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 Welcome & Opening Speech
 Dr Ruth Farrugia, Director- General, President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society

On behalf of the Presidents Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, it’s my great pleasure to welcome 
you to this event to mark International Women’s Day. This is the Foundation’s third year creating a safe, 
respectful space for discussion about human rights issues which relate to gender equality, equity and 
equivalence. In the first year, we took a look at women in the past 100 years, marking the milestones and the 
progress made, and deconstructing wellbeing from a woman’s point of view. We took the recommendations 
from that session to the House of Representatives, and we’re happy to report that they were accorded 
some attention, and yielded results. Last year we celebrated women in literature and art, with a very well 
attended morning at St James Cavalier, which included the preview of a dance performance by YADA. We 
also organized a screening of the film Suffragette, at the University of Malta, with an academic appraisal 
of the director, Susan Gavron’s account of history. I offer our sincere thanks to all the contributors for 
their enriching ideas. These diverse activities and their outcomes have all been written up, and the final 
publication is being shared here today. It includes some thought-provoking papers and recommendations 
made by participants.



Our event this year is once again a direct response to the feedback we have received. People are concerned 
at the miserable rates of women in leadership and politics in this country. Malta has one of the lowest levels 
of female political representation in the E.U. While the European average stands at almost 50%, Malta’s 
rate of female representation is 29.9%. Less than 1 in 30 employed women are at board level, and at least 
half of the largest companies have boards without a single woman. Our response to these issues has been 
to provide this space to delve into, and hopefully come up with, some concrete suggestions that may lead 
to changes in policy and practice. We will also be celebrating women in politics and leadership, along with 
their achievements. Obviously, we aim to examine the barriers to female participation and representation, 
and identify ways to overcome this.

One of the newer entities of the Presidents Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society has taken this event 
in hand, and together with our core team, they’ve planned and organised our activity today. They are the 
Forum for Active Community Engagement, or ‘FACE’ for short, and I would like to thank all the members 
of FACE for their hard work in putting this event together. 

We are also delighted and proud to be providing a platform for the launch of a new NGO today, called the 
Network of Young Women Leaders. Over the past year we’ve watched this inspiring group of young women 
from diverse backgrounds come together to set up a support system for young women in leadership, and 
we’ll hear from them more later on.
We are also very privileged to have the participation of two leading women in the field of politics: Catarina 
Chinnici and Zita Gurmai, both of whom have a wealth of experience from the European Parliament, and 
their respective political parties. Thank you both for being with us today. We are looking forward to listening 
to their words of wisdom and encouragement.

We are also honoured to have Her Excellency, Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President of Malta with us. I am 
sure Her Excellency can regale us with countless pointers from her political life, but even more importantly, 
she has much to tell us about leadership itself - most pertinently, because she holds the most eminent 
position of authority in this country. More than that, she forms part of a minority of female presidents in the 
world. We are fortunate that she inspires us through her experience and knowledge, in a spirit of generosity 
of activism and of leadership. There are other very notable, wonderful women in this room, who all lead in 
their own individual and personal way. Advancing feminism in Malta has rarely been more powerful than in 
this room right now. 

Thank you for participating in this event. Let’s make 2017 a Women’s Day to remember. 
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 Introduction, Forum for Active Community Engagement
 Dr Marie Briguglio, Dr Marceline Naudi and Ms Amy Camilleri Zahra

The Forum for Active Community Engagement, or FACE, was established to provide a public platform 
for the work and research that is being carried out by the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of 
Society. A lot of the work carried out by the Foundation can be better disseminated within the community, 
but also, just as importantly, there is a lot of knowledge within the community that needs to be filtered 
upwards towards informing policy. FACE was thus created to be an interface between the community and 
the Foundation.

This is the first public outreach of our work, celebrating women in politics and leadership roles along with 
their achievements, whilst discussing barriers faced by women in reaching such positions, and ways to 
overcome them. In approaching this event, we wanted to hear from a few women who had succeeded in 
different spheres. We thought to send out a short questionnaire to Maltese women who are Members of 
Parliament, Members of the European Parliament, local councillors, Presidents of NGOs, and other women 
in leadership positions. They were asked a few questions that were used to generate ideas, information and 
knowledge about different aspects of women in leadership positions and politics. We asked them what 
led them to take on these positions, what support they had received, and which were the most difficult 
barriers they had to overcome. We also asked about the positive elements of their roles, their greatest 
achievements, and how they thought other women could be encouraged to take on similar roles. We 
wanted to be able to share this knowledge, to be able to encourage women, both young and less young, 
to not be disheartened, and to ‘persevere’, as one of our participants told us. These responses formed the 
basis of our presentation. 

On a political level, the under-representation of women has led to the creation of a political class which is 
not truly representative of society. Women’s political participation results in tangible gains for democracy, 
and affects both the range of policy issues that are put forward, and the types of solutions which are 
proposed. This is also true of other leadership positions. As one of the participants put it, ‘a good mix of 
both genders produces the best results for society’. And we do want the best results!

