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¥estosterone rampant
on Charleroi streets
made women feel
smug. Women are
better than men: ferninist or-
thodoxy requires we think it.
But sometimes bélievers”
faith in the doctrine wavers,
Harriet Harinan and Patricia
- Hewitt’s Fabian pamphlet
' this week lays out the grow-
- ing gender gap between
women and men’s voting
intentions. Yet again women
are swinging against Labour.
What’s new? If women never
had the vote, we'd never have
ha.d Conservative govern-
| ments. Thank women’s votes
for Thatcher, Europhobia,
the poll tax and the tripling
of poverty. Think Molly in
" Animal Farm — airhead,
fickle, silly moos.

A month before the last
election the Fawcett Society
F and Mori reported that a
quarter of women voters
[ were still undecided. They
put the best possible gloss on
it: “These are the thoughtful
voters,” they said. Ho hum.
Another Mori poll showed
63% of women proclaim
themselves “not interested”
in politics, compared w1th
only 31% of men. Women are:
less well informed with 10%
more men reading quality
newspapers. The gender gap
in voting habits has been
pretty constant since the war,
but in 1997 Labour cut it to
just 2%. Now the Harman pa-
per shows 13% more women
than men expressing dissat-
isfaction with Labour. .
Women switch-voters
threaten to switch back.

Ever since Margaret !
Thatcher there’s been a fémi-
nist problem with women and
politics. (Well, we used to ex-

plain unconvincingly, it’s all
because she was one woman
alone, pushing her way into
an all-male world, forced to
cast herselfin iron, tougher
than the boys and so on.)
Feminists are used to the
standing-on-your-head pos-
ture to explain why women

" | are always justified, But there

arc good demographic rea-
sons to explain women'’s ten-
dency to vote Tory. All over
55s are far more conservative

- than the young: there are

many more old women, so
women as a bloc are more
conservative. The hope is for
the future: women under 35
are the opposite. They aré
10% more Labour than young
men. But psephologists don’t

1 know whether women turn

‘Tory as they get old or
whether the current old
women are a dying Tory gen-
eration. British Social Atti- -
tudes shows how higher
education creates far more
liberal attitudes and older

women are the least educated.

There’s an old tradition of

| working-class women adopt-

ing conservative views along
with higher social aspirations
preferring to vote with the
antimacassar not the cloth
cap. But that’s all dying out.
Politicians are not allowed
to think voters are ever
wrong, so this week Labour
women have sought to ex-
plain women’s bad voting
habits, It's all the govern-
ment’s fault. Labour hasn't
delivered. In the focus groups
wommnen who switched from
Tory in 1997 complain that
Labour hasn't come across on
heatth, education, books in
schools, A and E in hospitals,
nursery places, class sizes and
lots miore. (The report does

| not say whether these iogical,

rational creatures think the
Conservatives are likely to de-
liver more of those things.)
Ignorant ar not, they are un-
aware of what the govern-
ment has done for women.
The billions spent so far have
not bought their votes, not the
minimtumwage (mainly for .

waomen), the working families
tax credit, (mainly to women), .

biggest ever rise in child bene-
fit (all to women), childcare
tax credits, part-time workers
rights or increased maternity.
The news hasn't permeated
the thick heads of the fair sex.
What went wrong? -

irst of ati, the poorest
women who benefited
most are the least
likely to vote. Doing
them good was for its own
sake, not to buy votes. Some
other policies havery't worked
yet. Childecare credits have
been taken up by few, not
enough childcare is available,
the money isn't enough to pay
for it. What women want are
high quality nurseries, but
there's no plan for the gleam-

" ing universal nursery provi-

sion taken for granted across
Europe. On the dé Toequeville
principle of revolution, giving
wormen alittle more but not
enough may only have in-

| flamed them, Nice to have a

bit more maternity pay and a

Ignorant or not,
they are unaware
of what the
government

has done

few more rights, but it only re-
minds them how almost un-
beatably difficult it stifl is to
have a baby and go back to
work, juggle work and home
and stay afloat.

