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WOMEN IN POLITICS 
ALISON RAYNSFORD, FORMER MEMBER OF 
PARLIAMENT FOR PLYMOUTH DEVONPORT 
AND PLYMOUTH MOOR VIEW 

This year marks 100 years since women in Britain were first able to cast their votes. Plymouth has 
a proud record of women’s involvement at all levels of British politics.  There is no doubt that it 
was women, working in jobs which supported the armed forces who, by their example, (as many 
of those women who had campaigned so actively before the war), won the right to vote.  
Plymouth has had a female representative at Westminster since 1919—a year after the franchise 
was extended to allow women to vote in greater numbers—for all but a brief period between 
1951 and 1955 and from 2015 to the present day.   

A proposed statue of Lady Nancy Astor would be an important commemoration. Lady Astor 
fervently supported women’s causes, education, and equal rights, and was associated all her life 
with Plymouth. She was followed by Lucy Middleton, Dame Joan Vickers, Dame Janet Fookes, 
Linda Gilroy and myself. I hope there will be more women elected in the future to represent our 
city. 

We have, of course, had women leading the City politically and in the important ceremonial role 
of Lord Mayor, however as with local authorities, towns and cities up and down the country we 
still aren’t firing on all cylinders. We need to capitalise on the strength and depth of potential of 
the women who are educated, live and work in Britain’s Ocean City.   

The Fawcett Society have pointed out that 
since 1997 (when Labour introduced all 
women short-lists and started to insist on 
better representation of women), across all 
parties, women’s representation on councils 
has flat lined at around 33%. In Parliament, 
thanks to the all-women short list process and 
the pressure that brought to bear on other 
political parties, the numbers rose from 18% 
to 32 % at Westminster. However, this 
progress is taking place all too slowly. None 
of the six metro Mayors are women, and six 
out of seven Cabinet jobs on councils go to 

men. We could and should do far better than that.  

 8

PLYMOUTH WHITE PAPERS: AMBITION APRIL 2018

“We need to capitalise 
on the strength and 
depth of potential of 
the women who are 
educated, and live and 
work in Britain’s 
Ocean City.” 



I know from my time as a Member of Parliament that within our communities, businesses, and 
other organisations, there are amazing women who are leading and shaping the organisations 
and areas in which they operate. However, for many there is still a glass ceiling, and as we know 
from the media, there are horrendous examples of women being discriminated against and 
harassed on a number of levels which prevents them from progressing in their careers.    

The Office for National Statistics 
confirms that the number of women 
going out to work has progressively 
increased over that last 40 years. This 
has been the result of changes in the 
law – the Equal Pay Act in 1970, the 
Sex Discrimination Act 1975; and the 
Employment Protection Act 1975, 
which made it illegal to sack a 
woman because she was pregnant. 
Yet despite these  incremental 
changes and improvements, women 
have a long way to go in gaining 
parity in political representation.   

Too many people are struggling, and 
some employers in the far South 
West continue to disregard the law of the land and get away with it because they are dealing 
with vulnerable people who lack trade union membership and are unable to stand up for their 
rights. These employers ensure that progress towards equality is so slow. It is very unsettling to 
know that men continue to take home larger pay packets and that women graduates, many from 
our universities, are still more likely to find themselves in a slightly lower skilled occupation 
group than men.  What a waste.    

Yet there are massive opportunities in our growing city. There is demand for high tech and 
specialised jobs at Oceansgate, new opportunities for small businesses and entrepreneurs with 
the renewal of the waterfront, and the Science park continues to thrive as a perfect seedbed for 
people with ideas. We have three universities, an Art College, Dental and Medical training 
centres, and an excellent College of FE that is graduating well-qualified, industrious, and 
innovative women. Our secondary schools all actively promote and encourage young women to 
challenge themselves and to be ambitious. The Royal Navy, traditionally a bastion of male 
dominance, now has women at the helm in senior positions working alongside and on an equal 
basis with men -- but women are still under-represented.    