We asked our women leaders to reply to these few questions using video, audio or written format by 
the 24th February 2017, in preparation for the event held in early March. By that date we had received a 
total number of six responses in written format and one response in video format. We received two more 
responses in video format and five more responses in written format after the deadline, and we chose to 
include as any of them as possible in the presentation. The written responses were presented anonymously, 
though in the case of those who chose to respond in either video or audio format, it was not possible to 
maintain their anonymity during the presentation.
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 In all we had responses from three members of the European parliament, one mayor, five chairpersons 
of local non-governmental organisations, four ambassadors, and one member of the civil service. And 
happily, they all had a lot to say.

The main theme that emerged from the responses around why they had taken up their respective roles was 
related to bringing a positive change in society, whilst at the same time being of service to others:

“My priority was to ‘give voice’”

“…to be of service to the organisation and support it”

“Being a voice on behalf of marginalised groups”

Many of the leaders, of course, also mentioned that whilst they enjoyed their respective roles, they also 
faced a number of challenges. However, the challenging aspect of their role was actually perceived as a 
positive element. In fact, many said that the different challenges stemming from their roles made them 
more determined to succeed, as a way of proving to themselves and others that they could make it:

“A great challenge” 

Another common theme that emerged from their responses was that most of the women had received 
some form of mentorship along the years. They all spoke very highly of their respective mentors, and 
perceived the mentorship to be invaluable in enabling them to reach their respective roles. In addition, they 
recognised the value of the role that each individual mentor had played in their lives: 

“…another female leader recognised the potential in me, mentored me 
and gave me the opportunity to grow”

“My boss: genuine care and flexibility”

“The encouragement and the support of those who believe in me was 
invaluable” 
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“…there have been people before us who have laid our path.”

“The women of my generation in the job, […] I am born in the fifties, 
have made it easier for younger women to succeed in these positions.”

Apart from the mentoring, another two common aspects mentioned by the leaders in relation to what 
enabled them to be successful were the importance of financial and moral support. Political support from 
the respective party was one aspect mentioned by the successful women in office.  In this regard, several 
said that it was not just the support of a political party that was important, but that of individual politicians 
too, as well as the support of specific people within the political parties who had also helped and supported 
them along the way. 
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The women leaders in NGOs appreciated the support they received from volunteers in their organisations. 
This kind of support helped them and encouraged them to take on their leadership role. Support from 
friends and families was also mentioned as being the most crucial form of support by all the respondents, 
whether in politics or in other leadership roles. In fact, one recurring theme in this respect was the support 
many of them received from their fathers as well as their partners. 

“…for women to succeed, they had to have a backup system behind 
them.”
“…the mantra that it helps the family unit”

This last quote is in contrast to the idea that women who are in leadership positions are neglecting their 
familial responsibilities – here it is seen as something that makes for a better family unit.  

However, notwithstanding the support that most of the respondents received throughout their working and 
personal lives, many still found it difficult to create a work-life balance, especially when they had familial 
responsibilities.  This is of course still an ongoing problem for many women. The lack of synchronisation 
between the participants’ familial and work commitments, the lack of overall time and the sometimes 
negative reactions from others about this was an issue deeply felt by the leaders. A couple of helpful 
suggestions in this latter regard were:
 
“Some comments should be simply ignored”

“So, don’t let other people put you down.”

Another barrier that was highlighted by most was the issue of having to break into male-dominated sectors 
such as the diplomatic corps and the political arena.  Living in societies where the dominant discourse 
retains the idea of male leadership being the norm, a further barrier encountered and which had to be 
overcome by most of the participants, was their own internalised personal fear of failure: 

“…fear of not making it and fear of the unknown”

This sense of fear was especially raised again by those who work in the political and diplomatic spheres.  
They felt that precisely because were not men, they had to prove themselves in ways that their male 
counterparts did not. This particular issue was exacerbated, in the eyes of many of the respondents, by the 
lack of a supportive network, ageism and misogynistic attitudes within certain institutions:
 



“Fighting to have one’s opinion respected.”

“The unfortunate sexist stereotypes against women being too hormonal 
and emotional to hold important decision and policy-making positions.”
Notwithstanding the many challenges and barriers that the participants had to (and did) overcome, they 
also reported a number of positive experiences that countered the negative aspects, in what was called 
a “rewarding role”.  They found that they only realised how strong they were once they had managed to 
overcome the barriers mentioned above.  They believe that there is a sense of strength in being a woman 
who has managed to overcome such hurdles, and that is in itself very empowering.  This is helped by the 
leaders’ interest in their own development and professional growth, which is something that we need to 
encourage in all women.

“Reaching one’s potential and pushing for further growth” 

Many felt a duty to be a good role model for the other women and girls, particularly their own daughters. 
This was significantly important because most of the participants had successfully broken into and 
succeeded in male-dominated sectors. The idea of inspiring their own daughters encouraged these women 
to overcome the many barriers they faced in their respective roles:

“…because I know my daughters are watching me.”

Almost all of the women leaders also highlighted the importance of teamwork and how teamwork has 
played a strong role in them being successful.  One found that the support and encouragement that she 
has managed to create and which arises from a sense of teamwork is actually her biggest achievement: 

“My greatest achievement is one I share with colleagues”

When asked about what could be done to help other women, what emerged strongly is that women need 
to help other women.  We need to “inspire, validate, value and involve all intersections of women”, including 
LGBTIQ women, women from different ethnicities, different religions and women with disability, among 
others.  We have to believe in other women, they told us.  We also need to use our experiences to encourage 
and mentor young girls by sharing with them the many ways in which they can contribute to building a better 
world. Women need to help each other in breaking the stereotypes that permeate throughout society:
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“I believe the next generation of young women and strong women are 
the ones you see building one… each other up.”