Most mothers have to go
back to work at 18 weeks and
they feel it is too soon. There
is no fightto demand to work

part-time or a four-day week,
'such as all men and women

have in Holland and Belgium.
And £70 a week doesn’t buy
enough childcare when it
costs about £150. Too little,
{00 timid, the policies for
women haven’t worked. As
with the reluctant introdugé-
tion of part-time workers
rights, the government is so
frightened of alarming busi-
ness that they forgot to tell
women altogether. They whis-
pered and they mumbled.
What this pamphlet de-
scribes is an aura that died.
Women in these focus groups
thought they were getting a
new, feminised politics. Blair
looked nicely non-macho. -
Even if some gag at the sight,
these women voters liked that
picture of Blair surrounded by
his 101 women MPs. But
where did all those women
MPs go? None in the key
spending cabinet posts, none
visible, even Mo shut out. The
all-male image is rebarbative
and image matters. But it'’s
politics as usual, men's stuff,
by men, for men. Old versus
New Labour may fight it out
— Kilfoyle v Mandelson — but
both miss the spat for women.
Gordon and his boys have
done quite a bit for women —
but it doesn’t feel like
women’s policy because they
don’t own it. It has simply
passed wormmen voters by.
Tony Blair isn’t even going

| Polly Toynbee We thought we were gettlng anew feminised p011t1cs. It didn’t happen

What Blair needs to do to
woo back the women

|
to the Labour women’s con-
ference on Saturday. Maybe
the WI have traumatised
him, but he’s gouing to have to
learn how to talk to women
— and'not in the dreadful
unctuous tones he used on
the WI. The hand-claps

- drowned out reporting of his

actual words. If you mlssed
his misguided, tin‘eared at-
tempt to please those
WOMmER, it was patronisingly
awful — all about his
mother’s sense of duty in
doing meals on wheels, “the
moral guidance of churches”,
“the case for marriage”, “the

. forces that hold communities
“together, the family, the

church, respect for elders”
Those Tory harpies didn’t
believe him and younger
Labour-leaning women

- would hate all that too.

Today is the Commons mod-
crnisation committee’s last
chance to do what they
should have done three years
ago — abolish late-night sit-
tings and programme bills for
sensible debating times. it’s a
belated symbol of the power
of women in parliament,
growing restive at the anony-
mous misery of backbench
life. Labour has so badly lost

| the plot on women that it

risks having fewer women
MPs next time — 11 men se-
lected for vacant seats and
only one woman. Harriet Har-

‘man, with the support of

llkely cabinet star Patricia He-
witt, has 1aid out the solution.
Try putting women first in
policies and pronouncements,
women ministers delivering
policies for women and they
might find the best path back
to where most voters are,

pally.toyhbee@guardz‘aﬂdo.uk
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A LIBERAL DEMOCRAT MF has
been mistaken for a lady of the
. night. Jenny Tonge, the party’s

} International Development spokes: !

- woman, who last week found ,

. herself ordered “off the streets” and 1

accused of being a “bloody-trollop”

as she innocently went about her
. business in Westminster. :

Jenny, 59,.was relatively unfazed i

™

]

A

b

; by her detractor, whom she dismiss-

b es as a “dotty oid man”. "1 was :

. wearing flat shoes and a Jong mac 4

L — 5o was he, now [ come to think of

, it,” she tells me. "1 couldn't-have -

- looked less likea bloody trollop: I'm

¥ = late to middle-aged woman?” In

b fact, the Member for Richmond

. Park rather enjoyed the barrack: i

ing. “I like being called a troliop,” o

she adds. “I have a track-record in 4
1

4

this, I'm afraid.” =

A sordid past, then? Happily, it is
all quite innocent. Dr Tonge was
referring to a meeting she had
arranged with Paul Dacre, the ;
Editor of the Daily Mail, ina Scho
bar. “I spent an hour waiting for -
him in what turned out to be a
knocking shop. 1 was getting very }
f odd looks from people before 1 ¢
found out that ] was supposedtobe 1
at the other end.of the street.” :

e e e e S

Manufactured with 30% recycled fibre

“Let us, at least, retain our
English sense of irony.”

