced a Good Practice Guide, "Working With Those Who Have Experienced
Domestic Violence", which was distributed for use by council staff, particularly those in
Neighbourhood offices. In pursuit of the committee's goals the Domestic Violence Co-
ordinator liaised with council officers and other agencies, including refuges, health visitors,
women's groups, black and minority ethnic women's groups, police domestic violence units
and the probation service. The unit also co-operated in a Home Office funded project,
"Domestic Violence Matters", at Islington and Holloway Police stations, and produced
leaflets giving information on violence, local facilities and lines to call about services.*

In North Tyneside the commitment to combat domestic violence arose from an open
forum on Women and Crime held by the women's committee. The eighty women who
turned up, ranging in age from fourteen to eighty, turned out to be far more concerned with
domestic violence than with car theft or crime on the streets. As a result a Domestic
Violence Task group was set up which led to involvement in the Zero Tolerance campaign
and the creation of a multi-agency forum.>* In this case the participation of local women
was very clearly significant in the development of policy.

Connections are often assumed to exist between violence and pornography, and it

follows that on several occasions women's committees took up issues around pornography,

523 Islington produced a survey of Domestic Violence.

>24 Evening Standard 24.2.93
25 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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although they found that the issues were not always straight-forward and differences of

opinion occurred within committees.>*®

The first campaign to take place among the
committees studied here was Islington's opposition to the display of nude pictures in council
buildings. This resulted in some success, but also articles in the Daily Telegraph, Daily Star
and the local press trivialising their intentions. The same issue was taken up in other areas,
where employees and male councillors appear to have taken the point. A male councillor in
Leeds noted, "When I first came on this council the walls were plastered with nudes and I
suppose the sexist talk, if you like to call it that way, that's gone.">*’ The Bristol committee
organised a conference on pornography in 1990, which stimulated debate around the
different perspectives.’?® Looking outside of the council, both Islington and Oxford

committees were involved in debate around the regulation of sex shops, an issue over which

different points of view emerged.’?

526 The committees' concern with pornography reflected that of feminists elsewhere. Some feminists,

primarily radicals, linked pormography to male violence while others, primarily liberals and socialists, took
up the issue of censorship. By the end of 1991 groups had formed around the pro- and anti- positions: the
Campaign against Pornography, the Campaign against Pornography and Censorship, and Feminists against
Censorship. Lovenduski and Randall give an account of the conflicting positions, Contemporary Feminist
Politics, p. 126-132; the link between pornography and violence was most powerfully expressed by Andrea
Dworkin. The issues around pornography are further complicated by some lesbians who lay claim to a
sexuality which could include sado-masochism and pormography.

527 Interview 11 (23.8.94).

528 Held at Bristol Council House, 17.2.90; Islington Gazette 15.2.85; Islington Gazette 19.4.86.
Dawn Primarola, the MP for Bristol took part in the conference and was involved in efforts to restrict the
sale of pornography to licensed premises. J. Lovenduski and V. Randall, Contemporary Feminist Politics, p.
127.
525 [Islington Gazette 4.2.83, 29.4.83; Daily Star and Daily Telegraph 30.4.83. The first response of
the committees was to oppose sex shops as instances of male exploitation of women, however, a dissenting
voice was raised by lesbians who themselves used pornography. This issue brings into sharp relief
contradictory tendencies present within feminism; on the one hand female exploitation was deplored, on the
other women were claiming the right to define their own sexuality.
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The implications of domestic violence were among the concerns which led women's
committees to take an interest in access to council housing, in terms of the protection and
re-housing of women and children affected. Other concerns were the interests of ethnic

minority women, and the fair treatment of homeless women.>*°

The Islington Domestic
Violence co-ordinator worked on housing policy areas including repairs, evictions,
injunctions, and allocations, and started research into the local needs of black and ethnic
minority women, and women in temporary accommodation. Oxford women's sub-
commiittee took a keen interest in housing and ensured that a worker was appointed to carry
out a project to improve the access to housing services of ethnic minority women.

The research findings support the argument that the committees helped to free
women from constraints and enabled them to become more active. The commitment to child
care and the routine provision of creches at public meetings did not take place until the
women's committees forced the issue onto the agenda. The effect upon women of domestic
violence was given unprecedented attention and the committees raised the issues of public
awareness and the need for service providers to develop strategies to assist women. The
committees worked in conjunction with other bodies, and sometimes these took the credit

for their ideas, however, until the committees were created child care and domestic violence

were not items on the political agenda.

530 Housing was the topic of the NALGWC quarterly meeting in January 1993. North Tyneside

appointed an officer with specific responsibilities for women and housing; her first priority was homeless
women. Newcastle Journal 3.4.87: "Councillors in North Tyneside have appointed what they believe to be
the country's first housing officer especially for women."
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ii. Encouraging Women's Potential

The committees were committed to encouraging women to develop their potential.
One way of doing this was to make funding available to women's groups, thus encouraging
women to initiate activities as well as supporting existing projects. Other strategies included
organising conferences and open days around particular topics, setting up training schemes,
and encouraging women to get involved in politics either as community representatives,as
councillors or as candidates for parliament.

The Islington committee and unit, which held regular women's Iunches with
speakers on a range of topics, also held a range of open days and conferences including a
Women's Training Day, where skills including computing, taxi-driving and plumbing were
demonstrated, a Women's Health Fair, and an open day for school leavers.>*! They also
established a scheme of training for participation in public affairs, "Women's Voices, Public
Voices".>** This was a course of workshops for women interested in developing their
involvement in community affairs which took one day a week and lasted for six weeks. It

was run twice in 1992 and was well attended.>>> Material from the course was later turned

531 In 1992/3 the women's lunches organised by Islington Women's Equality Unit had speakers on:

Women and Transport; The Cost of Care; Is the Law Male?; Women and the Child Support Act; Domestic
Violence and the Law; and Women and Human rights (Women's Equality Unit Annual Report 1992/3). The
Health Fair for women was organised at Finsbury Library in March 1993.

532 Women's Equality Unit Work Programme 1993/4, p 11.

533 Interview 3 (7.9.94).
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into a book, with funding from the Equal Opportunities Commission, and made available to
organisations and individuals.>**

The Leeds and Oxford committees concerned themselves with occupational training.
In Leeds this included a project called "Women Take a Chance" which enabled council
employees, particularly manual workers, and certain categories of other women to undertake

535 In Oxford the sub-committee obtained

training in something they had not done before.
funding from the EU to back up the local authority funding for a women's training centre,
which was particularly concerned with enabling women with few skills and little experience
to start to earn a living.5 36

Committees and units took steps to encourage women's self-development through
improving access to public facilities. Leisure facilities were of particular concern. A survey
of the take up of leisure facilities by women, undertaken in Islington in October and
November 1992, was used to influence the availability and programming of sports facilities.
In other areas pressure was exerted on the relevant departments to promote sports facilities
to women and to secure women-only times.>>’ Similarly, Islington officers engaged with the
libraries to ensure that they were meeting women's needs in terms of resources and

facilities.>®

>34 This is referred to in the Islington Women's Equality Unit Work Plan for 1993/4p 11.

535 Interview 13 (28.4.95).

3% Interview 9 (24.8.94).

337 Interviews refer to this taking place in Oxford, Leeds and Islington.

>38 Women's Leisure Survey: 501 women were interviewed during October and November 1992 and

the results were reported back to the committee in a report dated 23.6.93.
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A broader strategy was the commitment to consultation. This often helped to shape
committee projects: for example, Islington's leisure survey led to projects in sports centres
and libraries; and North Tyneside's conference on safety led to involvement in projects to
combat domestic violence. It is, however, more difficult to judge how effective this was in
empowering women in the community. Committees took their meetings out to community
centres and halls on council estates remote from the town hall, they canvassed opinion
through questionnaires and advertised their activities through newsletters and the local press
and they held public elections for co-optees. Inevitably, the committees only managed to
reach a proportion of women, nevertheless, they got to some women who would otherwise
have been outside of political processes and gave them a voice and access to information,
resources and training that they would not otherwise have had - the three hundred women
who turned up at Leeds Civic Hall to elect community representatives in 1994 bore witness
to that.

More tangible results were achieved by the committees' determination to get more
women elected into political office. Women's committees encouraged women to stand for
office and supported female office-holders who took senior office and sought selection to
stand for parliamentary constituencies.”® With regard to the recruitment of female
councillors, one said,

Well, we had a broad issue which was that we wanted to
make good the fact that at the time there was not very many
councillors. I mean I can't remember what the numbers were
but [...] it was certainly less than a third women. And Oxford

has subsequently of course got up to nearly half women and
then it's dropped back slightly I think it's 46/47% [...] and

539 Of the sixteen women councillors who responded to the Women's Committee Survey, four had

been community representatives prior to their election (25%) and at least five of the councillors have or will
be attempting to get selected to run for parliament(31%o).
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women have had very important positions in fact a lot of the
men think that women have far too many important
positions.[...] There was a time when we actually made it into
the Daily Mail because at that time the Lord Mayor, the
Deputy, and the Leader and Deputy Leader of all three major
groups were all women. *

A number of the councillors who took part in the research had first sat on a women's
committee as a co-optee and had subsequently decided to run for office. At least one of
these has gone on to seek selection for a parliamentary seat. In terms of encouraging women
to run for Parliament one councillor said of two others: "She has [political ambitions] and
good luck to her and we'll all help her get wherever she wants [...] I know she has got an
ambition, she wants to be an MP[...] and there's someone else [too], so the word's getting
floated around,[...] we need to be talking about the X seat and who's going to stand for it
Another councillor said of herself: "Yes I've tried to get selected a few times and I'll have
another go"542

In fact, some committees were more enthusiastic to help their members than those
women were themselves:

I know that some people would like me to go on and be an
MP. People pushing me to do that and saying I would be
really good because I'm a good person and because I'm a

woman but I'm just not interested in that, I don't want to be
that 3

540 Interview 9 (24.8.94).

541 Interview 17 (22.11.94).
542 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
543 Interview 4 (23.6.94).

256



Putting It All Together
The research findings suggest that the committees were successful at encouraging
women's potential within the limitations set by their resources and the sheer number of
women, all with different interests and needs, in the community. The lunches, conferences
and open days were well-attended; the various training schemes were well used.”** The
women-only facilities at sports centres were so well-patronised that, in Oxford, the times

were extended.’*

The fact that these strategies and services have been taken up by other
departments and extended indefinitely suggests that they are appreciated by the public and
accepted by the politicians. It is not possible to say from the research whether the
committees managed to reach any of the most marginalised women. The women involved
appear to hope that although it might not be possible to draw women from the margins into

active participation, at least they can be assisted by services which are better targeted at their

needs.

iii. Raising the Profile of Women

All the policies adopted and activities undertaken by women's committees served to
raise the profile of women, women's interests and women's perspectives. The one event
supported by all the committees which was directed specifically to that purpose was the

celebration of International Women's Day. It was important to ensure that women's issues

44 Interviews 3 (7.9.94), 9 (24.8.94), 13 (28.4.95), and 16 (21.11.94) ; Islington Annual Report of the
Women's Equality Unit 1992/93.

45 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
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could not be erased from the political agenda, therefore committees strove to embed their
goals into the programmes of other committees and departments.

The committees took the opportunity of International Women's Day to fund
particular initiatives to mark the event. The new Bristol sub-committee found that, while it
was finding its feet, the one thing it could do was to encourage and sponsor events to raise
awareness on International Women's Day. North Tyneside had specific funding available for
women's groups to undertake projects for International Women's Day, which was advertised
in the local press. The committee also used the day to hold a forum for the discussion of a
particular issue - law and order in 1994 - at which the election of community representatives
for the next year took place. The various events taking place in Leeds were publicised in the
newsletter published by the committee. Coverage given to the events in the local press
suggests that celebration of the day has become an established occasion in these areas.