“…become stronger in the knowledge that together we are powerful 
and I feel that I am part of history in the making, and it is very exciting 
and rewarding…”

An important point raised is that women need to be seen in roles where real decision-making takes place, 
so that others know that they are part of the decision-making process:

“Give women not just more, but better roles.”
12



There is a need for more role models for women and girls, and everybody, that is, both men and women, 
need to be part of a cultural shift to make this happen. Whilst this shift is needed generally in our society, it 
is particularly needed in the political sphere where there needs to be a shift away from the view that politics 
is an all-boys club. Whilst there are currently more female Maltese members in the European Parliament, 
there is still a very low representation of women in the local parliament: 

“I want to see more female faces in the photos. How often have we 
looked at photos, all in their suits and very occasionally, oops, there’s 
one woman amongst them.  Wow!”
 
So overall, whilst clearly acknowledging that we need to persevere since “Perseverance is the key to making 
it”, that the path they have taken is not the easiest path, and that they have faced, and continue to face, 
many challenges, our women leaders were also very positive, very encouraging and inspirational to us all.

Here are some final comments to help us along our way:

“Don’t go it alone – walk with others”
 
“All the amazing people I have met and learned from along the way”
 
“See your vision come to life”

“Embrace the challenges – Cherish the experiences”

And finally 

“Foster dreams!”

We leave you with this final comment – we need to foster dreams, our own and those of other women:  

“Because we can.”
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Workshops

The participants were split up into five workshops, which were designated by five different colours: Green, 
Orange, Blue, Red and Yellow. Each group was asked five questions: 

 • What support do women need to take on roles in leadership? 
 • What are the things that hinder or discourage women from taking on such roles?
 • What do you think are the positive elements of having women in leadership roles?
 •How do you think we can encourage other women to take on these roles? 
 • How can we be bold for change? 

Each group nominated one of their members to be their rapporteur, and report back on what they had 
discussed.

Green

The green group was made up of various women – four from politics, four from NGOs, four in leadership 
positions, two diplomats, and four students.
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One central theme was the need for capacity building, through confidence building, networking, and 
registered skills. There were comments on the arena of politics itself, and the need to change the actual 
context in which women can participate. There was talk of back-stabbing, and of politics being a dirty 
game. Women also didn’t want to feel like an afterthought when it comes to political parties putting 
forward female candidates.

The rapporteur mentioned that the group had discussed the role of women in familial life, and how they are 
often expected to take on more caring roles. The participants of the group agreed that there needs to be 
more of an onus on paternity leave, instead of the focus being solely on maternity leave.

The group talked about whether women should aim to attain equality or equity in politics and the workplace, 
and this has various nuances. This evolved into a discussion about the need to actively promote spaces for 
women. There was also mention of quotas – something relatively new.

In many of these leadership roles, as well as diplomacy, travel is a particularly taxing thing when it comes 
to family. Finance plays a part, and there is also a need to train and prepare women for them to be able to 
access this field. 

It was agreed by the group that there needs to be more support of all kinds for women: moral, financial, 
familial and also support that encourages capacity building in order to enter politics.

Orange

The first issue that the orange group discussed was the support that women need in order to enter politics 
and reach leadership roles. One main form of support that they talked about was that of familial support, 
and how important it is for women to have a family that supports and encourages their convictions.

It was agreed that education is important when it comes to encouraging and supporting women to take on 
such roles in leadership and politics. This process can sometimes be hindered by ingrained mentalities and 
stereotypes within society, even from within the education system itself. 

“…sometimes these stereotypes are rooted in our families, in our 
education system, and we do not get the proper mentoring that we 
should from our family and from our education.…”
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The group highlighted the positives that women bring to such roles. They stated that diversity is very 
important, and that women bring a different perspective to things. Women can provide different elements 
to leadership, and ways of thinking about leadership roles. 

Seeing other women taking on these roles, and seeing bosses who are women, may encourage young girls 
to follow the same direction. How can we be bold for change? We should not let our failures define us. 
They agreed that in life, all women will encounter stumbling blocks. We will meet both men and women 
who don’t feel that it is important for women to succeed in leadership roles, and this can sometimes 
make women question and doubt their ambitions. Women need to ignore these perceptions and soldier 
on, support other women, and support our girls. We also need to raise our boys to be more supportive in 
striving for gender equality, and encouraging women to participate in politics and attain leadership roles.
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Blue

Once again, one of the central themes that this group discussed was that of the support women need, and 
how women can help each other ‘climb the ladder.’ It was agreed that there needs to be more mentoring, 
and also the sharing of familial burdens with their partners. They discussed what hinders women from 
attaining positions of leadership. It was agreed that one of the main things that hinders women is that they 
are often expected to give up their leisure time in order to fulfil their familial responsibilities, especially 
when they have careers.

They pointed out the differences in the experiences of older and younger women, suggesting that younger 
generations of women have more positive experiences of getting into politics or leadership positions.