[ Lord Donoughue, the Labour
life peer and former business
 associate of Robert Maxwell, has
“written to his party's Chief Whip
explaining why he will not be able’
to vote in the Lords on Tuesday.
His excuse? He will be inspecting
“equine facilities in Berkshire".
That's 4 day's racing at Royal
Ascot to you and me.

Designer brims
with anger

PUILIP TREACY, the society milli-
ner, has accused a Luton hatmaker
of pinching one of his designs.
Treacy, Wwhose creations have
graced the heads of Countess
Deborah Von Bismarck and Kate
Moss, has issued a High Court writ
against the Whiteley Hat Company
for an alleged breach of “copyright
and design right” of his much-
praised “asymmetrical hat”.
“My client is concerned to protect
the integrity of the design,” €x-
plains Treacy's solicitor, Alison
Murphy. “There will be an interim
hearing in the next few weeks.”
Peter Whiteley, who heads the
small firm, is alarmed: "We are
vigorously defending the action.
The two shapes in question are not
the same. It is the most outrageous
allegation I've ever heard.” He goes
on: “The first we heard of it was the
solicitor's letter. Our style is a fairly
ordinary hat. It's nothing like one
of his. It is a sloping crown on a
small brim. The hat industry in the
UK is small enough without some-
one trying to tear its heart out.”

01 The Scots may despise
England’s success in Euro 2000,
The Welsh, at least in the case of
raunchy chanteuse Shirley Bassey,
are more generous. On Saturday
night, seconds after her concert at
the Festival Hall had ended, she
reappeared.on the stage to inform
her fans that England had beaten
Germany. “How can I follow
that?” she asked, before doing the
encore with a rousing rendition of
This Is My Life. No one cheered
louder than John and Norma
Major, who were among the
audience,

Glenda takes on
supporting role

WHO says Harriet Harman has no
friends in the party? After the
former Social Security Secretary’s
weekend attack on the Govern-
ment's approach to women, Glenda
Juckson, a fellow exile from the
vipers’ nest of the front bench, has
also piped up about “women’s
issues™.
“We still need to utilise womenn’s
talent and potential,” declares Jack-
som. “Women are under-represent-
ed in all walks of life.” What better
than Harman’s solution of ensur-
ing that Labour employ a woman
as deputy leader of the party?
Mark Inglefield




DU established
RRANTS 80
M cuttings Discovery House 28-42 Banner Street London EC1Y 8QE

Tel: 020 7674 0200 Fax: 020 7674 0222

HARRIET HARMAN
Order Code: HARRIET

MS HARRIET HARMAN M.P
o o BRAD page rate: £2224.00

LONBON fd

SWiA OAA : . E25 IUN 20@?‘

Pu?lication: tel 0117 934 3000
Daily ABC 56977

Durrants reference: T70498317/BK

Western Daily Press (Wiltshire Ed)
Monday 19th June 2000
Page 42

Labour
‘failing
women’

WOMEN are disappointed
with Labour’s performance .
and the Government must do !
more on issues like health and
education if it is to retain the
female vote which won it the
last election, former Cabinet
minister Harriet Harman
warned yesterday. -
In 2 wake-up call to party
~ strategists, the former Social
Security Secretary said women
felt that Labour’s handling of
the issues which really affect 4
their lives had so far just been
“more of the same™.

Ms Harman was launchinga
package of female-friendly -
policies ‘which she believes
could turn Labour into the
“natural party of women”,
after decades in which a major-
ity of females have voted Tory.

In a Fabian Society pam-
phiet, Ms Harman calls for -
Labour to woo women by cre-
ating a three-person Jeadership
team of one leader and two
deputi¢s, one of whom must be
a Womai.

