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Thank you. 

Thank you everyone. 

Thank you Catherine Mayer and thank you Sandi Toksvig, for believing 

this was possible. 

Thank you to our volunteers and activists, for turning our anger into 

ideas, our needs into policies, and our hopes into votes. 

Thank you to our equality activists, who set up branches all over the 

country and steered this party from an idea into a movement of 65,000 

members and supporters. 

Thank you to the women’s sector for the work you do everyday. For 

telling us when we fall short, and for showing us how we can do better. 

Thank you to the hundreds of thousands of men and women who voted 

for us on Election Day. Who saw the power in their vote and chose to 

use that power. 

And thank you to the politicians and business leaders who broke rank 

just enough that we could hear when they whispered ‘keep going.’ 

Thank you. 

On this great day in Manchester, birthplace of Emmeline Pankhurst and 

home to the inaugural meeting of the Women’s Social and Political 

Union, I am honoured to address our first Party Conference. 

I am reminded of the extraordinary sacrifice made by those before us in 

the name of equality. Women such as Princess Sophia Duleep Singh 

and Annie Kenney, who dedicated their lives to women’s advancement 

and who saw the freedom of some as the emancipation of none. 

The Suffragettes showed us what was possible when equality passed 

beyond the realm of advocacy into the sphere of politics. 

They understood what few have since: that the movement needed to 

achieve equality is bigger than left or right, more colourful than red or 

blue. 

But as we take inspiration from the continuity between their struggle and 

ours, we must push that struggle forward inside an even broader church. 
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One woman’s suffrage must not be built on the sufferance of another. 

And never has this truth been in greater jeopardy. Never before have we 

needed so much courage and determination to keep it alive: 

That equality is not, and never will be, a zero sum game. 

I grew up in 1970s Glasgow before moving south to Staffordshire, where 

local jobs all but disappeared as manufacturers outsourced production to 

countries with cheap labour. 

Both my parents were teachers, with good steady jobs and an abiding 

faith in the power of education to equalise. 

They would have three daughters. And in each one of us they would 

instil the idea that inequality was not inevitable, and that our gender was 

no barrier to our success. 

As the eldest child I worked hard to fulfil that prophecy, believing that 

wherever it fell short so I did too. 

And from a school that didn’t reach beyond O-Levels, I aspired to a 

place at university. I was turned away from my first choice - along with 

the only other woman to apply. 

But in an equal Britain, you don’t have to be a man to achieve your full 

potential. So I applied to university elsewhere and after graduating I 

landed a temporary job at a news agency. 

Throughout my career I fought for equal pay and a chance at the best 

assignments, competing with men whose families followed them around 

the world and playing down the enormous struggle I felt as a woman, a 

parent, a single parent. 

Because in an inclusive Britain, motherhood is no barrier to employment. 

When I was taken on as a permanent member of staff, the boss 

summoned me to his office. He told me he was interested in meeting 

people who “got in through the back door.” 

And in many respects I did get in through the back door. 

My privilege as a white, educated woman had not taken away those 

barriers but it had given me the visibility to challenge them. 
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But when my daughter Grace was diagnosed with Autism, all the 

privileges that I had to defend us against inequality fell away. 

Let me be clear, finding out that my daughter had autism was not a 

tragedy. But finding out that no-one really understood what that meant, 

or understood how she felt, or appreciated or welcomed her as a person 

who lived differently – that, that was the thing that broke my heart. 

Because she is the grace of my heart. 

But as a young disabled woman it felt like her only choice was to be 

invisible or exposed. 

And I understood then, what I stand for now: that our inequalities are 

inextricably bound together and that unless my fight for women’s equality 

is stitched with her colour it will never be a resource for either of us. 

I understood that the inequalities we face are different, and where her 

inequalities intersect they magnify to such an extent that nothing short of 

a movement will dismantle them. 

And so we set out to build the Women’s Equality Party. 