My research findings suggest that as a result of the constant pressure exerted by the
committees, and especially their work upon the agendas of other committees and
departments, women's interests and perspectives infiltrated the mainstream. In the opinion
of female councillors it would now be impossible for their councils to shelve responsibility
for child care, women's safety, and women's employment issues. According to one
councillor,

I think after ten years they are not going to marginalise this
any longer. It's part of the mainstream and it's on every report.
There are enough of us now that if there's an equal
opportunities implication on a report, because every report

has to comment on whether there are any equal opportunities
implications, they aren't allowed to get away with it.’ 46

36 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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Another commented,
"[...] what I was trying to do was to get the work of the unit
far more centrally placed to infiltrate policy and practice in a
far more direct way and very much be seen as part of the
council structure not as a unit on its own operating within its
own framework and having its own rules [...] I think I was
reasonably successful in doing that and [...] I think the

women's unit now is quite firmly embedded in the council. It
would take an awful lot to get rid of it.>*’

The committees appear to have been quite successful at putting women on the local
political agenda and keeping them there, a task which became easier with time as more
female councillors were elected, particularly those with experience as community
representatives, and more female councillors achieved senior positions on the council.**® In
looking through files at the offices of local papers I found that the local press in Oxford and
Islington no longer expressed outrage every time the committees made a decision. In
Newecastle the Sunday Sun went so far as to poke fun at councillors who protested about the
celebration of International Women's Day, "The north's Old Labour won't be falling over
themselves to celebrate International Women's Day. The blinkered bunch think women
already have one special time of the year - Mothers Day!">*

As far as it is possible to tell from the research, which was concentrated on the
committees themselves rather than on the other parts of the local authorities, women's
committees appear to have been quite successful at raising the profile of women. The work

of the committees took place against the backdrop of a range of organisations and groups

547 Interview 1 (15.4.94).

548 Oxford Times 29.7.88: "Every senior civic post in Oxford is now held by a woman!"; Interviews 9

(24.8.94) and 16 (21.11.94).
%49 Sunday Sun March 1994.
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which were raising awareness about different issues and campaigning for change. Women's
committees drew from the ideas of organisations outside of local government, and their
successes were achieved in the context of a society in which their goals were gaining a

wider legitimacy.

iv. Setting an Example of Democratic Practice

The members of women's committees hoped that their influence would spread out
into the wider community through the example of their policies and activities. Julia Edwards
has argued that the committees are not only a way of focusing attention on women; she
maintains that they constitute an example of good practice in local government with
implications for Britain's integration in Europe.”® The results of the research undertaken for
this project show that although the committees were concermed with women, their policies
indicated ways in which democracy could be made more effective for the whole polity.
Important issues upon which they attempted to set standards were employment, political
recruitment, consultation and political participation.

In terms of employment, women's committees promoted equal opportunities policies

551

and monitoring within local authorities, to take account of sex, race and ability. For

350 J. Edwards, "Women's Committees: a model for good local government?” International Review of

Administrative Sciences (1989); J. Edwards, Local Government Women's Committees: a feminist political
practice (1995).

351 All the councils except Bristol (see below) possessed equal opportunities policies for women. All
had race committees, sub-committees or advisory bodies and forums. Bristol and Leeds also had sub-
committees and advisory forums on disability. At the time that this research took place the North Tyneside
committee was putting pressure on the Personnel Department for its failure to monitor job applicants
(although other departments did so); committee members at Leeds were pleased that they had been able to
change promotion practices which had a discriminatory effect.
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example, the Leeds committee questioned the even-handedness with which some employees
who were acting up a grade have been given substantive tenure of that grade while others

had not.>*?

However, it should be noted that the Bristol committee prior to 1992 had failed
to establish an equal opportunities policy with respect to women and appears to have been
too caught up with its internal contradictions to have attempted to influence council
employment policies outside of the women's officers.”>

Committees prompted the establishment of training schemes to fit female employees
for promotion to the higher grades within local authorities: for example, "The Aspirations
Survey came about because women on the committee said if someone goes to the Housing
Office they should have the right to be interviewed by a woman [...] and then we found out
that there actually weren't enough women officers in the Housing Department on a high
enough grade to interview people, so then we had to start the training process."5 ** Local
authorities are large employers, and remain so despite Compulsory Competitive Tendering;
they exert influence upon other employers in their areas, therefore their practices are
important in the community.

The committees' initiatives with surveys and public meetings have been adopted by
other parts of local government and underpin the more recent project of area committees in
Oxford. As one councillor explained,

We have even more consultation about all sorts of things than

we used to have and we have made them much less
threatening and more accessible so that more women actually

2 Interview 12 (23.8.94).

533 Review of Bristol Council's Equal Opportunities Policy, a report prepared by Pamela Brown

Associates (London, November 1992).
% Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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participate in them. We have got area committees, which
meet in a couple of parts of the city which then allow people
to say [what they want from] services. We have got into
surveys and complaints services and things that we never did
before so that we are in fact a much more open council than
we were before, and there are a lot more women councillors
than there were before, and we have done an awful lot,
obviously not enough, to make services more accountable
and more accessible.””

Similarly, the committees' approach to management and problem solving has
contributed to the re-structuring of North Tyneside Council. Following the success of the
women's committee other consumer group committees were established. When massive cuts
were called for the strength of the new initiatives was such that it was felt that resources
should be channelled into changing the structure of the council to accommodate the
consumer group committees and their initiatives rather than maintaining the traditional

hierarchies. According to one councillor,

I think it will bring a better service. There are things like the
one-stop shops which now the Health Authority are thinking
of buying into. They want to be able to give health
information through those one-stop shops in the same way
that we deliver housing, social services, school information,
the whole lot, through those one-stop shops. [...] instead of
having to trail around these departments, they go in and they
say I need to be rehoused and they get someone who can go
over all the different problems.5 36

North Tyneside also established Task Groups comprised of councillors and officers
with the power to bring in people from outside with particular knowledge, to address

specific issues. The Task Groups covered a range of issues from grass-cutting to domestic

55 Interview 9 (24.8.94).
356 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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violence; they were single issue, multi-party groups which were allowed three meetings
within the committee cycle in which to reach a decision before reporting back to the Policy
and Resources Committee. These are tight and efficient bodies which ensure that
committees are able to operate efficiently in turn. As one councillor described them,

There are usually only about half a dozen councillors and a

very small number of officers but basically they sit down and

hammer it out until they've got the problem sorted. They have

to make recommendations back to Policy and Resources who

then have to take them on board and decide what to do with

them, but these are the nitty-gritty problem solving things.

What they should do is ensure that the committees do not get

bogged down with discussing public toilets, dog dirt, grass-
cutting and housing repairs ad nauseam.>>’

As this account shows, the findings of the research support the argument that
women's committees influenced other parts of the councils in the direction of implementing
equal opportunities policies, instituting mechanisms for greater consultation and

participation, and taking a look at different ways of solving problems.

Conclusion

The strategies and projects outlined above constitute a strong argument for the
committees as agents of both democracy and feminism. The adoption of consultative
mechanisms, public meetings, conferences, advisory forums and surveys, involved the
community more closely in democracy. Increased provision of child care and training
facilities, and attention to women's safety demonstrated responsiveness to women's

demands. The pursuit of improved opportunities for women in employment and better

7 Interview 16 (21.11.94).
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treatment for women as parents and carers, their concern with male violence and
commitment to instituting practices influenced by women's experiences, demonstrated their
adherence to feminist goals.

The research suggests that issues which had been outside of the remit of politics
have become firmly embedded in local government policies during the period of the
committees' existence: not only child care and fair employment measures, but also women's
safety, both on the street and in their homes. Women's committees and units took up a range
of issues which had not previously been addressed by local government, or not addressed
adequately. It is perhaps difficult to recall that before this period most local authorities were
only committed to providing child care for those families and children in the most need,
whereas now councils like North Tyneside and Islington regard it as an important service
and an integral part of an economically and socially healthy community. The research also
suggests that the committees were active in establishing new roles for local government: as
a central resource for organising events and collecting and disseminating information; as a
facilitator providing services in consultation with the public; and as an initiator
experimenting with new ideas in conjunction with the public in the expectation that
someone else would take them over if successful. As described in Chapter Two, these ways
of being and modes of operation were at some remove from those of the archetypal
monolithical provider of municipal services.

However, it is not always possible to draw direct causal links between the
democratic and representative procedures of the committees and the activities and
achievements described in this chapter. In some cases it is possible, for example, the

connection between Islington's domestic violence survey and its involvement with the Inter-
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Agency project, the Zero Tolerance Campaign and pressuring other departments to adopt
appropriate policies. A similar connection is apparent between North Tyneside's conferences
on violence and safety and its involvement in the Inter-Agency Project and the Zero
Tolerance Campaign.

Islington's Leisure Survey led to projects at sports centres and libraries; North
Tyneside's Aspirations Survey led to the training up of officers and the introduction of
multi-functional local offices; Oxford's survey of women's needs directed them towards
creating the Women's Training Centre. However, all these initiatives are connected to
conferences and surveys rather than to the membership of the committees. Public meetings,
conferences and surveys are democratic and important ways of operating, which women's
committees have téken up enthusiastically and encouraged other parts of their councils to do
the same. However, they are not as particular to the committees, nor as innovative, as the
community representatives on the committees and in the advisory groups.

Councillors stressed the value of the community representatives and the committees
as a whole demonstrated an on-going concern to ensure that they were drawn from the
community in ways that were representative. Nevertheless, connections between community
representatives and actual projects are, except on rare occasions, unclear. There is a link
between Islington having a representative of female care-takers and undertaking a project to
increase the number of female care-takers in the borough, but otherwise links are far more
diffuse. It is likely that many of the projects would have gone ahead without the presence of
community representatives because of the commitment of councillors and officers - child

care and equal opportunities in council employment in particular. In fact, much of the work
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undertaken, especially in recent years, was generated by officers, so what did having
community representatives achieve?

Responses to the questionnaires and interviews suggest that the influence of
community representatives was not so much concerned with giving explicit direction as
with setting the scene. Thus we rarely find a causal relation between a representative of X
and a project concerning X, but see instead that the representatives were instrumental in
establishing the committees as distinct bodies different from other local authority
committees. The representatives provided opportunities for deliberation and a channel

through which the committees could be held to public account; they provided feedback from
| the community and reminded the councillors that there was a constituency which had a
claim upon them. As was suggested in Chapter Five, these mechanisms may have been
imperfect, but in other parts of the local authorities they did not exist. I would argue that the
presence of community representatives has shaped the committees and their projects in the
long run, helping to make them responsive and accountable to the community of women
outside each council and helping to embed the committees' goals in other local authority

committees and departments.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Conclusion

The forgoing chapters have described the background and development of local
government women's committees, set a framework of democratic and feminist theory, and
analysed the committees which took part in the Women's Committee Survey in terms of their
membership, goals, methods and projects. The joint purposes of this thesis were to add to the
existing body of work which describes women's committees and analyses their strengths and
weaknesses, but also to assess the committees in the survey as experiments in democracy and
representation. A number of issues framed the project: the different perceptions and
expectations held by various groups of people who were involved with - or who monitored -
the committees; tension between the formality of the committees' institutional setting and the
informality of the origins of their goals in the new social movements; and the problem of
pursuing an inclusive, participatory politics in political communities where the populations are

diverse and political activity is neither highly valued nor facilitated.
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Women's Committees in 1995

What has this thesis added to the body of knowledge about the committees, their
strengths and weaknesses? As was shown in Chapter Two, the number of committees has
diminished considerably over the past few years. There are now only fourteen women's
committees and sub-committees of which nine are in England. Some committees have been
amalgamated into equal opportunities committees while others have been closed. Further
committees are likely to close as a result of the re-structuring of local government: Marilyn
Taylor of the Women's Local Authority Network believes that at least two more will
disappear. This is happening at a time when the goals of the committees and the committees
themselves are attracting far less adverse comment than before, and when the Labour Party,
with which the committees have been associated, has become stronger in local government
and has adopted commitments to increase the numbers of women MPs and Councillors. Yet
the only new committee to start up in the 1990s was in Glasgow, Scotland, where women's
committees do not appear to be under so much pressure and there is a lively political culture
among women in local government.

The preceding chapters have shown that the committees taking part in the Women's
Committee Survey ‘were unexpectedly careful in their dealings with both men and
opposition parties. Male and female councillors of all parties were, of course, entitled to sit
on the committees, however, the research suggests that men were often welcomed because

they brought with them power and the opportunity for influence. Conservatives and Liberal
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Democrats provided the opportunity for cross-party campaigning, although this only
appeared to happen at North Tyneside. Thus the committees (at least during the period of
this research) were conciliatory rather than confrontational and took a highly political
approach to the achievement of their goals.

The Islington and North Tyneside committees put considerable effort into
entrenching themselves into their parent authorities. In Islington, the Women's Equality Unit
was firmly locked into the framework; while in North Tyneside councillors ensured that the
committee itself was secure within the council. The Oxford committee was secure within
the council, in part because of its success in encouraging women to become councillors and
senior officers. However, at the time of the research members were unsure of what its role
should be in the future and the possibility that it might be dissolved from a position of
strength, having achieved its goals, was mooted. In Leeds, the committee and officers
appeared to be secure, but the changes they were undergoing gave rise to some uncertainty
about the future. The future of the Bristol committee must hang in the balance. Having been
re-organised into a sub-committee of an equal opportunities committee and with a past
characterised by conflict and bad publicity, it may not be in a strong position to meet the
effects of the demise of Avon County Council. All the committees pursued their goals
through other departments or in conjunction with outside organisations. By following this
course they tried to ensure that they were not the sole custodians of their aims, and that
women's interests became the concern of the whole council and community.