The pamphlet, published
yesterday and entitled Winning
for Women, warns: “The vul-
nerability of Labour support
dmong women is clear from
_polling evidence, Research
reveals a widely-held view that
the new approach to politics for §
which they voted has yet t0 ;

- happen.” i
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act

EXCITING news from the London
Orafory, home to the Prime Minis-
E ter's two teenage boys: Harriet
Harman’s eldest son, Harry, whose
place at the school triggered uproar
in the party six years ago, has now
been selected as Head Boy.
Harry, 17, has been told that he
will take up the post in September,
. when he moves into the Upper
Sixth — lending him disciplinary

o

. power over Evan and Nicky Blair
(a position I'm sure he will treat
./ Tesponsibly, despite his mother's
dumping from the Government
two years ago). Ms Harman’s
decision to flout Labour’s education
policy by sending Harry to a
grant-maintained  scheol miles
from their South London home
sparked a long-running row in the
party, and contributed to grass-
roots antagonism towards the
former Social Security Secretary.

tosh, the Head Teacher at the
Roman Catholic school in Fulham,
West London, with the way he
refused to let the fuss distract him
from schoolwork. “He has done
very well in the debating society,
which helped his case enormously,”
1 am told by my source at the
school. “And he is impeccably
polite — always holding the door

open for visitors.” The appointment
comes as Ms Harrnan has started
telling friends — rather implausi-
bly — that she feels her career in the
party is on the brink of a revival.

A class

Harry has impressed John Mcin- |

Manufactured with 30% recycled fibre




MNATIOMAL ASSOCIATION OF LADIES'

CIRCLES

QF GREAT BENITa!N 40D 10ELANG

At our recent Conference in Blackpool,
the National Association of Ladies’
Circles, welcomed Sue Foot as our new
President. Sue, a Ladies' Circler from
near Bridgend in Wales, is our first Welsh
President. She rallied the AGM with her
motto for the year — Don't Pussyfoot -
Be Pawsitive !!

The National Association of Ladies’
Circles was founded in 1936, and has
over 6000 member's country wide, with
580 Circles in 48 Areas. Membership is
open to women aged between 18 and
45 who are ready to have fun, make
friends and raise funds. There is also a
world-wide affiliation with 33 countries
through Ladies’ Circle International,

We are geared to helping others — locally
and nationally, with either money or
physical help.

We love having a good time and making
new friends and wherever a Circler
moves to, she will be in touch with Circle
friends old and naw.

During the last twelve months we have
raised over £1/2 Million for various
charities throughout the UK - including
Imperial Cancer Research Fund (our
national charity) The Anthony Nolan
Beone Marrow Trust, Sickle Ceill Anaemia
and Round Table Children's Wish. We
try to organise a very varied range of
fund raising ideas that have included
Bungee Jumping, Bag Packing, Bed
Pushes, Trekking over the Sahara and
ICRF Race for Life. Actively raising
monegy encourages our members to
develop themselves and NALC provides
them with a safe environment with the
support of other women.

In recent years we have also supported
charities overseas fike the Brasov Fund
in Romania and are currently supporting
a dlinic in Nepal,

We were delighted to welcome our Patron
Jennie Bond to the AGM this year where
she gave us a humorous insight into her
job as Roval Court Correspondent.

Back in the early days of Ladies’ Circle
our members were happy to be Ladies,
but we are now keen to be one of the
girls.

We are young, motivated, energetic
and determined to take a partin women'’s
issues. We are a non—party political and
non-sectarian group of friends who make
sure our fund raising is FUN.

women in public life

Unless action to
reform working
hours is taken
swiftly, Tess
Kingham may
not be the last to
go, writes
Harriet
Harman

Voices for

change must
be heard

ast week Tess Kingham, Labour Member of

I Parliament, announced that she would not be

standing again at the nex: election because
Pacliament is an antiquated genteman’s club.

It would have been much easier for her to just quietly
murmur “personal reasons” and stand aside as patliamentary
hopefuls pile in to replace her as Labour’s candidate for
Gloucester at the next election.

But she didn't do it like that. She made a brave starement
which inevitably opened her to sneering and scorn. Why did
she stand for Parliamene if she didn’t like it? Or was she so
stupid that she didn’t know the rules? Of course she knew
the rules. But she expected that with the influx of new Labour
MPs — particularly the 101 Labour women - she would be
part of a tide of change which would modernise the House
of Commons and make it a legislature fit for the new century,
And that has vet to happen,

But her departure has symbolised the row that is brewing
over the way the House operates and the hours that the House
sits. Change is long overdue. [ want to deal with the bogus
arguments against change.