Because equality is better for everyone, only when it makes space for 

everyone. 

Just take a look at our economy. 

Right now there are two economies in this country - both integral to the 

fabric of our nation, one less visible than the other. 

As women, we see it. 

It is the job that starts before you go to work. It is the parenting that 

prepares young people for our workforce and the caring that sustains our 

communities. It is the cleaning that conserves resources and protects 

our environment. It is the shopping that boosts our local economy, and 

the cooking that improves our health and wellbeing. 

It is the unpaid labour, the invisible labour on which our economy is built 

- and rebuilt, time and again. 

But the economy we have constructed in this country doesn’t see us. 
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The government’s name for a single mother raising two children and 

caring for her elderly father is ‘economically inactive.’ Caring is seen as a 

barrier to work, rather than a contribution to our society. 

And as long as women are invisible they are exposed. 

Over the course of this decade more than 66 billion pounds will be taken 

from women’s pockets in tax rises and cuts to social security. Women’s 

incomes will be hit twice as hard as men’s, and single mothers and 

female pensioners will be 20 per cent worse off. The poorest households 

will suffer the most. 

And when the poorest households suffer the most, it’s those who are 

doubly or trebly disadvantaged due to their race, ethnicity or disability 

that pay the highest price. 

And it is easy to say that austerity is the politics of the right, but in the 

2015 General Election - in the pursuit of power - it became the politics of 

everybody and women’s equality the politics of nobody. 

The old parties fought over how far to go with austerity, but they united in 

the decision that women should pay the price for it. 

Because it is a gender blind economy that prioritises raising the personal 

allowance on income tax, benefiting a very small group of people, most 

of whom are men. 

And for the handful of women that do stand to gain, their momentary 

freedom is tempered by a lifetime of reduced benefits, lost pension 

contributions and shrinking public services. 

And it is an economy that doesn’t see women that raises the higher rate 

tax threshold too, when less than a third of those taxpayers are women. 

Because when the other parties look at the economy as a whole – and 

promise an economy that works for everyone – they still only see half of 

it. 

They look at GDP and inflation, instead of how people make ends meet. 

They freeze tax on beer but increase duty on wine. They cut capital 

gains tax when capital assets tend to be owned by men. They celebrate 

the lowest corporation tax and cuts to business rates, when far fewer 

women own businesses than men. 
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The redistribution of wealth in this country is too often from women to 

men. 

Because while tax cuts are benefitting men, benefit cuts are harming 

women. 

We were told that this would make our country fairer. Instead of relying 

on benefits, ‘economically inactive’ women would find jobs. 

And so we celebrate the unprecedented rise in female self-employment - 

as testimony that austerity works. 

But we fail to see that many of these women were driven to self-

employment by public sector job losses, unfair changes to the retirement 

age and an economy that leaves no space for caring. 

And when politicians were challenged on the impact of these decisions - 

the impact that left so many of us without jobs, that left our towns and 

cities deprived as never before in our history - when the politicians were 

challenged about that, they said: it’s not us, it’s your neighbour. 

They spoke about immigration, they spoke about benefit fraud - but they 

said nothing of their own political decisions. 

They made us believe the problem was next door. 

But it’s not next door, it’s right here. WE are right here. 

And that means the power is now ours to build an economy that sees all 

of us. 

That is why the Women’s Equality Party will build a tax system that 

reduces inequalities; an economy that values the work women 

undertake, whether paid or unpaid, visible or invisible. 

And that means radically rethinking the way we raise and spend money. 

It is true that low corporation tax can help attract investment to the UK. 

But a Great Britain has more to offer than that. By striking a fairer 

balance between the taxes individuals and companies pay, WE will 

rebuild the physical and social infrastructure that underpins business 

success. 
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And in a just Britain there can be no space for tax evasion and 

avoidance by the super rich. 

Because it is a scandal that we allow a handful of men to siphon off 

billions of pounds from the public purse, while all around us women are 

emptying their wallets to repay the national debt. 