These committees, however, are successes: they continue to exist and to act. The

research undertaken does not provide a basis from which to compare these with either the
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committees which have closed or with the (apparently) more vibrant women's political
culture in Scottish local government. Nevertheless, I can suggest what the research has
shown about these committees as a possible explanation for their continued existence.

It appears that a number of factors predispose a committee to success. These are a
mixture of the structural and the fortuitous and include the type of local authority in which
the committee is situated, the attitude towards the committee of powerful councillors, the
resources made available, and the support from outside the council. These were addressed in
Chapters Two and Five. From the experiences of North Tyneside and Bristol it would
appear that two other factors can be significant: relations between and within political
parties. In North Tyneside the committee was (for the most part) treated as a non-partisan
arena and opposition councillors often supported measures simply because they were in the
interest of their constituents. The Bristol committee, on the other hand, became the arena in
which divisions within the Labour party were fought out, resulting in the paralysis of the
committee and appalling publicity. Further explanations are connected to the commitment to

democracy and feminism.

The Democratic Innovation of the Committees.

As Chapters Three and Five and Six have shown, my claim that the committees
were experiments in democratic organisation rests upon a feminist and enabling
interpretation of democracy. Such an interpretation maintains that it is legitimate to put

special mechanisms in place in order to compensate for a democratic deficit; in this case, the
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relative absence of women's perspectives and women's persons from local politics.
Moreover, since the domination of a majority perspective might tend to discourage the
formation of alternative points of view, it is legitimate to create special forums in which
people can explore political possibilities: in this case, the creation of spaces and the
provision of facilities so that women can work out what they need and think.

Women's committees appeared to be engaged with participatory democracy: they
called public meetings to establish the committees and work out what their goals should be;
they took their meetings out into the community while inviting the public in to meetings;
they encouraged the formation of new women's forums. In fact, they were committed to
increasing women's participation, but not to creating participatory democracy as it is
described by political theorists. They did not have the power to do so, nor the will, since
they were part of elected local government with (for the most part) respect for the role of
elected representatives. They did, however, act upon the claim that participating in
democracy fosters political efficacy, therefore they supported women's groups and initiated
schemes for training in both vocational and political skills.

Their vision was the achievement of a degree of autonomy whereby women could
choose when, how and whether to engage in political, economic and social activities. This
demanded the provision of facilities which would enable women, first, to have some
freedom from claims upon them in order to explore possibilities, and second, to have access
to facilities which would make such exploration possible. Hence their concern for child
care, women's safety, improved access to local authority services and facilities, and equal

opportunities monitoring. The committees might not have been working for a fully-realised
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participatory democracy, but they were intent on increasing women's participation.
Committee members and officers appeared to believe that by improving women's
opportunities in such ways they would have an effect upon political efficacy and equality.

It must be said that the committees and officers had considerable difficulty reaching
women who were truly at the margins - either socially or geographically. The women
involved in the committees were far more skilled and educated than the average ward
resident. Nevertheless, their schemes illuminated local government's failure to serve and
represent the whole community. They managed to reach some women who would otherwise
not have come into contact with local authority facilities and to draw into the committees
and advisory groups others who would not have thought of going into politics. In terms of
their organisation, they remained within the framework of representative democracy, albeit
in an innovative form. For one thing, the councillors involved recognised that they were in
an odd position as the elected representatives of their male and female constituents, but
- taking a special responsibility for the women in the local authority area.

Councillors did not appear to have too much trouble with their anomalous position,
tending to equate it with the concemn warranted by any special needs group. The more
controversial innovation was the introduction of community representatives as working
members of the committees. As has been discussed above, co-opted members were an
established part of local government practice. The novelty of the women's committees’
community representatives was that they were (for the most part) elected by the
communities rather than selected by the committees, and that they were there to introduce

ideas and take part in general debate rather than to offer specific expertise. Their ability to
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introduce ideas was limited by the conventions of local government and their own multiple
commitments. Nonetheless, they introduced extra dimensions to all the committees and at
particular times were able to achieve a great deal. Where committees were poorly resourced
but strongly connected to the community, representatives appear to have been very active,
initiating projects and taking on administrative tasks which would otherwise have been
performed by officers. This was the case in Leeds prior to my research and in Bristol at the
time of the Women's Committee Survey.

Community representatives varied in their attachment to the sections of the
community or groups which they nominally represented. Some were closely attached and
reported back regularly, some had no organised connection at all, others had loose
arrangements. No community representative was so closely linked to both her group and the
committee that she experienced conflict. Some, however, failed to see much value in their
committee membership for the group which they represented. This may have been a
reflection of the limited powers of the committees, or may have indicated a deeper problem.
This is the difficulty of putting together a committee of people representing diverse interests
and expecting the individual members to act collectively for the general good of their
constituencies rather than competitively. If community representatives are to act both
collectively and in their own particular interest, then the committee and the representative
framework must be conducive to the discussion and working through of issues. The care
which went into creating ways of selecting community representatives was connected to

this.
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Election procedures

As Chapter Two has shown, there was concern from the start of the committees that
community representatives should be drawn either from across the community or from
significant sections of the community. Committees have drawn up templates for
representation without too much difficulty, including what they consider to be the important
groups or interests, and altering the template when it became necessary. On the one hand
this has been quite successful. Women from a range of backgrounds and with a range of
interests have been brought onto committees. On the other, it plays directly into one of the
dilemmas of group representation: the only groups to be represented are those which are
already legitimate, recognised and (often) organised. It is very hard to imagine how this
dilemma can be avoided. Opening the process for women (or groups) to put themselves
forward continues to give advantage to organised groups and women with political skills.
The problem is connected to the problem identified with trying to increase participation: the
unorganised women at the margins are most difficult to reach and are least likely to put
themselves forward.

Two of the committees studied here have attempted to bring in more women through
the creation of advisory forums and have gone to considerable lengths to support the women
elected to the forums. They have created wide ranging mechanisms around the elections to
reach as many women as possible, and introduced new formulae for representation in order
to bring in different women. In Leeds these mechanisms have brought in a range of different

women, while Bristol has been less successful. However, in Leeds as in the other areas
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where representation has not been re-organised, the committee with its innovative structure
runs up against the limited powers allowed to, it and the framework of local government.

The degree to which the committees have facilitated discussion of problems and
policies varied both between the committee and over time. Ironically, the forums which
were best suited for deliberation were those which possessed the least power - the advisory
groups. It would seem, however, that even though the committees were not much like
Fishkin's deliberative assemblies they provided more opportunity for discussion and the
evolution of goals and policies than was normally the case in local politics. This was
particularly evident in the relations between committee members and officers. Shared
objectives and shared commitment to doing things differently often led to productive co-
operation. Even when it did not, and more than one of the committees investigated had
experienced considerable conflict between officers and committee members, the disputes
over ends and means were part of an evolving democracy.

Thus, the committees studied here sought to entrench themselves and their goals in
both the local authorities and the wider community. They attempted to make themselves
legitimately representative of local women through their creative use of processes for
consultation and co-option. They both encouraged other departments and outside bodies to
adopt their aims and presented themselves as a forum for local women and groups. They
continue to learn and to change: they have, by and large, become neither disenchanted not

complacent.
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The Implications for Theories of Democracy and Representation

This thesis has attempted not only to assess the committees as experiments in
democracy and representation, but also to discover from their experiences the strengths and
weaknesses of the approaches to democracy and representation described in Chapters Three
and Four. The experiences of the committees tend to support the criticism that in a polity
structured by differences in power and resources, the better equipped will tend to occupy
any new political spaces. However, the committees appear to have been aware of this and
have tried to take the next step and link measures to increase participation with measures to
guarantee access. The developmental approach to democracy described in Chapter Three
claims that participation leads to the development of political efficacy. The discussion in
Chapter Seven suggested that this was difficult to prove in the community, but that events
within the committees pointed towards the development of political and other skills amongst
both elected and co-opted members. At the same time, the experience of the Bristol advisory
group suggests that encouraging participation where there is little opportunity for achieving
real results can have a contrary effect on peoples' feelings of political efficacy.

Women's committees, despite their identification with the Labour party, were
dislocated from class politics in so far as they recognised that a woman's life chances were
shaped by gender, whatever her relationship to wage labour. The committees were not
revolutionary bodies in Green's sense; they worked with - if not within - the framework of
local government. Furthermore, in the context of post-industrial England they had little

opportunity to change working practices and little power to devolve. They are, today, more
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concerned to consult local women than to introduce participatory democracy to their
proceedings. Despite their limitations, women's committees made the most of the
opportunities they had to encourage the re-distribution of power by changing working
practices, establishing consultative procedures and creating advisory forums. They also
addressed the problem of the relation between democratic legitimacy and expertise in their
dealings with women's and equalities officers. Further, the committees set examples which
have been taken up by other parts of local government, as shown in Chapter Seven.

The committees' engagement with groups in the wider community, their emphasis
on public meetings,their creation of advisory forums and the relations between officers and
members suggest a commitment to deliberation. At the same time, the problems they ran
into illustrate the potential difficulties of the sorts of assemblies envisaged by Fishkin.
Again, the most significant problem is engaging the people who are least integrated into the
community and have least invested in it. Problems of language, understanding the culture of
deliberation, and providing all the facilities necessary for (for example) a Chinese-speaking
kitchen worker on hourly pay to participate, are daunting. Yet if this sort of outreach is not
attempted, deliberative assemblies will only reproduce mainstream concerns and attitudes.
They may produce policies which are benevolent towards minority groups, but not from the
minority's point of view. This brings us to the issue of presence.

Women's committees have introduced the practice of group representation without
too much difficulty. The issue of which groups constitute a fair picture of the community
has been addressed by introducing different ways of encouraging groups to put forward

nominees. There are nevertheless potential problems about the entrenchment of certain
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groups and the exclusion of groups which are not organised or which exist around interests
which are not easily articulated. The election process at Leeds was designed to draw in new
groups of women but no-one was in a position to foster the development of un-organised
Interests into groups. Committees have not addressed the issue of the relationship between
the representative and the group in any depth, apparently because it has not arisen. This may
be due to the relatively weak powers of the committees: one can imagine that in a more
powerful body where real influence and access was at stake members of groups would be far
more concerned about the behaviour of their representatives.

At the time of writing, women do not constitute a significant presence in the local
government of most areas. About 20% of councillors are female and it would be misleading
to assume that all (or even most of) these give priority to women's issues. Historically,
issues of importance to women have appeared on the political agenda, but not necessarily
from women's points of view. Child care (outside of times of war) was a minor
responsibility for families in trouble, while safety and violence were law and order issues.
Women's economic activities have been regulated in the general interest, and providing the
same access for everyone to facilities and services was assumed to mean equal access.
Women's committees and their success in encouraging more women to run for office
ensured that, at least in the areas where they were active, women's presence in local
government became more significant.

Their presence has affected the priorities and the approaches taken to items on the
agenda. Local authorities now take responsibility for child care for the whole community in

the context of the range of family structures and women's economic activity. Safety and
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violence have been re-interpreted as issues for the whole of the council, with implications
for social services, housing, education and town planning. Women's economic activity is
now seen in terms of equal opportunities policies and training schemes both within local
authorities and in the wider community. Some of this may have taken place without the
committees, but I doubt whether it would have happened without the increased influence of
women one way or another. The research did not undertake comparisons between local
authorities with and without women's committees. Nevertheless, it is possible to say that the
considerable steps taken by most of the councils addressed here took place after the creation
of the committees. An officer in one area had asked for an early draft of this thesis to use in
the construction of a defence for her committee. Having written her report she told me that
she had forgotten just how many different things they had been involved in over the years;
once a project was running it was passed over to another department while the committee
and officers got on with the next project; they never stopped to list or reflect upon the

initiatives they set in motion.

Conclusion

Women's committees today are more likely to consult the opinions of women in the

constituency than draw them in to democratic decision-making. Consultation is, of course,

an important element in a democracy, but perhaps not what the women who started the

committees hoped for. Their democratic will is perhaps better expressed through their
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various projects aimed at providing better facilities, choice and access for women, who will
then be able to take part in decision making in any arena they choose.