Firse: “This is about Tony Blair wanting to neuter
Parliament. Control-freak New Labour wants to samp on
the rights of the opposition.” This is aot about Tony Blair,
and it shouldn™ primarily be a matter for governmenc. It's
about how we in the House decide to arrange our business.
ks Members of Pacliament, not the government, who are
driving this agenda for change. And so it should be, The
government should run the government. Members run the
House. Most of the time I’ve been in the House (shockingly,
the best part of 20 vears!) I have been on the opposition
benches. And I have never seen the opposition able to
change the government’s plans just because we were able
to stay up longer than they wanted to. Qver the ’80s and
"90s we often “went through the night”. It never made any
difference to the government’s plans. As a tool for
opposition it doesn’t work. And debates in the smalt hours
guarantee that opposition arguments go unpublicised. Even
if we are mad enough to stay up all night, journalists aren’t.
Timerabled debates, notified in advance to journalists, and
held at 2 reasonable hour, are the way to expose the issues.

Second: “We'd like to change the hours but the public won’t
like it and will just think we are lazy and self-serving” Though
columnists will undoubtedly use 2 change in the hours as their
latest peg for their running theme that all MPs arce lazy or
corrupt or both, it is unlikely to feed through to the public.
Women in particular regard it as conclusive proof that we are
outdared and irrelevant when they see thinly artended debates
in the small hours. For them, change would be popular because
it would show that we are ourselves making the changes that
we are urging on evervone else — that we must achieve a better



modernise. And anyway, we're not asking
for fewer hours in the chamber — we're
asking to start earlier and then finish earlier.
But even if the public was somehow to
become jrrationally attached to the idea of
all-night sittings, if they are — as [ believe
— inefficient and outdated, then we should
just make out that arggument confident that
we can win it

Third: “This is just an argumeat from
middle class London-based feminists.”
True, this argument has been led by
women. And I have to plead guilty to
committing the sin of being both
London-based and middle class. But we
are not the only voices demanding change
not will we be the sole beneficiaries of
change. Anne Campbell’s letter to the
Moderaisation Commirtee demanding an
end to all-night sittings has been signed
by more men than women, by more MPs
from the north than the south. Changing
the hours will, of course, make it easier
for women to combine their work in
Parliament  with  their  family

We bope to carry a pivce from a Liberal
Democrat spokesperson in a fortheoniing issiue

“The credibility of an
institution that cannot
attract men and women
unless they are prepared
to sacrifice their family
life and, for no good
reason, stay up all night,
is on borrowed time”

tesponsibilities if their families live in
London. That should be an argument for,
not against, changing the hours. But most
of those who support change do so
because they know, as the debates in the
small hours testify, that no one is at theijr
best at 3am. That is not the time when
legislation can best be scrutinised.
Fourth: “Tradition is Parliament’s
strength. Change it and you destroy its
ethos.” True, a change in the hours will
change the ethos. But Parliament has
always changed. We haven’t always sat
these hours, The House used to rise just
before nightfall so Members could ride
home on their horses. We should respect

our past, but we shouldn’t have to live
in it

Fifth: “It would be unfair on the Members
who are away from their families during the
week. What would they do at night?” That
is an issue that would have to be addressed,
but not by keeping the House going till the
small hours. The sparse attendance at late
night debates show that it’s not the chamber
where MPs away from home gather.

The mood amongst backbenchers on all
sides of the House gives the
Modernisation Committee 2 major
opportunity to step up the pace of change,
and in particular end all-night sittings.
They must seize the chance,

Tess Kingham was the first to go, blaming
the “antiquated gentleman’s club”, But
unless the hours change, she will not be
the last. The credibility of an institution
that cannot attract men and women unless
they are prepared to sacrifice their family
life and, for no good reason, stay up all
night, is on borrowed time.

ﬁ]

Rt Hon Harriet Harman is
Labour MP for Camberwell and
Peckham

CONCERNS about rape and sexual
assault are not new; and the extent
that fear of rape constrains many
women’s daily activities has been well
documented. They took on new
urgency, however, following the
publicising of the sharp decline in the
conviction rate; from 1 in 3 reported
rapes in 1977 to less than 1 in 10 in
1998. Indeed the Home Office’s own
research A Question of Evidence
published in 1999, suggests the problem
may be of even greater dimensions,
since if cases ‘no-crimed’ by the police
are included the conviction rate for
rape was only 6%. There is clearly no
room for complacency.