So WE will expand the public registry on the real owners of companies 

to include the Overseas Territories. And when the light gets in, we will 

take back billions from the lawyers, accountants, and bankers that 

facilitate this corruption, and we will reverse the cuts that have hit 

women the hardest. 

And in a compassionate Britain we cannot allow the women who build 

this country to retire into poverty. Those retiring this year will have an 

average income of £14,300 a year compared with £19,100 for men - not 

just because they earned less but because they were more likely to take 

time out of their careers to care for others. 

So WE will set a single rate of pension tax relief at approximately 25 

pence per pound. This will boost the pension tax relief of up to 95% of 

working women. And it will free up 6.5 billion pounds to fund affordable 

childcare - enabling women to work the hours they want and increasing 

their disposable income. 

And in a fair Britain we cannot expect women who were given little or no 

notice, to bear the costs of sudden changes to the pension age. Let me 

be clear, some of these women did not find out until they were 59 that 

they would not be retiring at 60. Many of them are now unable to work 

and have no savings to bridge that gap. 

And just as it is not right for a Director to take out massive dividends 

while knowing the company pension is about to go bust, it is not ok for 

the government to delay pensions for hundreds of thousands of women 

without giving them time to make alternative plans. 

Yet these women, in fact most women, were missing from this week’s 

Autumn Statement. 

Instead the Chancellor announced a splurge in infrastructure spending to 

get Britain driving again. 
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1.3 billion pounds will be spent tackling congestion, while a new 

expressway will receive an extra 27 million pounds. This builds on the 

300 million pounds the previous Chancellor announced to improve 

transport connectivity in the North, the 80 million pounds for Crossrail 2 

in London, the 75 million to develop a business case for a Trans-

Pennine tunnel, and the 161 million pound upgrade to the M62 

motorway. 

Britain will pour 23 billion pounds into innovation and infrastructure over 

the next five years. 

So do not tell me that you can’t find the money for the WASPI women, or 

the families who we hear this morning have missed out on disability 

benefits. 

Because men’s jobs are always seen as investment, while women’s are 

seen as expenses to be cut. 

Perhaps it is a consequence of this country never having had a female 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, because Labour is no different on this 

score. Jeremy Corbyn pledged £500bn investment in infrastructure, 

manufacturing and new industries. On universal childcare, he said they’d 

look into it. 

Don’t get me wrong, investment fuels productivity and our physical 

infrastructure is in need of it. 

But investment in social infrastructure has the potential to transform our 

economy. 

In fact, the Women’s Budget Group has shown that investing in care 

would deliver bigger employment and economic benefits than the same 

investment in construction. 

That is why the Women’s Equality Party will make childcare its biggest 

priority. 

Because a government that cares about business, understands the 

value of childcare. A government that is serious about closing the gender 

pay gap, understands the importance of shared parenting. And a 

government that puts families first, knows that having the most 

expensive childcare in the world is leaving them behind. 
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So why is it that our Sure Start centres are cutting services despite 

growing demand? Why is it that women in this country are struggling to 

balance low paying jobs with the rising costs of childcare? Why is it that 

not one of the other parties has committed to universal childcare? 

Have you ever had a conversation about childcare with a woman that is 

not from the UK? I have. I recently spoke to a woman from Iceland and 

when we talked about childcare, it felt like she was from another world. 

She told me that before she came to the UK she’d never had to choose 

between her career and children. And she explained not how universal 

childcare and shared parental leave works in theory. But how, in 

practice, it transforms society, at home and at work. 

How it changes the visibility of fathers in the office. And how that 

changes the dynamics of a workplace, not only for women who have 

children, but for everybody. How you can choose work and life, instead 

of compromising or disappearing. And how much more the care sector is 

seen and valued when everyone has a stake in it. 