“They have found it easier to acquire leadership roles than older 
women have.”

The group stressed the need for everyone to be bold for change. They stated that we still need to overcome 
the point of fostering a change in minds and hearts.
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Red 

The need for familial support was mentioned first, with the group agreeing that women need help in order 
to balance their careers and family life. They mentioned that women are often asked questions that men 
never are, especially around the subject of children, even though both partners are equally responsible for 
the care of their children.

“…they asked her and not him. Why only her? They are his children as 
well.”

They agreed that financial support was needed, and that women often tend to have a more family-orientated 
perspective where this is concerned. They stressed the importance of challenging the stereotypes that are 
pervasive throughout society, along with the mentalities that many still have about women in politics and 
leadership positions.
 

“…women sometimes don’t help with these stereotypes as well, because 
they stereotype themselves.”

Women need to inspire, support and mentor each other, especially so that they can help each other to pave 
the way and train others. We need to change our setbacks into comebacks. Our failures cannot define us.

Yellow

The main point of discussion for this group was ‘what does a woman bring differently to leadership and 
politics to what a man brings?’

The group agreed that there have been many big and important advancements in gender equality, especially 
in the last century. However, they stated that there is still a lot more that can be done. The main divide in 
opinions was regarding the idea of quotas, and whether they are a positive thing or not.

“…should I be employed as a woman because the company needs to 
fill in a quota, or because I am capable of actually doing the job?”
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The conclusion to this was the need to create more opportunities for women. More skills should be fostered 
so that women can go to interviews, have their skills fully acknowledged, and be chosen because they are 
the best for the role, and not be hindered in the process because they are women.

At the same time the group questioned why, in 2017, more women graduate from university than men, 
and yet this is not reflected in leadership positions, where there is still a higher ratio of men. They also 
questioned whether women bring different things than men to these positions, and this was something 
that was hotly debated by the group.



“This morning I was 
delivering training to 
student services. It is 
still interesting to see 
how stereotypes define 
our educational system. 
These are people who 
are trained to question 
critically. They were 
open to learning, but 
there is still a need for 
training, beginning 
with our educational 
system. 

Certain attitudes need 
to be challenged 
from a very young 
age. Children’s 
understanding is 
shaped, and this builds 
a future for tomorrow, 
that is different from 
that of today.”

“It’s ok that we’re here, and 
we’re women empowering 
other women to be confident 
leaders, but we should also 
focus on young boys. We need 
to lead them to understand 
that women and girls are 
equal. We must empower 
our boys to be caring, 
nurturing, and sensitive. 
We can appreciate our 
differences, however these 
differences should not limit 
our potential.”

“There is such a huge energy 
in the room today. This energy 
must go on 24 hours a day, 
7 days a week, 365 days a 
year.” 

Discussion 
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“This energy should be taken wherever you live, and wherever 
you operate. There’s a younger constituency here that feels 
like the situation here is not as bad as those from an older 
generation. That might be an indication that things are getting 
better, though not at the rate that we would like. This indicates 
progress in itself. Though others feel that the statistics speak 
for themselves.”

“We’re preaching to the converted. We should find a forum, 
not just on Women’s Day, with an equal audience of men and 
women in the room, to present statistics which we are quite 
familiar with. Although things are getting better, some men 
my age think everything is fine, because we have a female 
president. They think that this means we have gotten there. 
No, we have not. We need more role models. Not to show that 
we’re there, but to show that we need more people up there. 
We should try to always say yes to opportunities.”
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 Launch of the Network of Young Women Leaders 
 Samantha Pace Gasan, Founder

Back in 2015, the Presidents Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society organised a similar event to this. 
During the workshops, there was a lot of discussion. I was trying to make a few points, however I felt 
that some in the room were not interested in what I had to say. Ironically, during the plenary session, 
someone referred to the need for more young women to speak up about gender issues. Following that 
episode, I started working on my undergraduate dissertation. It was during a brainstorming session that 
Dr Andrea Dibben and I thought of exploring the experiences and perceptions of young female activists 
in political participation. The qualitative study aimed at identifying contributing factors to young women’s 
participation and ambitions, exploring any challenges that they experienced, their views on gender equality 
in the political sphere, and finally, their future aspirations and intentions in attaining a political career. When 
discussing the interview questions, I thought of asking the participants whether they would be interested in 
a Network of Young Women Leaders. All twelve young women supported the idea. So, here we are today. 

The Network of Young Women Leaders is a non-partisan NGO which aims to promote and encourage the 
participation of young women in leadership, with a special focus on the political sphere. The executive team 
is made up of seven young women, who all have different identities, backgrounds and degrees of activism. 
Somewhere along the line, we came across each other and started working together for this cause. By now, 
some of you may be thinking ‘What is it that you want to achieve?’ First, we want to see an equal playing 
field for men and women in politics and in decision-making bodies. Young women face double barriers due 
to the intersectionality of age and gender, apart from other characteristics. In a conversation I was having 
with Miss Bernice Saliba, President of ELSA (European Law Students’ Association) Malta, she questioned 
whether there are young male students who, like us, think ‘What should I do with my career when I grow 
older and have kids?’ How can young women aspire to be leaders if we have no guarantee that our efforts 
and work will translate into tangible success? Additionally, while we all understand the need to have more 
women in decision-making bodies, we also feel the need to be represented by those women. Because 
what’s the point of having a 50:50 gender balance if that does not translate to more advocacy for equity, 
fairness and safety across the board; to gender-sensitive policies, or to putting women’s issues on the 
agenda? So secondly, we want more women leaders who live by feminist values, and who will challenge the 
patriarchy from higher positions in society. 