Rape and Sexual Assault: Time for Change?

The attrition rate in rape cases was one
of the motivations behind the review of
sexual offences law (SOR), which will
be published in June. There have been
a number of unhelpful suggestions in
the press suggesting that the review,
prompted by women's grganisations, will
propose reversing the burden of proof
in rape cases, Reporting of the content
of the review suggests that this will not
be the case, and Campaign to End Rape
has never supported this proposition.

YWCA o

We are holding a meeting at the House
of Commaens, hested by Saliy Keeble on
June 21, at 1.30pmiin tht-g Jubilee
Room as an opportunity to clarify
CER’s position. Short presentations by
two leading QC’s Helen Grindrod and
Vera Baird and a speaker from CER will
make possible expioration of some of
the complex and contentious issues
involved in reforming the law on rape,

at Britain

Women Ch nging Lives
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The government, 1t
seems, will help
you out with
childcare, butisn’t
that keen on your
doing any
parenting yourself.

Sarah Helmreports

It’s easier to work than to mother

College Hospital, London, and Lynne Pacanowski, a senior

midwife, is taking a call from Claire, another midwife. Claire,
who has recently returned to work after having her fourth child,
needs to juggle a shift. Her husband is a policeman. When she
works, he cares for the children, and vice versa.

Pacanowski picks up a piece of paper on which she has
mapped out the duty rota for the staff, taking into account the
likely demands from expectant mothers, as well as the wish
of every mother who works here to manage work and home.
“] do it on paper. A computer wouldn’t be able handle it,” she
laughs.

Outside, midwives congregate in green overalls, while refatives
come and go visiting the newborn, which are produced here at the
rate of 11 every 24 hours. A leaflet at reception advises parents of
Southwark’s new “wrap-around” childcare services, and a poster
shows a beaming woman wrapping herarms around a baby: it tells
new mothers that breastfeeding is crucial to bonding and good
parenting. On duty today is Jenny, who is doing two shifis in one
day so that she can be at home as much as possible with her two-
vear-old. A colleague, Sue, works nights so that she can be with her
daughter during the day.

Maggie Blott, a consultant, works full-time and has a nanny for
her three children. “You cannot be a high-risk obstetrician part-
time,” she says. “But | always have breakfast with the children and
1 try to go home to put them to bed, then often return to the hospi-
tal afterwards.”

“They all want a balance,” explains Pacanowski.

Juggling childcare needs is nothing new, as Margaret Hodge, the
minister for employment and equal opportunities — and a mother
of fourand grandmother of one —will tell you. “l have done my fair

i tis Monday morning on the eighth-floor labour ward at King’s

" share of juggling,” says the former [slington council leader, after

rushing late into her office —a vision in pink - fresh from announc-
ing new curriculum guidance for teachers of small children. She
now tries to juggle giving an interview with chomping through a
snack lunch of cold cauliflower salad. “Get me a knife. [ need a
knife,” she yells through to her private office.

“I have had to make difficult choices, believe me. [ was once
sacked by the council two menths after [ returned {rom maternity
leave. The bastards.”

This is national childcare week ~ neatly timed to coincide with

the imminent birth of the new baby Blair — so new Labour’s
childcare strategy is on full public view.

In1973,27 percentofwomen of working age withchildrenunder
five were in jobs; by 1997, when Labour came to power, this had
increased to 53 per cent. Two out of three women now return to
work within 11 months of the birth of a child, and 73 per cent of
mothers with school-age children have jobs.

In the past three years, the government has created more than
three times the number of childcare places that were created p
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» throughout the previous 18 years. With
a budget of £300m, it has met targets for
providing nursery places for all four-year-

oldsand is ontrack to double the numberof

places for three-year-olds by 2002.

But just as provision of childcaré has
become a target for public policy for the
first time, the goalposts have moved. As
the voices from the labour ward suggest,
the need for formal childcare is no longer
the most urgent cry: what mothers want
today isto choose to do some of the caring
themselves.

