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Rt Hon Theresa May MP
Home Secretary and Minister for Women and Equalities

Government Equalities Office

9th Floor

Eland House

Bressenden Place

London, SW1E 5DU

14 October 2010

Dear Minister,

We are writing to express our utmost disappointment and concern at the decision to axe the Women’s National Commission (WNC) when discrimination against women remains rife in the UK. The WNC has worked closely with the women’s voluntary and community sector for 40 years and is an integral part of this sector. Its loss will be keenly felt by those working hard to put an end to women’s inequality. 

The WNC’s contribution to government on behalf of women’s organisations and individual women throughout the UK is essential in terms of providing a connection to government and a platform for the voices of women and women’s groups from across the UK working to end discrimination and violence against women and girls. 
Successive Ministers for Women of all political persuasions have supported it and made use of it to reach a key constituency. 
In addition, the WNC is a clear example of a valuable mechanism that supports the coalition government’s vision for the ‘Big Society’ and its related aim of strengthening civil society to tackle social and economic disadvantage and provide a voice for the people within the UK and internationally.

To improve gender equality across the UK and support compliance with the public sector equality duties there must be clear communication and an ongoing exchange of ideas between the state and those working with women on the frontline. There must also be a means for highlighting areas of good practice or expressing concern where improvement is needed through regular consultations with government departments, as well as providing a voice for women in the UK on international platforms. 
The Government has benefitted considerably from the WNC, an independent intermediary that brings together the considerable expertise of UK women’s organisations to identify emerging issues, test government initiatives and develop clear, evidence-based policy. 

We would like to know what alternative mechanisms the government will put in place to ensure that there are still opportunities for all women’s voices to be heard fully by policy and decision makers and how it intends to ensure that the essential work of the WNC to improve equality and respect for the human rights for women and girls in the UK will continue - including independent coordination of the shadow reporting process to CEDAW and UK NGOs’ annual input into CSW and other work at UN and EU level.

The WNC is a low-cost, high-contributing agency, critically placed to help the government achieve its Contract for Equalities promises. It is hard to imagine how the government will be able to achieve its commitments to popular inclusivity and gender equality in such an efficient way and for the same minimal funds.
Through its membership, the WNC has made a significant and indispensible contribution to shaping government policy and practice on women’s equality. Its closure leaves a huge gap in democratic input into government on behalf of women.

Yours sincerely,
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Vivienne Hayes

Chief Executive, Women’s Resource Centre

WNC Commissioner

On behalf of:

Kate Allen, Director, Amnesty International UK

Anna Bird, Head of Policy and Campaigns, Fawcett Society
Belinda Calaguas, Director of Policy & Campaigns, ActionAid UK
Rachel Carter, Head of Policy and Advocacy, WOMANKIND Worldwide
Shahida Choudhry, Founder, Women's Networking Hub 
Kevin Curley, Chief Executive, NAVCA

Lynda Dearlove, Director, Women@theWell and Institute of Our Lady of Mercy
Holly Dustin, Director of End Violence Against Women (EVAW)

Jacqui Hunt, London Office Director, Equality Now
Rachel Halford, Acting Director, Women in Prison 
Ceri Hayes, Independent Gender Consultant
Karen Ingala Smith, Chief Executive, the nia project
Robina Iqbal, Chair, Sparkhill Asian Womens Association
June Jacobs, International council of Jewish Women, League of Jewish Women
Davina James-Hanman, Director, AVA

Niki Kandirikirira, Executive Director, Engender
Prof Liz Kelly, Child and Women Abuse Studies Unit (CWASU)

Marai Larasi, Director, Imkaan
Annette Lawson, Chair of National Alliance of Women’s Organisations (NAWO)

Suzanne Long, Chair, Women's Advisory Council of UNA-UK
Jennifer Lumsden-Gordon, Manager, Sandwell Rape and Sexual Violence Services
Maria Nash, Including Everyone
Shan Nicholas, British Institute of Human Rights (BIHR)

Naana Otoo-Oyortey, MBE, FORWARD (Foundation for Women’s Health Research and Development)
Pat Pleasance, President, UK Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF)

Pragna Patel, Director, Southall Black Sisters
Rape Crisis England and Wales
Dr Marsha Scott, Convener, Engender

Emma Scott, Director, Rights of Women

Sara Ward, Executive Director, Sandwell Women’s Aid 