It seems unlikely that the committees which have closed were very different from
those which I studied. Perhaps they had less auspicious conditions in terms of their types of
authority and support, perhaps their members were not blessed with boundless energy,
commitment and optimism - perhaps they achieved their goals and the members decided to
transfer their energies elsewhere. It is an unfortunate fact that the national Labour Party has
taken little interest in either their achievements or their demise. What is certain is that as a
political initiative the committees present a challenge for politicians. They have
demonstrated that it is possible to involve members of the public more closely in decision-
making and even to devolve responsibility in specific instances. Furthermore, they have
shown that the conventional modes of representation and organisation are not the only

legitimate ones - and that in certain circumstances alternatives might be more legitimate.
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APPENDIX A

Committees catalogued by the National Association of Local Government
Women's Committees 1992

Women's Committees - Standing

Name Staff Co-optees Men
Aberdeen 6 6 2
Central Regional 7 3 11
Edinburgh (minority Labour) 5 - 5
Islington 45 5 -
Lewisham 1 variable 1
Lothian 5 - 4
North Tyneside 3 9 5
Waltham Forest 12 - 1
Greenwich 10 - 1
Southwark 7 - -
Women's Committees - Sub

Name Staff Co-optees Men
Birmingham 11 - 5
Brighton 2 - 5
Bristol 2 - -
Kirklees 5 13 -
Leeds 7 23 -
Manchester 8 55 -
Newcastle 1 - -
Newham 6 10 3
Oxford 5 20 -
Southampton 5 9 1
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Equal Opportunities Committees - Standing
Name Staff Co-optees

Camden

Dundee

Dunfermline

Haringey

Lambeth

Tayside

Fife

Hounslow

Nottinghamshire

(+ women's Issues Consultative Group)

T N SO

EENNV I

— W) W W W= W W W

Equal Opportunities Committees - Sub
Name Staff Co-optees

East Kilbride
Hammersmith and Fulham
Leicester

Stirling (Conservative)
Tameside

Humberside

Middlesburgh

Pendle

Wakefield

(no women councillors)

oy
1

— N ND W R U = e
[y
N

Women's and/or Equal Opportunities Committees - Advisory

Clackmannon

South Glamorgan
Strathclyde

York

Calderdale  (hung)
Derbyshire
Gloucester  (hung)
Norwich

Rochdale (Lib/Dem)
Stockport (hung)
Thamesdown

Men

14

15

21
12

Men

12

13
11
11
11
20
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Other Committees taking some responsibility for EO

Hamilton

Harlow

South Tyneside

Kilmarnock (hung)

Nottingham

Peterborough (hung)

Oddities

Sheffield : has a women's Unit but not a committee

Wolverhampton : has an Equal Opportunities "team" but no
committee

Sutton : (Lib/Dem) has an Equal Opportunities officer
but no committee

Political Affiliation

All the above were Labour controlled in 1992 except:

Edinburgh : no overall majority, Labour minority
administration with SNP support

Stirling : Conservative

Calderdale : hung

Gloucester : hung

Kilmarnock : hung

Peterborough : hung

Rochdale : Lib Dem/Conservative alliance

Stockport : hung

Sutton : Lib Dem

Source: Directory of Women's Committees, September 1992 (National Association of Local
Government Women's Committees, Manchester).
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Committees known to the Women's Local Authority Network 1995
Women's Committees - Standing
Name

Edinburgh
Glasgow
Islington
Lothian

Women's Committees - Other
Name

Birmingham
Bristol

Kirklees

Leeds

North Tyneside
Oxford

South Glamorgan
Southampton
Strathclyde

York

Source: Women's Local Authority Network, 21.11.95, Manchester.
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Questionnaire for Councillors

The following questionnaire is divided into four sections which ask for biographical
information, information about your work with the Women's Committee, your opinions on
local government and local democracy, and, last, details of your work as a councillor.

The questions sometimes require very simple answers, but some ask you to give opinions or
explanations, or to make judgements. Your responses are very important to my research
and will be treated in confidence.

The data collected from people involved with women's commitees around the country will
only be presented in aggregate form. Individuals will not be identified, quotes will not be
attributed, and a copy of the report will be available if you should wish to read it.

Thank-you for taking the time to answer these questions and to take part in this project.

Biographical Information

1. Name :

2. Phone (this is, of course, confidential and only for use if I need to clarify any points with
you)
: day Evening

3. Age :under22 22-30 3140
41-50 _51-60 __over60

4. Occupation:

Please tick as many boxes as are relevant to answer the following questions:

5. Education : O-LevelCSE A-Level
Further Education (non-degree) __
Degree o Higher Degree
6. ‘Status: Married/Co-habiting  Divorced/Separated Widowed
Single

7. Dependents:  Children Other
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8. Political Party Member: Labour _ Conservative
Lib-Dem _  None _
Other (Please specify)

Has your party membership changed during your membership
of the committee? If so, please specify

You and Your Work with the Women's Committee

9. Were you involved with any of the following types of activity before joining the Council?

(Please tick either YES or NO to each):

a Party politics YES NO__
If YES please specify
b. Community groups (eg residents) YES NO

If YES, please specify

c. Interest groups (eg Amnesty, CND) YES _NO __
HYES, please specify
d. Women's groups (eg WI, women's refuges, creches, Women in Business)
YES NO __

IfYES, please specify

€. Trade union YES __NO__
IfYES, please specify

f Voluntary work (eg CAB, prison visiting) YES NO__
IfYES, please specify

g. None YES NO __



10.

11.

12.
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Other (Please specify)

How long have you been on the Committee?
(Please give years and months) years months

What is your position on the Women's Committee?
(eg Chair, Vice-Chair, member)

Do you sit on any other Council committees? YES __NO __
If YES, which?

What did you as an individual hope to achieve when you got involved with the Women's
Committee?
(Please tick as many as are relevant):

To improve service delivery to women

To modify council policies in women's interest

To improve the conditions of female employees

To strengthen the influence of women on the councit
To involve local women in decision-making

To challenge the traditions of local government

To promote the interest of a particular group

Don't know

Other(please specify)

Which of your goals have been realised?

If any of your goals have NOT been realised, why do you think this is?
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Has your work with the Women's Committee affected any of  the following?
(Please tick either YES or NO for each):

Your private life YES NO
Your attitudes YES NO __
Your politics YES NO _
Your goals as a committee member YES NO

If you have answered 'YES'to any of the above, please elaborate.

Has your work with the Women's Committee affected any other areas of your life?
(Please illustrate)

What is your usual role at Committee meetings?
(Please tick as many of the following as apply to you):

Representing a particular point of view
Asking for information

Presenting mformation

Suggesting policy _
Questioning policy
No particular role
Other (please specify)

‘What are the Committee's goals?
(Please tick as many of the following as are relevant):

To further equal opportunities

To extend council services to excluded groups of women
To ensure that local women's interests are represented
To safeguard the interests of female council employees
To monitor council policies and sevices

No particular role
Other (please specify)
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How can co-ordination of policies and activities between theCommittee and equalities staff
best be characterised? (Please tick ONE of the following):

The Committee makes decisions which the staff execute
The Committee and staff consult over decisions _
Since the staff have specialised knowledge they are able to advise the Committee

Staff and the Committee sometimes have conflicting points of view
No particular relationship .
If none of the above apply, please provide your own characterisation:

How would you evaluate communication between elected members and equalites staff?
(Please tick ONE of the following):

Mutually supportive

Lively and challenging
Complicated by power struggles
Distant and bureaucratic

No particular relationship

Other (please specify)

Is the Council supportive of the Committee's goals?
(Please tick ONE of the following):

Fully supportive

~ Quite supportive

Indifferent
Quite antagonistic
Antagonistic

Please elaborate on your answer:
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Is the Council supportive of the Committee's policies? (Please tick ONE of the following):

Fully supportive

Quite supportive

Indifferent

Quite antagonistic

Antagonistic

Please elaborate on your answer:

Is the Council supportive of the Committee's procedures?
(Please tick ONE of the following):

a.Fully supportive
b.Quite supportive
c.Indifferent
d.Quite antagonistic
e.Antagonistic

Please elaborate on your answer:

What in your view has been the greatest success of the Women's Committee?

‘What in your view has been its most significant failure?
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23.  Reviewing your experience of the Women's Committee, what do you see as your greatest
success? Is there anything which you regard as a personal failure? It would be helpful if you
could describe these within your general experience of the Committee.

Local Government and Local Democracy

24. Do you think local government is for...
(Tick one or more of the following):

a Implementing the policies of central government .
b. Developing policies and services to serve the community .
C. Ensuring that minority groups are not overlooked _
d. Ensuring that all local interests are considered in policy and services

e. Decision-making at a local level on local issues .
f Don't know

g. Otbher (please specify)

25.  Islocal government as jmportant as central? YES NO _
If YES, please indicate in which ways; if NO, why not?

26.  Islocal government as effective as central? YES__ NO__
If YES, please indicate in which ways; if NO, why not?

27.  Should local government have greater autonomy?

YES NO__
If YES, please indicate in which ways; if NO, why not?
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Should the role of local government be modified to take account of social and political
change? YES__ NO
If YES, please indicate in which ways; ift NO, why not?

Would you like to see the council/committee structure changed?
YES __ NO __

IfYES, what changes do you envisage. If NO, why not?

Do you think that men and women have different views on local government?
YES NO

If YES, how do they differ, and why do you think this is so?

Do you think that women have social/political interests which are distinct from those of
men? YES NO __
IfNO, please move on to the question 32, if YES:

Is this of major significance for local politics? YES NO

Whether you have answered YES or NO, please elaborate
further:
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b. Is local government the right place to address such interests?
YES  NO

Whether you have answered YES or NO, please elaborate further:

C. Is local government competent to address such interests?
YES__ NO
Whether you have answered YES or NO, please elaborate further

32.  What does "local democracy" mean for you?

33.  Has this changed during you involvement with the Women's Committee?

Your Role as Councillor

34.  What are your priorities as a Councillor?

35. Do you have particular goals in relation to the people in your ward?




36.

38.

39.

40.

Appendix B

How do you see yourself in relation to:

the local party,
the national party?

As a representative, how do you see yourself in relation to:

your male electorate
your female electorate?

How did you get involved with the Women's Committee?

Has your membership of the Committee altered your perception of yourselfas a
Councillor? YES __NO__
If YES, please illustrate.

Do you think that your membership of the Committee has altered other Councillors
perceptions of you? YES NO
IF YES, please illustrate.

10
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42.

43.

45.

46.
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Has your Committee got an appropriate number of community representatives?
YES _NO _
IfNO, please explain.

Do you think that the presence of community representatives on the Committee has any
effect on its policies?

Do you think that the presence of communityrepresentatives on the Committee has any
effect on its ability to implement policies?

What have you found most helpful about the presence of community representatives on the
committee?

What has been Jeast belpful about the presence of community representatives on the
Committee?

Would you atter the ways in which co-optees have been brought onto the Committee?
YES NO__
If YES, how?

11
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Your role of Community Representative

34.

fo o

36.

37.

38.

Do you represent a particular group? YES_NO
If YES, who:

How were you co-opted into membership?
(Please tick ONE of the following) :

Elected at a public meeting
Invited on a personal basis
Invited a the representative of an existing women's organisation

Other (please specify)

Do you report Committee proceedings back to a group outside the council?
YES NO

IfYES, to whom do you report back?

How often do you report back?

Do you experience any conflict of interest beween your membership of that group and of
the Committee? YES _ NO
If YES, please illustrate.

Has your opinion of local government changed during your involvement with the
Committee? YES NO__

12
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40.

41.

42.
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If YES, please illustrate.

Are there any tensions in your Committee membership? YES _ NO
If YES, what causes them?

Have your perceptions of yourself altered as a result of your Committee membership?
YES NO

If YES, in what ways?

Has your Committee got an appropriate number of community representatives?
YES _NO__

IfNO, please explain.

Do you think that the presence of community representatives on the Committee has any
effect on its policies?

13
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43. Do you think that the presence of community representatives on the Committee has any
effect on

its ability to implement policies?

14
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APPENDIX C
Interview Plan

a. General
1. What gave rise to your interest in women's issues?

2. Did you have any specific goals to achieve on the part of women when you joined the
Committee?

b. Feminism
1. How do you see yourself in relation to the women's movement?
2. Do you think that the committee as a whole has a particular feminist point of view?

3. Have different ideas about the best way to further women's interests ever caused tensions
between Committee members.

4. Has there ever been conflict between practical concerns and larger ideas how to improve
women's position?

c. Sexuality

1. Were men present on the Committee? If not, do you think there should have been some
men present?

2. Do you think that this presence/non-presence in any way shaped what happened in
committee meetings?

3. Did differing attitudes to men ever generate division within the Committee?
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d.Minorities

1. Do you have an explicit concern for the effect of membership of a minority on some
women? If so, is/are there a particular groups(s) whose interest you promote?