As women move in unprecedented num-

is into full-time work, the importance of
e

ntal involvement in a child’s early
years is being emphasised as never before.
“*Criminals created at eight months,’ says
expert”, “Working mother warning” are
just two headlines that emerged from a
parent-child conference in London last
month. The headlines are not alone in stir-
ring parental anxiety in the workplace; an
extensive US survey of more than 4,000
children has found that three- and four-
year-olds have lower verbal ability if their
mothers work during their first year. The

study, carried out by the University of

North Carolina, also found that five-to six-
year-olds have worse numeracy and verbal

skills if their mother worked during any of

the child’s first three years.
Yeétthe debate that most working mothers
want is not about whether women should

NEW STATESMAN « 22 MAY 2000

That’s the DfEE . . . I think. Let me just
check.”

To find where the government places its
priorities, we need to look at tax and bene-
fits, Themostradical initiative hasbeen the
introduction of a childcare tax credit for
lower-income families, allowing parents
with one child to claim back up to £70 a
week of the cost of childcare. But to qual-
ify, both parents have to be working more
than 16 hours a week, and their joint
income should not exceed £29,000.

This has led to a much scoffed-at anom-
aly: a parent can pay government money to
someone else to look after their child, but
can’t get money to do it themselves. Not
only that, parents can’t even get the money
to pay a trusted family member, or friend,
unlesshe orsheisaregistered childminder.
Thesystemisaclearincentive forbothpar-
ents to work.The childcare tax relief rules
are also heavily stacked against any parent
who wanits to stay at home or, even more
unfair, work athome. A self-employed per-
son can claim tax relief for an office assis-
tant, or a secretary, but not for a childmin-
der — even though he or she can’t work
without one.

Employers can claim tax relief on child-
care facilities offered to their staff. So,
absurdly, a home-working mother who
hires a nanny or other in-house childcarer
can claim tax relief only if that same carer
needs childeare in the same house for her

own child. In other words, the employer-
mother can claim tax relief on the cost of
her carer’s baby's playpen, but not for her
own baby’s playpen.

It is, however, the rules govemning bene-
fits for lone parents that send the clearest
message to mothers to get out to work. The
rules mean that lone parents are automati-
cally invited for job interviews when their
child is five. From the end of this month,
the interview will be triggered when the
child is three; next year, those interviews
are to be made compulsory.

“The intention is not o force these moth-
ers away from their children, but to ensure
their family income is raised to help the
children,” says Margaret Hodge, but she
doesn’t seetn convinced.

Parentshave madesignificantgainssince
1997: new rights for part-time workers are
being introduced, and the UK has adopted
the EU directive giving parents the right to
three months of leave afier a baby. Never-
theless, parental involvement in childcare
is not a central plank in the government’s
scheme of things.

Indeed, the entire discourse of the pub-
lished strategy is couched in the Janguage
of the workplace. Glossy documents pour
off Whitehall presses announcing that
“playworkers™ in childcare “settings”
must be given “goals” and “targets”. The
Cheeky Monkeys playgroup, the Little
Fishes nursery, provide “services”, and

those who run them are “ser-

work. They do work. Itisabout
athcr government and em-

ployers will help them find a
balance betweenwork andlife.
Does Labour’s strategy take
into account this new mood?
Scrambled across at least five
departments, the strategy is in
urgentneed of some joining up.
The Department of Trade and
Industry runs parental leave,
the Treasury runs tax credits,
the Department of Health
shares Sure Start with the
Department for Education and
Employment (DfEE), which
runs most of the rest. Mean-
while, the Home Office runs
family policy as a whole, and
thus takes the lead. Or does it?
“We take the lead in co-
ordinating everything,” said a
press spokeswoman. “Pulling
it all together, But we don’t
+ take the actual childcare lead.

vice providers”. Parents are
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“users” who play the childcare
market.

So what does new Labour
think of motherhood as a ser-
vice provider? Could it make a
comeback?