The Network of Young Women Leaders intends to identify, raise awareness on, and advocate against 
barriers that hinder the full participation of young women in leadership positions. We will strive to challenge 
gender inequalities in all spheres, because if a woman is experiencing violence, if she has lack of access to 
sexual and reproductive health and rights, or, if she is not able to further her education, her ability to lead is 
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being impinged upon. Finally, we aim to create a mutually supportive Network of Young Women Leaders. 
Networking plays an important role in climbing up the ladder, and therefore we believe that through such 
a network, young women can pull each other up and infiltrate the male-dominated spheres. I say this 
with pride. Most of you today, including Her Excellency the President of Malta, have been significant in 
promoting gender equality. You are role models for young women like us. You are pioneers who have paved 
the way for women to be able to make it through and beyond what was socially acceptable. For this we are 
grateful, but now we want to join forces with you to bring gender equality forward. In front of me, I see not 
just an organisation of women’s rights, but the potential for young women to support each other now, and 
in the future. The potential to mobilise for their rights, to take control of their life, and to become whoever 
they desire to become.

As young feminists, and I speak on behalf of all the network’s team, I believe that this will be one of our 
proudest moments - the moment when we started bringing together the next wave of feminist leaders in 
Malta. Thank you.
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 Caterina Chinnici MEP 
 Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats in the European Parliament

Mrs Caterina Chinnici is a lawyer, an Italian magistrate and a politician. She has worked in many interesting 
areas of the law, including Juvenile Court as a prosecutor. In 2014, she was elected Member of European 
Parliament with the Democratic Party. She has just released an autobiography, and she serves as co-
chairwoman of the European Parliament Intergroup on Children’s Rights. The President’s Foundation for 
the Wellbeing of Society had the pleasure of hosting her in January, at the ‘Lost in Migration’ Conference 
organized in collaboration with Missing Children Europe. She is also a member of the European Parliament 
Intergroup on Integrity, Transparency, Anti-corruption and Organized Crime, and of the LIBE Group. 

My father was a judge. He was killed by the mafia in 1983. I worked a lot as a judge, in juvenile justice, 
and now I am in the European Parliament. It is difficult to follow in the footsteps of the last inspirational 
presentation, but I shall try. Thank you, Your Excellency, for welcoming me to Malta again.

Women constitute more than half of the global population. Their participation and contribution to the 
political process is not only important for the community, but also, and moreover, it is a fundamental right. 
However, despite this, we know that on both the local and global level, women have been restricted in their 
leadership and political representation. Women are under-represented in the political debate. They are 
less likely to reach leading and strategic positions, regardless of their effective competencies. Generally, 
today it is not difficult for women to enter into the political arena. There are a lot of women who are in 
politics. However, there is a gap. Women often do not become leaders. I believe that this is a cultural issue. 
In many countries such as Italy, women only obtained civil rights during the 20th century. However, from 
the beginning, this was acknowledged in words, and not really in action. 

The European Institute for Gender Equality, an autonomous body of the European Union, allowed an 
assessment of the progress on gender equality, developing a Gender Equality Index which assesses the 
impact of EU policies. The results show a widespread persistence of gender disparity. There is a huge 
difference within the EIGE index in different Member States. This demonstrates how countries commit 
differently towards strengthening the promotion of women’s rights. The highest ranked countries in terms 
of gender equality are Scandinavian countries, where there is also the highest percentage of women in 
politics – both in parliament and in cabinet. At the European level, it can be noted that on the one hand, the 
percentage of women in European parliament is higher than that in National parliament, with the exception 
of a few countries. And on the other hand, it can be highlighted that there has been a growth in the 
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number of women occupying decision-making positions. Such a greater representation of women in the 
European parliament increases the level of democratic representation of EU citizens, and helps Parliament 
achieve gender mainstreaming more effectively. All this data tells us that there was significant progress, 
but nowadays the rule of women in politics and institutions is still limited within the top areas, despite more 
than 50 years of gender equality policies. 

In this regard, John Stuart Mill, in his 1869 work ‘The Subjection of Women’ wrote: “It is safe to say that 
the knowledge which men can acquire of women, even as they have been and are, never mind what they 
could be, is directly incomplete and superficial, and always will be so, until women themselves have told 
all that they have to tell. The time has not come, and if it does come, it will do so gradually.” And really, a 
century and a half later, that time has not yet arrived. The obstacles that hinder the actual implementation 
of women’s rights have not been removed. These obstacles globally prevent effective equality of rights, as 
referred to in the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 



An important role in fighting against women’s discrimination has been played by the European Parliament’s 
Committee of Women’s Rights and Gender equality (FEMM). And as I have already said, there has been 
a lot of progress in bringing women to business and politics, across specific measures adopted by the 
Member States. These include the introduction of quotas, or constitutional reforms which foster equal 
access to elective office, or promotion with the specific provision of equal opportunities between women 
and men in public life, such as in the European election in Italy in 2014. Despite these measures, the results 
are still unsatisfactory. Statistical studies from 2014 confirm that most electors, regardless of their gender, 
consider men to be more suitable for leadership. Only in specific areas such as social services and welfare, 
culture, family, education and healthcare can a general preference for women be noted. Indeed, these are 
the positions that women typically fill. An effort should therefore be made in the first instance by politicians 
to better understand that there is not one rule for men, and another for women. That is a stereotype. They 
must ensure that the right for participation and democratic governments exists not only on paper, but in 
reality. 