2. Does the Committee take particular care to encompass the perspective of any particular
minority group(s)? If so, which, what form does this take.

3. Does consideration of the perspectives of minorities ever generate conflict within the
Committee?

4. Does consideration of minorities issues ever conflict with practical concerns?
e. Party Politics
1. Is your concern with women's issues coherent with your party's general goals?

2. Is more than one party represented on the Committee? Does it make a difference whether
there is one or more parties?

3. Has intra-party difference been significant?

4. How significant has inter-party conflict been for the definition of goals?

5. How significant has inter-party conflict been for the achievement of goals?

For Councillors:

How has involvement in the Committee fitted in with - or altered - your political goals?
For Community Representatives:

Has involvement in the Committee prompted or changed any political ambition?

For all:

Do you think that improvement in women's life will be achieved by working for equal
opportunities and improved facilities within present structures?

Finally, is there anything you would like to raise?
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APPENDIX D

Interests and Groups Represented on the Committees
Taking Part in the Women's Committee Survey

Groups and Interests Represented on the Advisory Group
Attached to Bristol Women's Sub-Committee

1. Women's Groups :ten
* Bangladesh Association Community

Development Project

Maternity & Health Links

Bristol Miscarriage Association

Off The Record

All Bristol Womens Self-Defence

Training for Trainers Group

* Kk ¥ *

* Bangldesh Women's Group
* Barton Hill Women's Group
* Barton Hill Asian Women's Group
* Southmead Community Centre Women's
Group
* Rive Gauch Poets
2. Women's work group e
* Avon Parents Network
* Pre-school Playgroup Association
* Bristol Mencap
* Avon Social Services, Bristol
North Women's Equality Group
* TUC
* Bristol Women's Centre
3. Individuals :one

Interests currently represented on Islington Women's Committee; Islington does not have
a blue-print for interest representation

1 Older women :one
2 Ethnic minorities :one
3. Local authority tenants :one
4 Individual :one

Candidates are nominated or invited and their membership is ratified at a public meeting.

1
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Groups and Interests Represented on the Advisory Group
Attached to Leeds Women's Sub-Committee

1. Women living in inner city areas : four
2. Women living in outer city areas : four
3. Tenants Associations* : five
4. Community Associations* : four
5. Asian women : three
6. African-Caribbean women :one
7. Older women : two
8. Disabled women* :one
9. Lesbians :one
10. Carers :one
1. Single parents : one
12. Young women : two
13.  Departmental women's groups™* :one
14. APT&C unions* : one
15. Manual unions* :one

Candidates volunteer or are nominated and elections take
place.

Interests currently represented on North Tyneside Women's Issues Sub-Committee;
North Tyneside does not have a blue-print for interest representation, except for trades
union representatives. For the six other places women are elected at a public meeting and
may or may not represent particular constituencies

1. Women as Carers :one
2. Women's safety : one
3. North Tyneside Peoples' Centres :one
4. Individuals : three
5. Trades unions :two

Candidates are nominated and elected at an annual meeting close to International Women's
Day.

Interests and Groups Represented on Oxford City Women's Sub-Committee

1. Oxfordshire Women's Aid :one
2. Women and Recreation :one
3. Women and Work :one
4. Unemployed Women :one
5. Women and Education (Training) : two
6. Women and Housing :one
7. Women as Carers T two
8. Women as Parents : one
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10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
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Older Women

Young Women

Ethnic Minorities
Lesbians

Individuals

Women and Disabilities
Women and Health
Women and Planning

: one
1 two

: three
:one

: three

: one
:one

: vacant

Members are asked each year whether they wish to remain on the committee. When
positions become vacant nominations are called for and an election takes place.

(In all the above, those marked * are nominated from within their organisations rather than
invited or elected publically)
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APPENDIX E

Output From the Women's Committee Survey

The following is a summary of the main findings of the more quantitative parts of the
questionnaire. Fifty-nine committee members from five areas responded to the questionnaire:
twenty-two councillors, of whom six were men, and thirty-seven co-optees (including the
advisory group members from Bristol referred to in Appendix F). In the following analysis the
male councillors are included unless stated otherwise.

Age:
All Women % Women

Under 22 12 2 3.77%
22-30 : 9 9 16.98%
31-40 15 14 26.41%
41-50 117 16 30.18
51-60 27 7 13.2%
Over 60 : 10 6 11.32

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 3.

Level of Education of All Members:

All % Councillors Reps(inc advisors)
No qual 14 6.78% 9% 5.4%
O-level 5 8.47% 9.1% 2.7%
A-level 14 6.78% 9.1% 5.4%
FE : 13 22.03% 18.2% 24.3%
Degree 116 27.12% 31.8% 24.3%
Higher 117 28.81% 22.7% 29.7%

Source: Women's Committees Survey, Question 5.

Level of Education of Women Members:

Al % Councillors Reps National %
No qual. 3 5.66% 12.5% 5.4% 37%
O-level 4 74%  6.25% 2.7% 34%
A-level 12 3.77% 12.5% 5.4% 9%
FE 113 24.52% 00.0% 24.3% 10%
Degree 215 283% 43.75% 24.3% 7%
Higher 216 30.18% 25.0% 29.7% not given

Source: Womens' Committees Survey, Question 5 and General Household Survey 1993,
table 10.3 page 165, (National %).

1
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As can be seen, the female committee members possessed significantly higher levels of
educational qualification than the female population at large, with well over half having a
degree compared to 7%, and only 5.66% possessing no educational qualification in comparison
with 37%. This supports Jim Barry's findings in his London Councillor Survey, The Women's
Movement and Local Politics (London, Avebury, 1992).

Marital status:

Number Y%
Not given : 1 1.88%
Co-habiting 29 54.7%
or married
Divorced : 11 20.75%
Widowed : 3 5.66%
Single : 10 16.86%

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 6.

Dependents:

Yes 134 57.63%
No 125

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 7.
'y

Involvement with voluntary groups and organisations:

Type All Women % Women Nationally
Political 132 26 49% 3.6% active members
Party

Community : 36 34 64.15%

Group

Interest 130 28 52.83%

Group

Women's 133 33 62.26%

Group

Trade 124 24 45.28% 28%
Union

Voluntary 132 30 56.6%

Group

None | 1 1.88% 39.5%
Other 113 13

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 9; G. Parry, G. Moyser and N. Day,
Political Participation and Democracy in Britain (Cambridge University Press, 1991) p 151
and Table 7.4 p 12, (national percentages).
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Party Affiliation:
All Men Women Community Reps

No response  : 4 0 4 4

Labour : 25 0 25 11

Con : 7 5 1

Lib Dem : 2 1 1 0

None : 20 0 20 20

Other : 1 1 : 1

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 8.

Membership of Political Parties

There is some discrepancy between the category of political party activity in the first
table and political party afiliation in the second. Six respondents were members of political
parties but did not consider that they had been active in their parties prior to committee
membership; four respondents were not members of any party but had been active in party
politics prior to joining the committe. In the first case this suggests that respondents had joined a
political party subsequent to joining the women's committee - thus the committee had been
instrumental in their politicisation. In the second it suggests that people who were on the fringes
of organised politics but not prepared to commit themselves to party membership saw
membership of a women's committee as an extension of their activities but were not prepared to
commit themselves fully to the partisan nature of local politics.

Parry, Moyser and Day found that only 3.6% of women were active political party
members; since women's comittees are a political initiative it is not surprising that half of the
women surveyed were party members. While party membership was to be expected of
councillors it is perhaps notable that 35% of co-optees were members of political parties.

Membership of Women's Groups

Parry, Moyser and Day found only 1.3% of their female sample to be members of a
feminist group, while 62.26% of the women responding to the Women's Committee Survey had
been active in women's groups. Parry et al found that women who were active in feminist
groups were also more active in other areas of politics than the average citizen. They found
them to be more active overall and on their criteria of party campaigning, collective action and
direct action. Table 7.4 page 12. The authors note that, "There may not be a general association
between women and such a style [direct and collective action] of politics, but there is so far as
members of feminist groups are concerned." Parry, Moyser and Day, pl151. Therefore it is no
great surprise that women who were active in women's groups should find their way into
women's committees, resulting in the high proportion found by the Women's Committee
Survey.



Appendix E
Membership of Trades Unions

According to Social Trends for 1993, 28% of women were trades union members. The
higher percentage found by the WC Survey (45.28%) probably reflects the occupational profile
of the group (see below). The most highly unionised sector according to Social Trends, was that
of female professionals, at 56.4% compared with 38.4% of professional men. Amongst the
women of the Women's Committee Survey x% were either in professional occupations or were
students. The high rate of union membership also reflects the concentration of members in the
public service sector, where union membership is common.

Community Representatives Representing a sroup:

Yes : 29 78.37%
No : 8
Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 34.

Means of Selection of Community Representatives:

Elected : 17
Invited personally : 4

Invited as a representative : 4

of a group

Other : 9

No response : 3

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 35.

Comunity Representatives Reporting back to a sroup:

Yes o 21 56.76%
No : 16
Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 36.
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Occupation:

Distribution Between
Occupation Total Councillors & Representatives
Not given )
Not working - 15
Retired 7 6 councillors
Unemployed 6 2 councillors
Parent : 1 1 councillor
Voluntary work: 1 1 rep
Student 14 4 reps
Working 135
Lawyers : 2 2 councillors
Social Work : 11 all reps
Pub/voluntary
sector : 22
Ed/Training : 6 3 councillors

Occupations Given by Councillors:

Lawyer

Teacher

Solicitor

Company Director
Placement Officer - Housing for the homeless
University lecturer
Lecturer

Manager, Administration
Policy Administrator
Personnel Manaager, NHS
Area Arts Manager

QOccupations Given by Community Representatives:

Journalist

Research, training and management consultant
Criminologist

Local government officer

Midwife

Project worker, hostel for single homeless women
Industrial chaplain

Community social worker
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2 Students

Project manager, women's refuge

Health Visitor

P/t teacher, P/t student

Community worker

Community and youth worker

Partner in family business

Community worker, women's development
Educational trainer

P/t secretary

Trainer

Cook, UNISON convenor

Supervisor City Council

Community education worker

Advice and information officer

Manager voluntary sector, training
Social/community worker

Service manager, social services department

Source: Women's Committee Survey, Question 4.
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APPENDIX F
The Research Process

Fieldwork among women's committees was conducted between the summer of 1993
and spring 1995. The shape of the fieldwork was dictated by two considerations: the nature
of the project and the nature of the committees. Although this thesis sets out to analyse the
strengths and weaknesses of the committees, the major objective of the project was to
explore the committees as experiments in new forms of democracy and representation. The
background to the investigation of the committees was the considerable amount of
theorising about alternatives to representative democracy and new forms of representation
that had taken place in the previous thirty years. At the outset it was clear that the challenge
of synthesising theory and fieldwork necessitated a flexible and open-ended approach to
information. It was felt that an emphasis on qualitative data was most suited to this project,
and that committee members, rather than their records and publications, should be at the
centre. The project started from a range of democratic possibilities rather than from a
concrete model of democracy. The aim of the project was to test the claims of democratic
theories against the experiences of the committees, and explore the committees in terms of
the theories. Therefore it was appropriate to collect information and use it to build a sense of
the committees' democracy.

The direction suggested by the nature of the project was reinforced by issues arising
from the nature of the committees. Despite their official status within local authorities the

committees had, for the most part, few resources for extensive record-keeping. Membership
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was often in flux due to the inclusion of co-opted members, while their involvement with
the wider community meant that they were engaged in a wide range of initiatives to a greater
or lesser extent. The committees were concerned with debate and action, therefore it was
appropriate that a researcher should address the membership directly.

An early decision was made to concentrate on a small group of committees and
explore them extensively. Detailed analysis of one committee would have been too narrow
for the goals of the project, while analysis of all the committees could only have been
undertaken superficially. The research itself was planned around the need to collect
information pertinent to the goals of analysing the weaknesses and strengths of the
committees, as well as understanding them as experiments in democracy and representation.
It was necessary to obtain a general picture of the committees, their prevalence, and how
much they had in common, before acquiring more detailed knowledge of a small number of
them. Data collection was planned as a pyramid: a broad base of general information about
all known women's committees tapering towards detailed information about a small number
of committees and their members. Research methods included searching for archival
material, using documentation from women's committees and associated organisations,
attendance at meetings, informal discussions, questionnaires, and semi-structured

interviews.

Selecting the Sample

Selecting committees for the project was a process of gradually narrowing the field.