It is an awkward question for
a party whose ranks are dotted
with veteran Seventies femi-
nists who valiantly champion-
ed the right to work —and who
never thought that women
would ane day want theright to
mother.

Tracy Wells, a 32-year-old
mother living in a council flat
in central Leeds, tried to pin
down Gordon Brown and Tony
Blair on the issue during a

recent phone call into Radio
Five Live. She described tome
what happened. “I just wanted

to ask them one question: ‘D0
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you believe motherhood is a profession?’

“Gordon Brown at first rambled on about
opportunities and all that. So I asked him
again and he refused to answer. Then Tony
came in more softly, but it was a real
lawyer’s answer. He said: *Listen, Tracy.
Nobody has ever said itisn’t.””

Wells has her own agenda. A full-time
mother by choice with a partner on job-
seeker’s allowance, she believes people
like her should be able to get the childcare
tax credit and choose how to spend it, argu-
ing that she is discriminated against by the
government tax and benefit rules. And she
is probably right. According to the Family
Policy Studies Centre, incentives for low-
paid mothers to work may distort the
labour market and “disadvantage parents
who wish to care for their young children
athome”.

The idea that mothers should
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subject is enormously complicated. We
havetobe wary of playinginto the handsof
Daily Telegraph editors who will just use
the chance to argue that women should not

* be at work atall.”

A growing body of academic opinion is
calling for a far more radical reappraisal.
Peter Moss, a professorat London’s Insti-
tute of Education, believes that the gov-
ernment has failed to look at chiidcare in
terms of what is best for the child. “Young
children are understood primarily as
dependants of their parents, in need of
‘childcare’ to enable their parents’
employment, and as ‘becoming’ school-
children and economically active adults.”

There ought to be a rethink, because
some government childcare initiatives
have simply gone wrong. Underthe law of
unintended consequences, the creation of
new formalised childcare

receive government money for No feminist places has, in some areas,
the periods of time they care for displaced existing informal
their own children — that, in thought th?t places, thereby creating ever
effect, they should be paid for 0NE daywe'd e demand and undermining
being mothers — has always geektheright community links. Old-fash-
been something of a joke. to mother ioned playgroups, forexample,

“It’s just not on,” says Hodge. have been unable to compete
“Motherhood is a choice a . with their more target-orien-

woman makes. A private choice, [t is not
for the state to intervene.”

Might such voices of conservatism soon
have to give way? After all, the govern-
ment does not mind stepping into the pri-
vacy of the home when it comes to teach-
ing parenting skills to curb delinquency.
And stamping right over the private
domain is OK when it means ordering lone
parents out of the house for job interviews.

Direct payments to mothers for the peri-

ds when they are doing the caring are, in
truth, already on the agenda. Harriet Har-
man, an architect of the childcare strategy
when she was the minister for women, and
now the chair of the Childcare Commis-
sion which reports in January, has pub-
lished proposals which will move in that
direction. Her ideas spring directly from
yet more research suggesting that mothers
should be at home for at least the first year
ofachild’s life.

Harman is proposing a “baby tax credit”
which could be paid direct to the mother,
replacing the present childcare tax credit in
the first year after birth. And she wants to
see an extension of maternity leave from
six to 12 months, as well asaright to return
to work part-time. “We do need a fuller
debate on the balance. But raising the

tated competitors; 2,000 have been forced
to close. The number of registered child-
minders has also fallen since the new
childcare tax credit system came in —
showing that some attempts to regularise
the market are backfiring badly.

It goes without saying that, before women
have a real choice about how to balance
work and mothering, there will have to be
more fathers at home doing the hard work,
too. And, arguably, nothing can be really
balanced until employers find a will to end
the long-hours culture and try flexibility. If
one ofthe busiest high-risk labour wards in
the country can do it, so can they.

In the meantime, we should watch the
birth rates. More and more women are
choesing notto have children because they
can’t see how to manage mothering and
work. Birthrates inthe UK are already well
below what is needed for long-term
replacement of the population; and it is
forecast that nearly a quarter of women
born in 1973 will be childless when they
reach 45. Perhaps when the labour wards
fall silent, mothers will finally get paid for
their work.

Thewriter is a former Independent foreign
correspondent
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