The World Economic Forum, in its periodical report, has shown that there is a link between the gender 
gap and national competitiveness. This result proves that since women represent half of the population of 
national resources and the work force, competitiveness depends on the way each country invests in the 
education and employment of women. For instance, in Italy, a 2015 survey of the International Monetary 
Fund stated that the gender gap caused a loss of 15% of GDP. If gender parity is a socially desirable goal, 
then a special effort must be made to encourage women to take on roles in politics and leadership. Gender 
equality policies, and the improvement of life for women and girls, are vital for economic growth, prosperity, 
and competitiveness. They are essential preconditions for equitable and sustainable development, as well 
as important values and objectives in themselves. With all this in mind, it is crucial for the European Union 
and the Member States to continue their efforts in achieving gender balance between women and men. 
They should direct their resources towards meeting specific goals, such as family reconciliation, inclusion 
in decision-making, the promotion of female entrepreneurship, and the reduction of the gender pay gap. 
This commitment must be at the top of the European and the National agenda. 

Women have different characteristics respective to men. Women are capable of understanding, capable of 
taking on the problem, and thanks to their pragmatism, women are able to create empathy to solve problems 
as a team. In this sense, I want to remind you of a sentence from Margaret Thatcher: “In politics, if you want 
anything said, ask a man. If you want anything done, ask a woman”. Her Excellency is a wonderful example. 

In conclusion, this meeting was a very important meeting. I have a sense that there are a lot of leaders of 
tomorrow in this room. Women have both heart and head, and these are the prerogatives of a leader. It is 
time that our society recognizes this. Thank you.
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 Dr Zita Gurmai 
 President of the Party of European Socialist Women 

Dr Zita Gurmai comes from Hungary, and she’s a Member of the European Parliament for the Hungarian 
Socialist Party. In fact, she is the President of the Party of European Socialist Women. Since 2015, she’s 
served as special advisor on gender policy in development cooperation to the European Commissioner for 
International Cooperation and Development. Apart from that, she’s a founding member of the Women in 
Parliament Global Forum.

It is a privilege to be here. I am very thankful to you, Your Excellency, that during the Maltese EU Presidency 
and prior to International Women’s Day, we have such an amazing event with young and old, with 
experienced, with disabled, because I think it is so important to know what we have achieved, and what we 
have done. I was united with my colleague, particularly when she spoke about equal pay. I’m a campaigner 
on this issue. We made a film – Equal Pay for Equal Work. It’s high time that we close the gender pay 
gap. Can you imagine – we work 10 extra years to get the same salary. Equal pay day in Europe is a 
small reminder of this, however political will is needed. We met Commissioner Věra Jourová on the 1st of 
March on Equal Pay Day, and we had a very clear demand, because you cannot close the gender pay gap 
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otherwise. You need proper demands to reduce the gender pay gap by 2% per year, and per Member State, 
for all age groups. As a side note, while the pay gap in Europe is 16.7%, there is also a pension gap of 39%. I 
don’t want to see poor women in the years to come. We really need a proper policy, and an audit to monitor 
the pay gap developments at European level. Clear sanctions are needed to deter non-fulfilment of the 
objectives. This works, and I can give you a positive example. Thirteen years ago, a woman’s organization 
decided to organize an awareness campaign every year. Within 13 years, they closed the gender pay gap 
by 8% because there was political will and legislation. You can go ahead when you have good listeners – 
both women and men. Gender equality is not a women’s issue, gender equality is a society issue affecting 
women and men. 

I know you have fantastic legislation on LGBTIQ, and even gender identity. However, when a young couple 
gets together, they both have a piggy bank. It is interesting to see what happens with those piggy banks 
through the years. The woman’s piggy bank gets a little amount, and the man’s gets a bigger amount. 
Do you think it’s normal that in the end, we don’t have proper compensation? We need to have proper 
compensation. Here are just some ideas on what we can do if we believe in leadershe. We need leading 
figures like Her Excellency the President of Malta, because she inspires me. But, dear young sisters, dear 
feminist sisters, you also inspire me. Cry if you want to cry, and show your emotion if you want to show 
your emotion - it doesn’t matter. 