"The field" was provided by the 1992 report of the National Association of Local
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Government Women's Committees (NALGWC), which detailed all the known women's
committees and other initiatives in England, Scotland and Wales. This was a reliable source
and the jumping-off point for the research programme.’ First it was decided to omit areas in
which there were only equal opportunities committees since these took responsibility for
ethnic, disability and other issues, as well as gender.” Second, it was decided to include both
women's committees and sub-committees, since differences of status might prove to be
important, but to exclude advisory bodies which had no formal role or powers. Third, only
committees and sub-committees with co-optees were to be included, since the presence of
these unelected members was important to the democratic innovation of the committees.
Finally, a decision was madé to concentrate on committees and sub-committees in England.
Northern Ireland and Wales were non-starters: the former because there were no women's
committees and a unique form of local government; the latter because there was only an
advisory committee (m Glamorgan). Scotland was ruled out because of the differences in
the local government systems which would have added unwanted variables to the project
and shifted the focus awayi from the democratic innovation of the committees.

Having narrowed the field to England there were ten committees and nine sub-
committees from which to choose. Despite the narrowed field of research, it was
nevertheless desirable to sé‘l‘ect committees with as much variation as possible, including

geographical distribution. Geographical variation was desirable in order to avoid any effects

1
A

Directory of Women's Committees (Manchester, NALGWC, 1992); this is summarised in Appendix

2 It was not uncommon to find a Women's Sub-Committee which reported to an Equal Opportunities
Committee; in such a case the Women's Sub-Committee was considered appropriate for research although the
Equal Opportunities Committee was not.
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which might derive from a particular region. It was possible, for example, that the London
committees, shaped by the specific character of the capital and the politics of the Greater
London Council (GLC), might share characteristics amongst themselves which were not
shared with those in other areas. However, the range of areas from which to select
committees for the research turmed out to be quite narrow, since not all areas, and only
certain political formations, had proved receptive to the idea of a women's committee.
Committees existed almost entirely in Labour dominated areas where the agenda of the new
urban left had been influential in the 1980s.> These were predominantly metropolitan and
city authorities characterised by mixed populations, in terms of race and class.’ In view
of the similarity in the committees' locations, and bearing in mind the research aims, an
initial selection of eight committees possessing the important characteristic of co-optees
were selected from around the country. The selection included a committee at which the
research would be piloted. The committees selected were: two London committees, one
from inner London and one from outer; one from the south-east of England; one from the
south-west; two from the midlands; and two from the north. Of these, three were full

committees and five were sub-committees. All included co-opted members and were

3 J. Gyford, The Politics of Local Socialism, (London, Allen and Unwin, 1985); W. Hampton Local
Government and Urban Politics (Harlow, Longman, 1991) p 126. According to The Directory of Women's
Committees (Manchester, NALGWC, 1992) in 1992 there were women's or equal opportunities committees or
subcommittees in nine non-Labour areas. Five of these were hung authorities, one Liberal Democrat, one
Liberal Democrat/Conservative alliance, one Conservative, and one where there was no overall majority and a
Labour minority administration. Only the last of these, Edinburgh, had a full women's committee. See
Appendix A for details.

4 See Appendix A for the location of committees. The exception amongst those selected was North
Tyneside where ethnic minorities formed a very small part of the population and the political ethos was
overwhelmingly working class.
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primarily made up of women although three included male councillor members.” Eight
committees represented 42% of the total of nineteen. This fairly high proportion was
considered necessary in order to retain an adequate sample if, as was to be expected, one or
more of the committees should either refuse to take part in the research or drop out at some
point.

The initial selection of committees and sub-committees was: Brighton, Bristol,
Islington, Leeds, Lewisham, Manchester, North Tyneside and Oxford. Chairs of these
committees were approached for their agreement to take part in the project in April 1993.
Access to the committees was not difficult, but it proved to be tortuous. Women's
committees had been the target of adverse media attention during the 1980s and the
members were understandably wary of people approaching‘them. They had also been the
subject of several earlier research projects and some members were rather weary of this.
Further, the committees were experiencing a period of change during which many were
closed down or amalgamated into general purpose equal opportunities committees;
members, were therefore, concerned with maintaining their committees and wary of doing
anything that might provide ammunition for their opponents. The Manchester committee
was dropped at this point because it was undergoing considerable upheaval.6 Some
confusion ensued because almost all the chairs had changed between the NALGWC report

and my initial contact. Nevertheless, initial agreement was reached that the seven

3 The Directory of Women's Committees (Manchester, NALGWC, 1992). By the time of the Women's

Committee Survey male councillors were present on two of the committees which had not been recorded as
having male members.

¢ According to 1995 records there is no longer a women's committee in Manchester, (letter from

Marilyn Taylor, Co-ordinator Women's Local Authority Network).

5
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committees and sub-committees would take part in a research project which would entail
access to documents, visits, a questionnaire and interviews.

Moving from this initial acceptance to actual participation posed unexpected
problems some months later (which are detailed below) and led to one committee,
Lewisham, being dropped from the project. A third committee, Brighton, was dropped
because it had become an equal opportunities committee. Despite the decreased size of the
sample, it was still considered adequate to the goals of the project. Five out of what was
now eighteen women's committees and sub-committees in England represented 27.8%, still
a reasonable sample. The remaining group continued to provide a fair geographical spread

and included committees as well as sub-committees.
Creating the Research Tools: Questionnaires and an Interview Plan

The base of the pyramid of information, details about the location, size and
resources of all known women's committees was acquired from NALGWC. In order to
create the mass of more detailed information, a decision was reached to use a questionnaire
and to conduct interviews. The intention was to collect a quantity of information organised
around specific themes from all the members of the selected committees and to supplement
this with more detailed, less specific information from a small number of in-depth
Interviews.

The questionnaire was formatted slightly differently for councillors and co-opted
members. The main body of the form was the same for both, but a section at the end of each

asked questions specific to the different roles. The goals of the questionnaire were, first, to
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collect background descriptive data on the individuals involved; second, to discover what
they considered to be their achievements and failures with regard to the committee; third,
find out what were their feelings about local government and the status of their committee
within the local authority; fourth, to illuminate forms of democracy in the internal operations
of a committee and in its relations with local women and women's groups; fifth, to identify
how representation was taking place and to evaluate how satisfied members were with their
efficacy as representatives of women in the community; and finally, to ascertain the different
roles of councillors and co-optees on a committee and the responses of committee members
to those roles.

The questionnaire was designed comprising a mixture of closed, open, and multiple
choice questions. On all questions which were not directly eliciting information, options of
"none" and "other" were included. Wherever appropriate, subjects were offered the
opportunity and given space to put forward their own answers and to discuss their responses.
A phone number and address were made available so that participants could query any part
of the questionnaire.7 There are well-rehearsed reservations with regard to the use of
questionnaires, particularly when they are delivered by post, as this one was going to be.
They often generate only a low response rate because there is little incentive for recipients
respond; the quality of the sample is undermined by this low response rate. Furthermore, the
fear that recipients are easily deterred from filling in the questionnaire decrees that postal
questionnaires will be short. There is no opportunity for the researcher to clarify any issues

for participants or to probe their answers, and the quality of answers depends on a

7 The only person to make use of these was a male councillor, who wanted to know whether the form

had been sent to him in error.
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reasonable level of literacy. The researcher cannot control the order in which questions are
addressed, nor the context in which a questionnaire is answered - is it just the person to
whom the questionnaire was sent that answers it or does the whole household join in? Is it
completed with seriousness, with irony, or treated as a joke? To compound all of the
foregoing, the process of sending out questionnaires, chasing them, and eventually receiving
them back is slow.®

Given these problems, why use a questionnaire, particularly a postal one? First, I
needed to collect a quantity of fairly routine information about the people involved and their
backgrounds. Only the people themselves could provide this information. On the one hand it
would have been inefficient for me to have travelled around meeting them to collect this,
while on the other a telephone survey was made impossible by the reluctance of council
officers to divulge the addresses and phone numbers of co-opted members. In terms of the
problems inherent in postal surveys, I believed that the approval of the project by committee
chairs and the high level of commitment to the committees amongst members (which had
been reported by previous researchers) would counter most of the potential difficulties by
providing reasons for the committee members to want to complete the questionnaire and to
take it seriously.

There nevertheless remained a rather different concern arising from the more general
problem encountered by any proposed question-and-answer process: the extent to which a
researcher "fixes" the outcome of a project by virtue of the questions asked - and not asked -

and the phrasing and ordering of questions adopted. Any process which involves asking

i Kidder and Judd, Research Methods in Social Relations (New York, CBS Publishing, 1986) p 231.
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people questions is vulnerable to fibs and forgetfulness. Inaccuracies in descriptive
information - about age, education, political affiliation, length of service, for example - are
due to the subjects' choice or memory.’ Extracting opinion, however, offers greater
opportunity for leading the subject. Particularly relevant to this research was the risk of
distorting a participant's opinion by the form, order or context of questions. In order to
minimise the risk of directing the subjects, questions were formulated and arranged in order
to provide as much choice as possible. The questionnaire went through three versions in
consultation with specialists in methodology. It evolved from an outline of themes and
broad questions into a document of four sections directed at specific areas of information.
The questionnaire was designed to treat its recipients with respect, allowing them to express
their own opinions with a minimum of direction, yet permitting them to be brief in
recognition of the pressures on their time and energy. The resulting questionnaire was long
but relatively straight-forward.'

The second research tool was the Interview Outline. Interviews were included in
order to add depth and complexity to the information collected by questionnaire; their aim
was to probe individuals about their participation and ascertain their opinions about how the
committees operated.’ My intention was to conduct fairly open interviews, but to guide the

subjects through a number of different areas relevant to the research. An interview plan was

° Asking questions about political affiliation might sometimes be problematic, but was not expected to

be so when people were being addressed because of their political engagement.

10 See Appendix B, Questionnaire. The length of the questionnaire is at the upper limit of what is
considered reasonable for a postal survey. The length was justified by the particular nature of the people
participating. This questionnaire comprised 43 questions. For comparison, Norris and Lovenduski's The British
Candidate Survey, Political Recruitment (Cambridge University Press, 1995) p 251, comprised 75 questions
(although not all of these would have been relevant to all respondents).

""" See Appendix C for the interview outline followed.
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constructed which would take the interviewee through the themes of feminism, gender,
minority interests, party politics and the impact of the committee on the individual's politics
and ambitions. However, the structure permitted considerable circumlocution and
interviewees were to be encouraged to discuss the individual circumstances of their
committee and its history. The interviews were to be taped and transcribed, with the

knowledge and permission of the interviewees.

The Pilot

In order to pilot the research plan, a London authority was selected where the
committee was small and the area easy to reach. At this point my miscalculation about the
accessibility of the committees became apparent. Although the chair of the committee had
agreed to participate, when the relevant officers were contacted to obtain names and
addresses of members, obstacles arose. The officers wanted to examine the questionnaire
and meet me before agreeing to the research going forward. Although they were reticent
initially, the officers were ultimately helpful and supportive. Their main concern was that I
should understand the work of both the committee and the officers, and the difference
between them. The only alteration which they wanted made to the questionnaire was to
change the designation of themselves, the council-employed women's officers, to make
explicit their independent role and their professionalism; this I was happy to do. This
hiccough caused anxiety and delay rather than concrete difficulty. Once the final form had
been agreed, the committee secretary proved most helpful in distributing questionnaires and

encouraging members to participate.
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Questionnaires were sent out through the committee secretary with a covering letter
and return-paid envelope. A follow-up copy was sent to non-respondents after about two
weeks. At this stage there were some doubts about the length of the questionnaire; however,
it elicited an 80% response rate, all of which were full responses and none of which
contained adverse comments about length or content, although such criticism had been
invited. The two non-respondents were women who had appeared to the officers to be
withdrawing from the committee prior to this. No problems with the clarity of questions
were apparent, so it was decided that the research would go ahead using the existing form.
With the assistance, again, of the committee secretary interviews were set up with three of
the responding committee members: one councillor and two co-optees. Interviews went well
and the interview plan appeared to be satisfactory. The duration of an interview ranged from
half to one hour.

