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Speech by Harald Wiedenhofer, EFFAT Secretary General, 
at the EFFAT Women's Conference in Zagreb on 5 November 2019 

 

Dear colleagues, 

Welcome to Zagreb! 

We are glad that you accepted our invitation. 

This women's conference before the EFFAT Congress has a long-standing tradition. 

We have a high percentage of women in our sectors. 

That is why we want a strong women representation in our governing structures. 

That is why we have also made several important changes to our statutes in recent 
years: 

All positions in our governing bodies must, for example, be filled by different genders.  

We have also introduced a women's quota for the Executive Committee and the 
Congress. 

The question is today: what has this brought with regard to the 5th EFFAT 
Congress? 

We have 2 good news: 

1) All member organisations have adhered to the quota for delegates at this 
congress. This was not the case at the last congress.  

2) We were able to keep the high proportion of women delegates - and to increase it 
significantly compared to previous congresses. 

When EFFAT was founded, the proportion of women delegates in 2000 was just 
23%. 

In 2005 it was 32%, in 2009 it was 35% in Berlin. 

At this congress we again have a 47% share of women! 

This is more than twice as much as when it was founded in 2000. 

This is a success of our joint efforts. 

I would like to thank all member organisations and especially our Women's 
Committee. 

And at this EFFAT Congress we want to elect a female colleague as President for 
the second time - Malin Ackholt, President of our Swedish member organization in 
the hospitality industry.  

These results show that the women's quota is a modern and successful element of 
trade union personnel policy. 

This strong role of women in our organisation not only ensures more justice and 
equality but also a better quality of our work. 

We have known for a long time that mixed teams with women and men not only 
discuss with more respect for each other but also in a more differentiated way. This is 
proven to lead to better and more creative results. 

This is exactly what we need!  
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Diversity is an added value and does also increase productivity in companies and 
organisations - even more so: companies and organisations with a high proportion of 
women in leadership positions are also economically more successful.  

According to McKinsey, the company's success there is twice as high as in boards 
without women. 

Unfortunately, this message has still not spread to all our employers, which is not 
only a sign of a lack of professionalism in the human resources departments but also 
a clear sign of mismanagement. 

There are not only biological differences between men and women, there are also 
social differences: 

Men are more likely to do risky business than women; women are more likely than 
men to be socially responsible. 

That is why gender equality is leading to more socially responsible action in politics 
and business. 

These experiences have even prompted the CEO of a major European bank (Société 
Générale - Frederic Oudéa) to say that more women are indispensable in 
boardrooms if we are to prevent the next financial crisis. 

This means that equality for women is not only important for social reasons and 
reasons of women's economic independence, but also key for entrepreneurial, social 
and political progress. 

In view of these experiences, the arguments against the quota are more than 
miserable: 

Entrepreneurial freedom is in danger. 

The male sex is discriminated. 

What is repeatedly forgotten is that there has always been a quota regulation – in 
practice namely a male quota. 

It is exactly 70 years since Simone de Beauvoir wrote her book "The Other Sex". 
That was in 1949, a book that the Vatican immediately put on the index. 

She wrote at that time: "One is not born as a woman; one is made into it". 

As far as I know, she was the first to make the distinction between "sex" and 
"gender", i.e. between biological and social gender. 

Many men but also women did not understand this fine but important difference.  

or even do not want to understand - even within our own ranks! 

Don’t let fool ourselves. 

The equality discussion is also about power and influence. 

I know not all of you are in favour of quotas. But I personally believe that if you want 
the best, the most committed and the most qualified, you can't do without women and 
therefore still not do without the women's quota. 

We also urgently need the quota for a family-friendly and partnership-friendly working 
culture.  

The challenge is no longer just to integrate women better into working life, but also to 
integrate men better into family life. 
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Unpaid work in the family is still mainly done by women. It is they who create the 
social preconditions for gainful employment in the first place, and it is they who make 
the functioning of society possible in the first place. 

One of the biggest problems companies are facing in our sectors is the shortage of 
skilled labour in all our sectors. This is also undisputed among employers. 

It is also undisputed that the main reason for this is the lack of attractiveness of jobs 
in these sectors. 

This means that many employers in our sectors are no longer competitive on the 
labour markets. 

This problem will continue to grow in view of demographic developments. 

But making jobs more attractive is not a question of beautiful and expensive PR 
campaigns by companies but a question of better working conditions. 

This also includes the question to which extent employees can combine family and 
professional career. 

The companies that offer these work-life balance opportunities to workers today 
undoubtedly have a competitive advantage. 

Unfortunately, many companies have not yet understood this either. 

Digitalisation offers some opportunities to better reconcile family and career, but 
more flexibility and home office have their risks if employees are permanently 
available and no longer have any regulated or limited working hours. Employees 
must be protected from self-exploitation by clear rules. 

When we talk about homework, we also have to talk about domestic work. Domestic 
work is a sector that we as trade unions have not talked about or looked at all for 
many years. For us it was a sector that did not exist.  

But it is a sector of very great economic and social importance. And it has been an 
informal sector without rights, without collective agreements and without real 
lobbying. 

That has changed in recent years. We have member organisations and European 
and global organisations which are very committed to take care of these workers who 
are among the most vulnerable. 

We at EFFAT have also done what we can in recent years to support domestic 
workers. 

And the motion before Congress gives a good overview of our EFFAT activities.  

It will be the task of the Congress to strengthen the role of domestic workers in our 
statutes and to set up new structures in order to strongly advocate domestic workers 
rights. 

One of the main topics of this conference will be fighting against sexual harassment 
and violence at work in our sectors. 

This issue has been taboo for far too long and has been treated as a trivial offence. 

I believe the Me-Too campaign has made a great contribution to this necessary 
debate. 

The campaign raised awareness everywhere. 

But that is not enough. 
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This debate is not only about the disrespect of many men and the self-determination 
of women, but also about the balance of power at the workplace and in society and 
its abuse. 

Mutual respect for each other is the first thing we need. 

Control of power is the second and equally important step.  

Social outlawing of sexual harassment is third.  

Personally, I consider a fourth to be extremely important as well: women's solidarity; 
strong public solidarity between women. 

Sure, you need the support of men, but I believe that women's solidarity on this issue 
is an indispensable political signal from women to men. 

The message is Zero Tolerance! 

I would like to thank all those who have worked together on this important project.  

It will now be the task of EFFAT and its member organisations to actually implement 
the results and to ensure that the companies really do what is necessary and that the 
issue does not disappear from the agenda unnoticed. 

Dear sisters and brothers, 

When we talk about equality and self-determination, we are not talking about special 
rights.  

We are talking about fundamental human rights. 

And we are talking about the basic prerequisites for a modern, socially responsible 
and fair humane society. 

I believe we have already achieved a lot.  

But too much is still only on paper. 

Too much is happening far too slowly.  

We must work together to ensure that beautiful laws become hard reality, that the 
scandal of unequal treatment and discrimination is finally brought to an end. 

We must not only preach equality; we must also live it; even in our own ranks we are 
not yet so good that we cannot get even better. 

This is our common challenge – women and men. 