You cannot get more women from one day to another, even if your party leader is a bit gender-sensitive. 
You need to empower girls and women. How? You need to help them believe that they are equally treated 
in society. You don’t buy pink and blue. A young girl should decide if she wants to be a fireman, or if she 
wants to do something else, and she should have the freedom to do so. In 2004 we decided, with some of 
the different groups in the Parliament, that we should have a common European campaign. This was thanks 
to Margot Wallström, who was vice-chair of the Commission that time, and is the first feminist Minister of 
Foreign Affairs nowadays. She was on the Board so that we could put together a really good campaign. 
Political parties were there to help, and to do something. The problem was that we started very late. So we 
thought we would do something different in 2009. By October 2012 we had already started the campaign. 
We had the different political groups, we had a core group, and we had the European Women’s Lobby on 
the Board. We really wanted to bring in more women, because it’s better for society. It’s so simple. We need 
a cultural change, and to create a new normal, where women are more likely seen in powerful positions, 
and are economically independent, because that is also important. As a Hungarian, I am tired of the family 
taxation which does not give me the independence to say how much I earn, and to own my salary. We 
should decide what to do, and how to do it. 

We need to close the gender pay gap. We need to create awareness, we need to strengthen communities, 
and we need to know the cost of inequality. We have to calculate how much this costs, for example, in 
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terms of the waste of our educational investment in women who are hindered from having access to higher 
levels due to discriminated recruitments. This is not fair. Why are only 2% of women in top positions?
This is not fair. I was so happy that within a period of time you managed to have many more women in the 
labour market, however we are realizing that the gender pay gap is also here in Malta - it’s around 10%. At 
the same time, we have to deal with stereotyping, we have to teach young women that when you think 
there is a job offer that is 70% right for you, please go and apply for it. Meanwhile, a young man will ask for 
150% of the salary if he meets only 50% of the criteria. So this is what we should learn from men, because 
I don’t think they are better. We need to support female leaders and entrepreneurship as well. We must 
create more transparency. If you don’t know how much he earns, then you don’t know how much to ask 
for, because women are ready to primarily deal with their own security – they think the most important 
thing is to get a job, and to get some salary. Men behave differently, and this is not their fault. We need 
to create self-confidence for women, and this is crucial for us to succeed in making it. We also need more 
diversity at all levels, especially ethnic diversity. There is an under-representation of non-white women at 
EU level, and zero women of African descent in European parliament. We should also improve education. 
When you educate a man, you just educate the man. When you educate women, you educate society. As I 
have already said, gender equality is not a women’s issue, it is an issue for society. We all participate, and 
we need everyone fighting for this cause, from all sides. 

Inspirational role models are so valuable. As a young woman, I was elected in Socialist International when 
I was 29. In my region, there were two candidates, and I was very proud to run as one of the candidates. 
When I entered into the European Parliament, I was asked to run as President of the Women’s Organization, 
because the so-called ‘western’ women really wanted to get someone from the newcomers in to show 
solidarity, and to bring some new blood into the system. We must be allies, strengthen our feminist network, 
and fight backlash, both here and outside of Europe. I got together with so many fantastic ministers for 
the ‘She Decides’ campaign. We collected 181 million euro during that activity, and a different government 
announced that we need to work on proper prevention, and focus on SDGs 3 and 5, because it is crucial for 
the next generation. I don’t want women to die because we don’t offer the proper resources. 

As I have mentioned, it’s very important to show solidarity and inspiration. I went to a fantastic activity 
in Hungary and met with some very poor Roma girls. I told them that I was coming here, and I wanted to 
bring a present for Her Excellency. This fantastic team, who live in the country in Budapest, made fantastic 
drawings on how these young poor children see the future. From this, I would like to present this gift to 
Her Excellency. 

Lastly, I would like to share a brief story. I have been to Finland several times. A friend’s young boy said ‘It’s 
such a pity that my dream cannot come true. I wanted to become the President of the Republic. But the 
President must be a woman, and this is how it will remain.’
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Closing speech by Her Excellency, Marie-Louise Coleiro Preca, President of Malta

Honourable Members of Parliament, 
Your Excellencies, 
Distinguished guests, 
Dear friends. 

I would like to welcome our foreign guests, and friends, in particular - Zita and Catarina, who have come 
for this event. I would also like to thank the Forum for Active Community Engagement, and the team at 
the Presidents Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society, under the leadership of Dr Ruth Farrugia, for 
organising today’s events. I’m pleased to observe that this event, entitled ‘Women in Politics and Leadership’, 
has brought together academics, practitioners, professionals and civil society activists on International 
Women’s Day, to celebrate the role which women play in our society. International Women’s Day is a time 
for us to remember the accomplishments we have made as a society, and as a country, to nurture equity, 
respect and dignity. Furthermore, it is an opportunity for us to consider the challenges that are still faced 
by women and girls in our country. Many such challenges, as I have witnessed, have been identified and 
explored during today’s workshops and discussions. 

The theme for this year’s International Women’s Day is ‘Be Bold for Change’. We must truly be bold by 
working together to develop innovative and further inclusive strategies for the future. We must be bold by 
taking the necessary proactive steps to achieve effective equity. We must be bold to ensure that every girl 
and woman on our islands is able to live her life with dignity, and embrace the opportunity to develop her 
full potential. The road towards true and effective gender equity is not easy. However, we must never be 
discouraged. We might be impatient, and people of my same age might be very impatient, but we have to 
persevere. Let us take strength from one another, from the enthusiasm of our young people, and from the 
determination we feel to safeguard universal human rights and fundamental freedoms. Women’s rights are 
human rights. We must continue to encourage one another, and to be resilient in the face of challenges 
and struggles. 