The information provided by the questionnaires and interviews appeared to be
appropriate to the goals of the project. It included descriptive data about the people
involved, their backgrounds and their goals; information about the committees from their
points of view; and their opinions about the goals and achievements of the committees in
terms of democracy, representation and feminism. I therefore decided to go ahead as
planned. The question arose of whether to include the pilot study as part of the project.
Three issues were important here: first, whether there would be any difference between the
pilot and further studies of committees; second, the relatively small number of committees
in existence; and third, the investment of time and effort made by the people at the pilot
local authority. Since no changes were made to the questionnaire and interview outline from

those applied during the pilot there was no real obstacle to including the results in the main
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body of the research. The decision to do this was reinforced by awareness of the small
number of committees (the pilot took place at what was one of the very small number of full
committees) and belief that it was rﬁost fair to include the input of the people from this local
authority, who had been generous with their time.
The second part of the research was then undertaken for this committee, which
comprised attendance at meetings, collection of material from the committee's own records

and investigation of the archives of the local press.
The Fieldwork

Having established that the research plan would work, the main body of the
fieldwork commenced. Similar problems of access arose as each of the remaining six
committees was addressed in turn.'> In each case, when the first stage of research,
distribution of the questionnaire, was broached, council officers acted as gatekeepers,
protecting both councillors and co-optees from potentially dangerous intrusion. This
stumbling block was compounded by another factor: change. In all but one of the
committees some sort of change took place between the initial contact and the start of
fieldwork. In one case this was only a change of Chair, but in others it entailed major
changes in organisation including alteration of status and structure of the committee and the
introduction of new procedures for the selection of co-optees. At this stage a further two

committees were dropped from the research: Brighton because it had become an equal

12

- Of the eight committees initially selected one had already been dropped and one had been the pilot.
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opportunities committee and Lewisham, where the officers proved to be unwilling to co-
operate."?

Research was allowed to proceed without delay in the second area once contact had
been established with the new chair.* In the third, no obstacles arose but delays occurred
because the committee was going through changes in status and structure, including the
creation of a new advisory forum and the appointment of a new equalities's officer with a
brief to oversee change. It was agreed that councillors should be interviewed immediately,
with the questionnaire and interviews of co-opted members to take place a year later when
the new arrangements had settled.”” The fourth committee proved quite resistant to the
notion of a questionnaire, subjecting it to scrutiny by the chair and officers. This committee
was also undergoing structural change and changes to the process for selection of co-optees.
Here, permission was eventually given to send the questionnaire to councillors, who could
then be interviewed, but access to co-optees was to be delayed for a year.'® At the fifth, the

officers wanted copies of the questionnaire so that it could go to a committee for approval

13 Brighton and Lewisham. Brighton, where a women's officer had been very helpful, became an equal

opportunities committee. At Lewisham the women's officer was initially reticent, discouraging further contact
with councillors on the ground that they were far too busy. It gradually emerged that the committee had been
involved in research before, on which occasions the researchers had not fed back any of their results to the
committee or officers, resulting in a bad feeling of exploitation. Further, the officer maintained that the
committee was no longer very active, most of the initiative having been transferred to another committee.
However, sample questionnaires and an description of the research were sent to the officer for her comments.
Unfortunately, the officer decided to copy and distribute the questionnaire herself. As a result, a version of the
questionnaire slightly different from the finished version was distributed, badly copied, without a covering letter
or prepaid retun envelope, to the committee members, resulting in one response. It was felt that this action,
coupled with the general resistance of the officer, had spoiled the committee as a research subject.

¥ Oxford.
¥ Bristol.
16 Leeds.
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prior to distribution to the women's committee. Despite misgivings, this did not present any
problems, only delay.!’

Initially there had been eight areas selected for research: three with committees and
five with sub-committees. The final group comprised five areas (including the pilot) which
possessed two committees and three sub-committees. These included 105 members: 47
councillors and 58 co-optees; two committees had no male members, one had nine, one had

three, and the last had one.'®

Response Rate for the Women's Committee Survey Questionnaire

Once research was under way few major problems were encountered. In each area
the initial despatch of questionnaires was followed up by a second a few weeks later,
resulting in a response rate which varied between committees but was overall satisfactory.
The generally good rate of response was lowered by that from Bristol, the committee which
had undergone the greatest restructuring and where questionnaires were sent out one year
after councillors had been interviewed. During the period of the research the Bristol

women's committee was merged into an Equalities and Community Development

17" North Tyneside.
18 This total is comprised of the numbers of members documented by the officers responsible for the
different committees, and represents the number of questionnaires sent. Membership numbers fluctuated during
the period of the research as co-optees resigned and were recruited. Further, some councillors (notably non-
Labour men) who were on record as committee members were, apparently, unaware that this was the case,
while some others took no part in committee proceedings. In the case of Bristol agreeing upon a number of
members has been complicated by changes in the committee structure. There is now an equalities committee
with an advisory women's forum. The women's forum has 16 elected members, two of whom sit on the equal
opportunities committee. However, different members from the advisory forum sit each time, therefore all of
the forum members have been included here, although this is a rather inaccurate representation. The committees
referred to are: Islington, Oxford, North Tyneside, Leeds and Bristol.
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committee, with advisory sub-committees for Women, Race and Disability. The women's
sub-committee was augmented by an advisory group made up of local women. Rather than
abandon the area, particularly since the committee had an interesting history, it was retained,
but it did not fit perfectly with the other four. The sub-committee did not have a permanent
complement of community representatives, rather, two members of the advisory group
attended a committee meeting having volunteered to do so at the previous advisory group
meeting. Owing to the nature of the new structure it was impossible to distinguish between
voluntary members of the new advisory group and co-opted members of the restructured
women's sub-committee. There was, however, a reasonable rate of response from advisory
group members.'® The lowest response rate was from the Bristol councillors, who perhaps

felt that they had told me all they had to tell during the interviews.

Total response rate:

The total number of responses was 62 out of a possible 106, or 58% (the response
rate excluding Bristol was 51 out of a possible 82, or 62.2%,).

Response rates varied between areas, nevertheless, certain trends were discernable.

Community representatives responded at a higher rate than councillors and the response rate

1 Advisory groups, having no formal powers, proved less effective at retaining the support of their

elected community representatives than full or sub- committees, where members might not have felt particularly
powerful themselves, but knew that they were part of a body which had power. Therefore, weighting the
responses of advisory group members equally with those of the co-opted members of other committees is not
entirely satisfactory. However, this is what has been done in the absence of any alternative. Leeds women's
committee, which also had an advisory group, had a permanent complement of advisors elected to the
committee for two years. In this instance committee members were included and advisory group members who
were not also committee members were excluded.
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from male councillor members was lower than that from both female councillors and co-

optees.

Response rate for councillors:
The total number of responses from councillors was 23 out of a possible 48, or

47.9% (the response rate excluding Bristol was 22 out of a possible 40, or 55%).

Response rate for community representatives:

The total number of responses from community representatives was 39 out of a

possible 58, or 67.24% (the response rate excluding Bristol was 29 out of 42, or 69%)).

Broken down by area the response rates were as follows:

Total Councillors Representatives
Bristol 45.8% 12.5% 62.5%
Islington 80% 66.6% 100%
Leeds 64.7% 63.6 66.6%
North Tyneside 44.4% 29.4% 70%
Oxford 71.4% 100% 63.6%

The numbers of people involved were as follows:

Councillors Representatives Total

Poss. Actual  Poss. Actual Poss. Actual
Bristol 8 1 16 10 24 11
Islington 6 4 4 4 10 8
Leeds 11 7 6 4 17 11
North Tyneside 17 5 10 7 27 12
Oxford 6 6 22 14 28 20
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With the exception of Bristol, where I can only assume that the time between my
initial contact and the distribution of the questionnaire coupled with the gene'ral disruption
of the committee had an adverse effect, it was interesting to note that where the responses
from councillors were lowest there were the highest numbers of male and non-Labour
councillors. This was a contributing, but not decisive, factor in the lower response rate for
councillors than for community representatives. Pressure of work might be a reason for the
difference between councillors and co-optees, however, the responses to the questionnaire
showed that the women co-opted into membership were notable for their commitment to a
range of activities (see Appendix E for details). The type of commitment might be a more
promising explanation: councillors were committed to politics, of which the women's
committees were a part, whereas co-optees were more committed to a single issue which
they acted on through the committees. This would be in keeping with the possibility,
elaborated in Chapter Five, that women's issues were a predominant drive for community
representatives, while councillors balanced their concerns for different social and party
political issues. Male councillors, whether supportive or in opposition, may have felt
themselves to be peripheral and believed that their responses were of no great importance.?’
The lower response rate amongst male councillor members had a particular impact on the
response rate of North Tyneside, the committee with several male members.

Nevertheless, the response rate was good, confirming the initial premiss that people

involved in the committees would be highly motivated to take part in research into them.

2 A letter written to male members asking whether they would like to explain why they had not

responded prompted one to reply that he had never actually been involved with the committee, and a second to
reply "laziness" - and to send his completed questionnaire.
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The results compare favourably with those achieved by Norris and Lovenduski for their
British Candidates Survey.2l Their response rates varied between 43% from a postal survey
of party members, 55% from a postal survey of applicants, 69% from a postal survey of
MPs and candidates, and 74% from a survey conducted at party meetings.”> Kidder and
Judd suggest that the response rate from postal questionnaires is "often less that 50%";
therefore, the results achieved by the Women's Committee Survey were satisfactory and
constitute a sound basis for this thesis.> The results of the questionnaires have formed the

basis of this thesis; they were of particular significance in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.

The Conduct of Interviews

A relatively small number of interviews was undertaken in order to provide depth of
information and more personal reflections upon the committees. Further, the interview
situation provided an opportunity for committee members to introduce new themes and
perspectives. From the committee members who had responded to the questionnaire a
number were selected for interview on a random, pin-in-the-list basis. The number selected
in each case varied according to the size of the committee and included both councillors and
co-optees. To the initial selection were added two non-Labour councillors who were
prepared to be interviewed, and two ex co-optees. Most of the committee members

approached were willing to be interviewed and were open and helpful during interviews.

P. Norris and J. Lovenduski, Political Recruitment.

Norris and Lovenduski, first page of Appendix A.

[}
©

Kidder and Judd, Research Methods in Social Relations p 223.
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One cop-optee whose questionnaire responses suggested hostility to the committee did not
respond to invitations to be interviewed, thus adding support to the concern that members
who differed widely from the norm would not get involved in the research. Very few
councillors who were not in the Labour party had responded to the questionnaire, but a
Conservative and a Liberal Democrat member were open to being interviewed. Male
councillor members were approached for interview, with only one, Conservative, taker.
Amongst the co-optees the group selected covered a variety of interests and groups and
included women from different backgrounds.*

Eighteen face-to-face interviews were undertaken, ten of councillors and eight of
community representatives. Of these, three were in Bristol, all councillors; three in Islington,
one councillor and two community representatives; five in Leeds, two councillors and three
community representatives; three in North Tyneside, two councillors and one representative;
and four in Oxford, two councillors and two community representatives. Eight councillors
were Labour, one Conservative and one Liberal Democrat. One councillor was male, all
other interviewees were female. The co-optees interviewed represented: older women,
women from ethnic minorities, women with disabilities, women and work, women and
training and women as carers. One woman interviewed sat on a committee as an
independent, representative of herself.® In addition to these I interviewed two community
representatives from Bristol over the telephone, because of the difficulty of arranging a face-

to-face interview.

# For a list of groups and interests represented on different committees see Appendix D.

» Ibid.
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In order to encourage the confidence of the subjects, interviews were conducted at
times and places of their choice. As a result, co-optees were interviewed in their homes or
places of work, while most councillors chose to be interviewed in council buildings. I
adoptéd an approach towards the interviewees which was intended to encourage them to
express their thoughts and develop their ideas, without pushing them towards treating me as
a confidante. I wanted to avoid creating a complicity in unstated values with the
interviewees and exploiting their impression that they were talking to someone who shared
their goals and commitment, which might have encouraged them to give more intimate

information than they might have done otherwise.”®

Most of the people interviewed
supported the committees. The main exception to this was the male Conservative councillor,
who saw his role as keeping the committee in check. Nonetheless, he was happy to talk
about the committee and his feelings about it. Although interviewees were generally
supportive, a range of opinion emerged from the interviews. In part this was due to the
precarious situation of some committees and changes taking place in others. Some
interviewees appeared to be supportive of a committee in theory while highly critical of the
reality of their own committee; others compared the past and present of their committee to
the disadvantage of one or the other. Thus, despite the degree of self-selection of the people
available for interview differences in opinion and in the motivation behind their willingness

to be interviewed appeared. The interviews, like the questionnaire results, underpinned all of

the preceding work but were of particular importance to Chapters Five, Six and Seven.