And in that moment, as I spoke to that woman, the space between us 

seemed bigger, and I understood how far we have to go. I imagined 

what my life would be like if I never had to worry about finding childcare, 

if I never had to worry about meeting the costs of childcare, if my partner 

had been allowed to share more in the joys of those early years, and if I 

didn’t have to battle every day for the services my older daughter relies 

on. 

I felt the exhaustion stack up. The exhaustion so many women feel. 

From trying to build a world that works for you and the people you love – 

without the support you need. 

And then I thought: it doesn’t have to be like this. 

We do have a choice. 

Because at the ballot box WE are all equal. 

And the more we talk about our inequalities, the more visible they 

become. 
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This weekend, we are all calling on our government to ratify the Istanbul 

Convention on violence against women and girls. This weekend, we are 

all contacting our MPs to ask them to join us too. 

We are taking action. 

Because violence against women in this country is an epidemic. This is 

not news. It follows report, after report, after report that violence in this 

country is increasing, while prosecution rates are falling. 

Two of every three women fleeing violence and abuse this month will be 

turned away. 

Turned away. 

That’s 155 women today. And 155 women tomorrow. 

And our government’s response has fallen staggeringly short. 

In spite of the evidence that stacks up and up - behind these statistics, 

women are rendered invisible. For statistics cannot speak to the 

hopelessness, or the fury, or the slow slow steps that rebuild lives. They 

alone cannot speak to the measures we must take to end this epidemic. 

Last month, we were confronted with the reality of a justice system that’s 

stacked against survivors. That offers them a choice between invisibility 

and exposure. 

A justice system that allowed a famous footballer to expose a young 

woman to the world, as he sought to clear his own name by dragging her 

sexual history through the courts. 

A justice system that delivers no justice. That invokes rage and fury in 

women across this country who are unwilling to accept that this 

exposure might sentence another generation of women to silence, a 

silence that expands and expands as they are denied the services to 

rebuild their lives. 

Over the past weeks the Women’s Equality Party has begun an 

extensive consultation with women’s organisations across the UK into 

how we fund vital services for victims and survivors. We are not yet 

finished, but I wanted to share with you what we have learned and where 

we plan to go from here. 
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It will not surprise many of you when I say: the funding model for ending 

violence against women and girls is broken. 

Life-saving services are on their knees: forced to fight for limited funds in 

a competitive tendering process where nobody wins. It is costly, time-

consuming and deeply inefficient. This system dismantles long term 

planning, and fosters insecurity. 

And we cannot afford to get this wrong. 

We know that ending violence against women and girls means listening. 

It means hearing the many different ways in which women and girls 

experience violence, and understanding how those different experiences 

speak to the kind of provision they need - and how we measure what 

works. 

But instead of listening, the government is using these services to test 

their ideologies: ideologies of devolution without resources, ideologies of 

competitive tendering that doesn’t understand needs, ideologies of 

gender neutrality. 

The government looks at endemic rates of rape and sexual violence, at 

these murders and these crimes of female genital mutilation, forced 

marriage, and stalking. It looks at sexual harassment and domestic 

violence and commercial sexual exploitation. 

It looks at all of these women and it asks: what about the men? 

Let me be clear, male survivors need appropriate services to rebuild 

their lives. 

But that does not mean men’s needs should be at the centre of services 

for women who have survived male violence. 

Because violence against women is not gender neutral. 

It is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality. And as long 

as we fail to understand this, we cannot stop violence against women 

and girls. 

Neither can we end this violence if we fail to understand the ways that 

race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation and disability impact girls and 

women’s experiences and shape their recovery. 
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There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution. That is why specialist services – for 

women, led by women – must have the space and resource to do their 

work. 

And that is why we will put an end to competitive tendering and propose 

funding via grants that cover a three year minimum term. We will ring 

fence funding - at UK and local level. 

We will insist on the stability that is needed to rebuild lives. 

Where every decision maker, at every level, is trained to understand the 

gendered nature of violence against women and girls, consults with 

specialist providers, and ensures that this process is always transparent. 