Supporting each other in this way will transform these challenges into fruitful opportunities for the necessary 
change. We must be vociferous and challenge gender discrimination wherever it occurs, whether in the 
home, whether in the workplace, or whether in public life. We must create a culture which empowers 
and values the participation of all women, particularly the inclusion of women in roles of leadership and 
decision-making. We must aim to be truly transformative, and to ensure a sustainable and far-reaching 
effect. We must continue to address the injustices which have, for too long, been part of our status quo. 
Gender equity is not simply a women’s issue. It is essential for our healthy democratic republic to take our 
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responsibilities as women and men, and the whole of society, seriously. Gender equity is most secure when 
it is built on dignity and respect. Equity, dignity and respect are fundamental values of social justice. 

The United Nations 2030 agenda makes the need for gender equality clear, particularly in Sustainable 
Development Goal 5. SG5 calls for the people of the world to work together, empowering women and girls, 
and ensuring that women have full and effective participation at all levels of decision-making across political, 
economic and public life. However, according to the latest data from the United Nations, female representation 
in global government stands at 23%. In Malta, the percentage of female Members of Parliament is less than 13%. 
While the latest European Gender Equality Index places Malta at 29.4% regarding the political participation of 
Maltese women, the European Union average stands at 49.8%. By 2030, the nations of the world – including 
Malta - have committed themselves to raise the percentage of women in global government to 50%. We 
definitely need to invest more of our energies and resources into making this target a reality in this country. 

Today is also an opportunity for us to appeal to all political parties in Malta to encourage more women into 
a life of politics, by exploring innovative ways to participate in the political and public life of our country. 
Of course, political participation is not the only area in which female representation remains low. In Malta, a 
recent report on gender balance representation in decision-making, undertaken by the National Commission 
for the Promotion of Equality, revealed that gender balance representation at company board level is the 
lowest in Malta, among all other European Union member states. 

Only 2.7% of women are represented on the boards of the largest publicly listed companies in Malta, and for 
every woman who either holds the position of Director or CEO, there are four men occupying such a role. 
Furthermore, the gender pay gap continues to widen. Eurostat figures show that the gap has increased from 
4.5% in 2014, to 10.6% in 2016. We must definitely do more, in synergy with our national authorities and civil 
society, to address this alarming state of affairs. The implications of the economic discrimination of women, 
and women’s absence from leadership positions, are cause for alarm. We cannot allow women’s perspectives 
not to be fully represented in policy-making and decision-taking processes. Therefore, I do believe that 
greater inclusion and equity within decision-making positions is essential if we are to take our democracy to 
the next level, evolving as a nation and promoting a better future for all citizens. 

I am glad to see so many women here today, from diverse sectors and walks of life. I believe that our efforts 
must be uninterrupted and consistent, as many have said, to succeed in propelling a positive and long-lasting 
social change. After all, that is what Women’s Day is all about. We must continue to be the women who have 
been crucial in this journey towards gender equity on a national level, ensuring that all of us reach the much-
desired destination. We must continue to be the women who have championed the intrinsic right of each 
woman to participate in all aspects of society, and to ensure full and effective gender participation. We must 
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continue to be the women who have helped to lift up the girls of this country, to believe in themselves, and 
to be empowered to attain a better and brighter future. It is due to the efforts of the many women who have 
committed themselves towards creating a positive change that we are here today, to be able to launch the 
Network of Young Women Leaders. This gives me, and should give other women like me, peace of mind for 
the future. Thank you. 

Dear young women leaders, I encourage you to be the young activists for change today. Do not be deterred 
or discouraged. The journey will continue to be difficult, but I am convinced, and confident, that you 
have the necessary strength and ability to reach your destination, both for yourselves and for our future 
generations. We can rest assured that you will be the courageous and effective leaders of this country, 
tomorrow. I would like to take this opportunity to encourage more young women in our country to join 
this Network of Young Women Leaders. I am so convinced that out there, there are many more young 
women who can give a valid contribution to the fight for equality, equity, dignity and respect for all. Please 
continue to build on this work. We have begun to create a culture of solidarity, of peace, and of wellbeing, 
for women and girls and for all in our society. Even today’s commemoration focuses on our achievements 
and our challenges. 

We cannot forget the women across the world who are still struggling in some of the most basic ways. 
In real time, there are women and girls fleeing from violence, from war, and from precarity. We must 
remember them and work on their behalf too. Young women leaders of our country, let us never forget 
those women and girls who live beyond our shores, some of whom have lost everything. You must be 
international activists and leaders for the cause of peace. I wish you every success in your endeavours. 
Please rest assured that we will be there to support, to mentor, and to encourage you as you might need us.

In conclusion, let us remember that when women succeed and thrive, so do men, and so does our society. 
When women are valued as full collaborators in the world to strengthen our society, men are equally 
enriched. When women are respected, and their rights are protected, whole communities will flourish. We 
owe it to the future of our children to continue to promote, to protect, and to celebrate the rights of women, 
and the rights of all people who experience oppression and injustice. We must be bold in our endeavours. 
We must continue to champion the change that we wish to see in our communities, our country, in our 
region, and across the world. May this Women’s Day be different. And finally, I would like to thank each and 
every one of you for being here, and for participating in this wonderful event. 

Thank you.