% For a discussion of ethical issues that arise when a woman is interviewing women see J. Finch, "It's

Great to Have Someone to talk to: Ethics and Politics of Interviewing Women", in M. Hammersley (ed),
Philosophy, Politics and Practice (London, Sage, 1993).
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Some Conclusions Emerging from the Interviews

As with the questionnaires, the interview process revealed a number of issues.
Differences were apparent between councillors and co-optees. Councillors brought with
them to the interview confidence derived from public position, experience of being
interviewed in the past, and the parallel existence of their private and party-political
personas. Rather than being exploited by the interview process councillors appeared to enjoy
the opportunity to talk things through, re-live their successes and explain what had frustrated
them.*’

Co-optees presented more variation in terms of experience, confidence and political
commitment. Some were confident professional women, others had less public experience
and less facility in expression. It was with these women that the risks of presuming upon
shared womanhood and superficial friendship were most real since not all of them were
experienced in separating their public from private personas - a trick familiar to all
councillors. Here, experience of the questionnaire, which had preceded the interview, and
the formality of a tape recorder and an agenda of issues to be covered, provided reminders
that something other than a friendly chat was taking place. Nevertheless, interviewees were
unfailingly forthcoming, and even expressed gratitude for the chance to assess what they had
done.?®

The interviews confirmed an impression given by the questionnaire responses that

councillors and co-optees were similar to each other in many ways, including education,

7 Interviews 9 (24.8.94) and 10 (24.8.94).
% particularly Interviews 8 (8.8.94) and 14 (27.4.95).
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articulacy and commitment to public life, but different in others. They underlined the
different expectations of the committees held by the two groups of people and the
distinction between the two groups as committee members. The interviews were invaluable
for their revelations about the relations between committee members and the complexity of
members' commitment to the committees. Members whose questionnaire responses had
given a one-dimensional description of what they though were successes and failures of
their committees could now explain the finer points of their responses and put them in the
context of the committee's history.

A far more nuanced picture of relations between councillors, co-optees and officers
emerged from interviews than from the questionnaire responses. This was of importance for
understanding the internal democracy and the feminism of the committees. Important issues
which had not been part of the questionnaire were introduced by interviewees. These
included the importance of the personality, politics and commitment of the committee chair;
the absence (in most case) of any connection between co-optees outside of committee
meetings; the nature of links with women's groups outside the council; and the sometimes
fragile balance between co-optees and officers. With regard to this last issue, one
interviewee suggested that co-optees were very important when a committee was poorly
staffed, because then they initiated projects and took on a lot of the administrative work. If a
committee later acquired better staffing, the officers took over these tasks and co-optees
were displaced.

One councillor and two community representatives interviewed identified
themselves as members of ethnic minorities, and four interviewees identified themselves as

lesbian. One male councillor was interviewed; one of the councillors belonged to the
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Conservative party and one to the Liberal Democrats, the remainder of the councillors were
Labour. The majority of those interviewed had been educated to degree level.” The present
status of the majority placed them in the middle classes, although class backgrounds were
mixed.>® For example, two highly educated women with middle class occupations still
identified strongly with their poor, working class childhoods and lived in what they
described as working class areas. This highlights the inadequacy of normative class analysis

to address the complexity and changeability of women's circumstances.

Formal Meetings and Informal Discussion

In addition to the process of collecting questionnaire responses and conducting
interviews, the research included attendance at a committee (and other) meetings, and
informal discussions. The goal of these activities was to see the committees in action, to get
to understand them in the context of the whole council, and to gain a sense of how they
worked. Attendance at meetings was important from the outset in order to get a sense of
what each committee felt like, how it worked and who the people involved were. My
presence was also important as an encouragement to members to complete their
questionnaires, and more than one questionnaire was returned with a note saying something

like, "I remember you from our meetings and hope that this helps in your research”. At two

» Eleven had degrees and higher degrees, three had further education or professional qualifications, one

was studying for a degree.

30 Occupations included: college lecturer, policy administrator, social worker, teacher, journalist,
researcher, arts manager, community worker, company director, housing officer, trainer, clerical officer, and
voluntary sector management.
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of the committees I was invited to introduce myself and talk about my work; at a third I was
able to do so informally after the meeting. Agendas, minutes and notes from the meetings
augmented the questionnaires and interviews, providing a description of the formal shape
within which the individual members operated and formed their opinions.

At least one meeting of each committee, and advisory group where one existed, was
attended, and a variety of other meetings, depending on the activities of individual
committees.’’ Where committees were undergoing change I went to a variety of events,
including more than one committee meeting. It was not possible to attend more meetings
because of the time and distances involved. Attending more meetings in the relatively short
time-span of the research would not have revealed much more; occasional attendance over a
period of years might have proved interesting, but was outside the scope of this project. On
all occasions I was primarily an observer, not taking part except to engage in general
conversation. Nevertheless, I suspect that my presence altered the dynamics of at least one
of the events I attended.

In addition to the formal meetings, informal, un-taped, meetings and telephone
conversations took place with the women's and equalities officers of the different councils.
These facilitated access to members, meetings, documentation and general information. As
council employees and professionals in their field, officers had a different perspective on the
committees from that of the members. They took account of the position of the committee
and themselves within the whole council, and broad trends in women's and equal

opportunities policies. As career local government officers they could take a long term view

31

One committee was undergoing a process of considerable change which involved public meetings and
election of co-optees, so these meetings were attended.
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of gender and equalities issues and they were often in possession of the history of their
committee, which its members lacked because they were subject to replacement.** Notes
from meetings with officers provided the context for questionnaire and interview data,

discussed in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.

Archival Research

All the sources of information referred to so far came from within the councils or the
committees. In order to find an external perspective the local press in each area was
investigated. This was done with two aims. The first was quite straight forward: to collect
information about what the committees had done over the years in order to supplement the
records of the committees. The second was perhaps more interesting: to discover the attitude
adopted by the local press towards the committees; to find out what was reported about the
responses of councillors and the public to the committees; and to see how the public reacted
to the committees through the Letters pages.

The local press in all areas covered the activities of the local council and councillors,
and had kept files which were easily accessible.® Coverage was given to significant
committee meetings, especially when there is an angle which could draw public attention
and increase readership. This provided valuable information about the activities of the
committees, the wider political issues against which they were projected, and the context of

public opinion in which they were operating.

32

See 1. Stone, Equal Opportunities in Local Authorities (London, HMSO, 1988), and Chapter Five
above for details of such conflicts.

33

Except in Leeds where everything was on micro-fiche at the Public Library.
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The existing literature of women's committees made reference to campaigns waged
against them in the local press of different areas, which was in tune with the broader press
campaign against Labour left initiatives in the 1980s.>* The archives of the local papers in
the areas responses the Women's Committee Survey confirmed that the committees received
considerable adverse publicity, especially during the first few years of their existence.®
However, the coverage was not uniform. It varied according to the issue in hand, and
suggested a degree of political innocence on the part of the committees. In one instance the
press faithfully reported the very bad behaviour of Conservative councillors, who disrupted
public meetings held by the committee and directed a scurrilous campaign against it.

The archives provided valuable information about the activities of the committees
along with insights about the responses of local people and the attitudes of the joumnalists
themselves (or at least their editors). Opposition and ridicule of the "loony lesbian feminist"
variety were largely apparent in the earlier years of the committees and almost nothing of
this sort appeared after 1990. Much of the criticism, past and present, focused on spending
and was directed against the council as a whole. In certain cases the council, or a group of
councillors, were criticised for failing to support the women's committee adequately and
counter-productive divisions within the council were noted. Press responses to the
committees in different areas varied. Most notably, the press in the North Tyneside area had

very little to say about the committee and almost nothing derogatory. For the most part, the

newspapers simply and without comment reported what the committee was doing. This may

34 See Goldsmiths Media Research Group, Media Coverage of Local Government in London
(Department of Communications, June 1987); the response of local newspapers to the committees in this study
is examined in Chapters Six and Seven above.

3 See Chapter Seven for details.
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well have been connected to the nature of the committee, particularly that it involved
councillors from both parties and male councillors.

On the whole, adverse press coverage suggested not so much coherent opposition to
the committees, as willingness to seize upon anything which could make a controversial or
ridiculous headline, with little reflection upon underlying value. The archives indicated a
poverty of ideas and direction in local newspapers rather than ideologically-led muckraking.
Which is not to deny how damaging such unreflective presentations of the goals and
activities of the women's committees and other initiatives were, especially when the
committees were made to look ridiculous and their members foolish. The committees did
not appear to have been of great interest to the press recently, which was more likely to be a
comment upon the diminished prominence and heightened public relations skills of the
committees than the improved attitudes of journalists. Press treatment of the committees is

discussed in Chapter Six.

An Evaluation of the Research Approach

It is a dilemma of this sort of research that the self-selection inherent in a group of
politically active people will be compounded by the self-selection of the group of people
who choose to respond. Councillors are self-selected to stand for public office, therefore
they are bound to be a rather specialised sub-section of the community: most people do not
put themselves forward for public office. The terms upon which committees sought co-
optees and the selection procedures they had in place would ensure those selected would be

women who were already involved in some sort of woman-focused activity, either
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professionally or as a voluntary activity. It was also to be expected that there would be
similarities between the committees themselves as a result of their co-operation and co-
ordination with each other through the National Association of Local Government Women's
Committees INALGWC). Further, councillor members in each committee would be familiar
with councillor members in other areas through participation in the Labour party and various
Labour, local government and women's political organisations.

Although relatively high response rates were predicted and achieved, it is possible
that participation appealed to a particular group and repelled those who did not share certain
characteristics, and it may be that those who did not respond were those who least
conformed to a membership norm in terms of commitment and satisfaction. Despite
attempts made to include as wide a variety of people as possible in the fieldwork it was to be
expected that certain common ground between committee members would become
apparent. Very simple limitations of time and resources made it impossible to chase up
every member more than was done, or to interview every member who responded.

Nonetheless, despite self-selection the data findings suggested that the councillors
sitting on women's committees were by no means a homogeneous group. The majority were
Labour councillors, who by and large supported the committee, but these differed from each
other in terms of age, class background, and approach to the committee: some were clearly
feminist, while others were directed by more liberal or socialist beliefs. Conservative and
Liberal Democrat councillors sat on committees with a variety of motivations. Some did so
unwillingly in order to fulfil party obligations, others did so out of curiosity, and some out of

a perceived sense of duty, in order to restrain a committee's more extravagant flights of
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fancy.*® With regard to the co-optees, responses to the questionnaire indicated the range of
women involved. Despite similarities in terms of a higher level of education and greater
political engagement than average, co-optees were drawn from a relatively broad social
base.’” Fewer women were drawn in from ethnic minorities and the working class than
committee members would have liked, but some were present on each committee.*®

Moreover, respondents displayed a range of attitudes towards the committees in both
questionnaires and interviews. At least two hostile questionnaire responses were received.
These detailed frustration, disappointment and anger towards both council proceedings and
councillors, and their existence suggests that a fair assortment of opinion was canvassed.
Other questionnaire responses and interviews revealed ambivalent and complex feelings
towards the committees.

This programme of research did not set out to make comparisons between
committees, although it encompassed those of five disparate areas. It was felt that a
"compare and contrast” approach would impose a limiting structure on the research and
would not afford particular insight into the democratic and representative beliefs and goals
of committees or their members. Setting out to compare and contrast would assume that the
meanings of democracy and representation were already agreed upon and that in
consequence the democratic and representative practices of the committees were somehow

measurable. Whereas I assumed quite the reverse: the meanings of both democracy and

3 Only Islington women's committee had no non-Labour councillors involved. Leeds, Oxford and
Bristol each had two. A male Conservative councillor saw his role on the committee as, "To bring a sensible
approach to Women's Committee work.” Q. 11.

37 See Appendix E for a summary of education and occupation.

38 See Appendix E.
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representation were up for grabs, and this study set out to analyse the complexity and
contradictions of beliefs and practices. Counting conceptions and those who held them,
therefore presented itself as a possible mode; however, it was felt that this again posed a
structure which would limit research and suggest an over-orderly picture of the world.

Since comparison was not an issue the study could have focused on one committee,
however, it was felt that in order to capture a wide variety of members and to transcend the
possibility that members of one committee might be similarly influenced by their shared
context, it was necessary to study several committees. At some points of the discussion
differences between committees are relevant and are indicated, but the focus of this study is
upon people who were members, and upon the goals and strategies which they more-or-less
shared.

Taking the committees as a whole, they displayed considerable overlap of ideas and
initiatives, for example: the shoppers creche which originated in Strathclyde was later
established in Oxford; many areas became involved in an inter-agency approach to
combatting domestic violence; and the "Zero Tolerance" campaign on domestic violence
was widely adopted. Although the research did not extend beyond the chosen committees
and any transposition of conclusions would have to be heavily qualified, the similarities
between the committees studied suggested that some tentative conclusions could be

extended to other initiatives.
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