These are huge opportunities, and with businesses of all sizes buying in—taking on women 
apprentices, moving women into positions on their Boards, and tackling residual prejudice in 
the workplace—Plymouth  could lead the way in challenging sexism and changing workplace 
culture across the city. We have set the standard in other fields in the past—we became the first 
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dementia-friendly city, we were a leader in the Fairtrade movement, and raising the issue of 
gender equality to a city-wide, city-led campaign could be very exciting indeed. It would also 
make a statement that Plymouth is an outward looking, innovative city and a great place to 
invest, live, and work. 

This is not just about the glass ceiling at the top—it is essential that every woman in Plymouth is 
treated fairly and equally.  There are far too many women on low wages, minimum wage, and 
zero hour contracts who are being exploited because they have caring responsibilities.  Women 
are far more likely to receive the lowest pay nationally. If you come from an ethnic minority 
community, then the pay gap between men and women is even greater.  Research by the 
Fawcett Society showed that the pay gap is highest in the private sector (although it is falling), 
but for black women the gap is 24% and for Pakistani women it is 26%. Interestingly, in London 
overall it is falling, and London continues to be one of the most productive areas of the country. 
This shows that progress towards equality delivers economic gains rather than losses.    

There is a lesson and a challenge for business and organisations in Plymouth and the South 
West, particularly with the loss of many EU workers expected post-Brexit.  To get more 
commitment and buy-in from your workers, perhaps organisations should be actively 
encouraging gender equality.  

Let’s break the taboo about pay secrecy and encourage employers to confirm that they pay the 
same rate to men as women. Ensure that there is a culture within organisations that encourages 
the development of skills and in-work training. This will strengthen and grow the skills base the 
city has across its whole work force, including among women. This should extend to a wider 
understanding that flexibility, rather than zero hours, and allowing part-time work for both men 
and women, actually improves productivity and well-being in the workplace.  

Whatever role in life a person choses, they should always be encouraged and supported to 
reach their maximum potential. This has not always happened for women, and therefore there is 
a political need for women’s voices to be amplified and heard. This brings us back to the goal of 
increasing the representation of women in every level of political engagement—from joining 
political parties to standing for election and being elected. 

The Council and councillors can lead by example – selecting and electing more women for 
council seats across all parties sends the right signal to the wider electorate in May.  I am sure 
that Lady Astor would be disappointed at how slow progress has actually been since she left 
Parliament in 1945. According to the Fawcett Society, if the Gender Pay gap continues at it’s 
current rate of improvement, it will not be fully closed until 2117 – one hundred years from now.  
Come on Plymouth - let’s lead by example. Our city, and our city’s women, deserve better. 

Alison Raynsford was formerly the Member of Parliament for Plymouth Moor View for ten 
years until 2015.  She served as a Government Whip and Shadow Minister with 
responsibility for Housing and Defence Procurement.  She is currently a consultant and has 
a home in St Budeaux, Plymouth.  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PLYMOUTH  
White Papers
The Plymouth White Paper are an initiative by Luke Pollard MP. 
They are designed to provoke, inspire and challenge. The 
hope is that each set of white papers will contribute to the 
energy, direction and passion around Plymouth, our economy 
and campaigning.  

These white paper submissions have been written by people 
across Plymouth. They have been free to voice their own 
opinions and these are their own words. The white papers are 
designed to be political and challenge established thinking 
but they’re not designed to be party political.  

Want to get involved with a future white paper? Get in touch: 

Luke Pollard MP 
Labour and Co-operative Member of Parliament for Plymouth 
Sutton and Devonport 
luke.pollard.mp@parliament.uk 
01752 717255 
#LukeMP 
www.lukepollard.org 
facebook.com/LukePollard 
Twitter.com/LukePollard 

All contributors have given their work for free and no profit is 
made from this publication.  


