Sweden - promoting equal economic opportunities for women and men
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I am honoured to address this ASEM Conference on Women’s Economic Empowerment and wish to thank Lithuania for taking this important initiative, as well as India for stepping forward offering to host next event in the process.
Ladies and gentlemen,
Let me begin by saying how proud I am that Sweden has a feminist government – yes, this is indeed how the government officially presents itself. The cabinet is gender equal, with men occupying half of the cabinet post and women the other half. All government officials are tasked to contribute to formulating and implementing feminist policies and gender equality is actively mainstreamed in every policy area. Thus, the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs which I represent is pursuing a feminist foreign policy with clearly defined goals and priorities and a concrete action plan for the work. 
Sweden believes that women and men must have the same opportunities for economic independence. Women’s economic empowerment is a matter of human rights and a precondition for gender equality. It is crucial for sustainable economic growth and thus economically smart. 
Sweden has focussed on achieving gender equality for a long time already and significant progress has been made. The World Economic Forum introduced The Global Gender Gap Index in 2006 as a framework for capturing the magnitude of gender-based disparities and tracking their progress over time. Since the launch of the global index, Sweden has not ranked lower than 4th out of some 140 countries. Still, a lot of work remains also in Sweden before reaching the goal.
Ladies and gentlemen, 
Against this background, Sweden is particularly glad to be among the co-sponsors of the ASEM initiative on women’s economic empowerment. The presentations at this conference cover many different issues – obstacles and problems as well as solutions, successes as well as failures, all related to women’s economic empowerment and together demonstrating the complexity of the topic. The discussions remind us that any attempt to tackle these issues must feature a multipronged approach and be custom designed to each individual country. There are of course common elements on which we can all easily agree: everywhere in the world women will have children, children will need care wherever they grow up and in every country both men and women will get older and will need care at some point. While only women can give birth to a child, I would argue that the tasks related to caring can in principle be equally shared by men and women. But that is neither the practice nor necessarily the prevailing view in large parts of the world. 
In Sweden, equal sharing of care and unpaid work between men and women is an explicit political goal and policy measures are in place to that effect. An essential part is the use of tax money to finance some of the work that in many places tends to fall upon women and transfer that work to public services – primarily elderly care and childcare. Combined with legislative measures and targeted incentives we have tried to create space for women to enter the labour market and have a career. A publicly financed welfare system requires that as many people as possible participate in the workforce, which in turn calls for a welfare system that supports such development. 
We have not yet succeeded to completely close the gender gap, nor do we claim to have the perfect solutions, but we have been actively working with this matter for a long time. Hence I believe our experiences can be useful for others. While that is obvious in areas where progress has been made, there is also a lot to learn from our challenges or even mistakes. Let me therefore give you a few highlights how we have been thinking and acting on these issues, sharing both successes and failures.  
Already 80 years ago – in 1937 – Sweden introduced the first forms of child allowances paid by the state to poor families. A decade later all children qualified for this allowance. The reasons behind this allowance was to raise the birth numbers, alleviate differences in standard of living between families with many children and those without as well as reduce the number of children living in poverty. Originally the allowances were paid out only to the mothers, which meant that also single mothers could get some income to support their families.
Some of the most important reforms concerning gender equality took place in Sweden in the labour market and in social policy in the 1970s. These reforms pushed gender equality and increased women’s prospects to have the same opportunities as men to enter the labour market, and to have a professional career. Separate income taxation created an incentive for women to work, as their income was no longer seen as part of the husband’s income. Hence it was more advantageous for both partners to work. 
Parts of the unpaid household and care work, often performed by women, became the responsibility of the public welfare system. The broad expansion of the daycare and pre-school system began in the 1970s. Previously, women had made child-minding arrangements with the help of grandmothers, nannies, friends and relatives. The development of affordable public child care facilities available to all is a prerequisite to Sweden’s large proportion of women in gainful employment. Together with public elderly care, this gives families an opportunity to combine professional life and family life.
In addition, men were encouraged and enabled to participate in family life to a greater extent. In 1974, Sweden became the first country in the world to introduce a gender-neutral paid parental leave benefit. The family policy is aimed at supporting a dual-earner family model. Promoting equal economic opportunities for women and men is a fundamental part of the gender equality policy. Today women and men are entitled to 16 months of paid parental leave per child. Ninety of those days – 3 months – are reserved for each parent and cannot be transferred to the other parent. The rather recent introduction of a third reserved month for each parent was a measure to achieve a more even distribution of unpaid household and care work, and gender equality in the labour market. 
Having said this, we must also admit that Sweden still has considerable work to do before we reach gender equality on the labour market. Let me therefore also give you some concrete examples of our particular challenges.  
Sweden has a large proportion of women in gainful employment (2015) 78% compared to 83% men (age 20-64). However, it is still very common for women to work part-time, especially women in families with children. When children are born, women reduce their time in gainful employment, while men’s time in gainful employment increases. Almost 30 per cent of women work part-time, but studies show that many in fact would prefer to work more. The main reasons for many women working part-time are that they cannot find suitable full-time work, or are taking care of children. In recent years, there has also been an increase in temporary employment in the labour market, which affects women to a greater extent than men. The Government has tried to counteract this trend by introducing a legislative amendment to ensure that general fixed-term employment will be converted into indefinite-term employment if the aggregate length of employment in a general fixed-term position exceeds two years. 
Furthermore, we still have a wage gap. When weighing in factors such as education, age, profession, sector and hours of work, the pay gap between men and women is 5 per cent (2015). Work in sectors dominated by women is generally valued less and these sectors have lower wage levels than ones dominated by men. Income disparities between women and men can also be explained by gender segregation on the labour market, and the fact that the equalising effect of the welfare systems has declined. The use of parental benefit days is currently unevenly distributed. 
Even though all these measures to strengthen women’s economic independence have been successful and improved women’s pensions, women are still working part time to a greater extent than men and earn less over their life cycle. This means that they get a significantly lower pension than men.
Unless we can achieve a gender-equal sharing of parental benefit days it will be difficult to tackle women’s less favourable working conditions and lower incomes. Education and labour market authorities also have an important task in promoting work in professions outside traditional gender roles.  
Ladies and gentlemen, 
A main goal of this conference is to share and learn from each other’s experiences. I have certainly learned a lot from previous presentations and hope that you find these examples of Swedish experiences useful. I look forward to the discussion.
Thank you very much for your attention.