We will call for an end to the postcode lottery. 

And though we welcome the movement of decision making closer to our 

communities, we will not accept further devolution of vital services 

without sufficient resources. 

Today, we are calling on the Home Office to work with devolved decision 

makers to close the gaps. For our Home Secretary to publish a clear 

map that sheds light on the decision-making process and insists decision 

makers be held to account. To publish statutory guidance that enables 

decision makers at every level to work together to plug gaps, and ensure 

there are effective, funded pathways of care for every woman 

experiencing violence, in every one of our communities. 

And today, we are calling for a public consultation, including close 

engagement with service providers, on a statutory duty to protect women 

experiencing violence: because sufficient and sustainable funding for 

services that save lives should be imperative. 

We will seek out solutions to ensure services led by and for Black and 

minority ethnic women, and services that specifically respond to the 

needs and experiences of LGBT+ and disabled women, are not left at 

the margins – but central to recovery for every survivor and to building a 

more equal world for every woman. 

Building a more equal world begins in the classroom. 

Our future is one in which girls can dare to dream and know that, if they 

study hard, this world is theirs. 
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Where our schools understand that they mirror the inequalities around 

them, and so with each and every lesson work to reduce them. 

So that girls of every race can see themselves in the past, can be 

themselves in the present and can free themselves in the future. 

Where educational integration dismantles occupational segregation 

before it gets started. 

An education system where every young person learns about respect, 

consent and their right to autonomy over their own bodies. 

Because there is so much at stake here. 

Young women are now experiencing mental health issues at three times 

the rate of young men. 

And let me be clear: this is the result of growing up in a society in which 

you are judged on your appearance more than your worth, the result of 

having to navigate rising rates of sexual harassment, and the pressure to 

conform to outdated stereotypes. 

And to our Prime Minister, I say, it is within your reach to do something 

about this. 

Governments of Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales – you can make 

those changes too. You can show the leadership the UK sorely needs. 

To show young women that their gender, race and class is no barrier to 

their success. 

To build an education system that teaches equality, inclusion and 

tolerance above all else. 

Because now more than ever we are called to reaffirm those values. 

Since this movement was born eighteen months ago, the landscape of 

our politics has changed beyond recognition. 

A man facing sexual assault allegations that climb into double digits, who 

aspires to widen gender and racial divides, has persuaded the United 

States to abandon its march towards a more perfect union. He has 

persuaded millions of people that equality is a zero sum game. 
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And in so doing, he has intensified the divisions exposed by Brexit and 

stirred memories of fear, anger and humiliation in every person that has 

felt the horror of discrimination. 

The horror of the hate that drove homophobic and racist crimes to 

unprecedented levels after Brexit. 

Let me tell you, that anger is real. I feel it. 

I have seen it in every corner of our country over these past months, and 

on every postcard in the What Women Want survey. 

And I have seen it in what I cannot see: in the women that have not 

joined this party because they feel it is not for them. 

I have to tell you that some of this I understand, but there is more that I 

do not. 

So I vow: learning how feminism has too often failed to understand the 

needs and experiences of women of colour, disabled women and 

LGBT+ women will be the litmus of my leadership. 

We must all build a movement for all. 

We must all, with everything we have, work to understand what others 

have not. 

Women have been discriminated against for nearly all of this country’s 

history. 

Denied the right to vote or own property until the 1920s, reduced to 

working in exploitative trades with little pay or protection, women have 

struggled to amass wealth, representation or rights. 

Though the laws have changed, that history is not yet past. It is why 

women are still the poorest half of our population and underrepresented 

in decision-making. Because many of those inequalities are reproduced 

today through the structures that I have described. 

And so, those inequalities are passed on through generations. 

So many women, particularly the poorest women, do not feel that they 

have benefited from progress. They have worked hard all their lives to 

be rewarded with an austerity agenda that reduces their income; global 
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competition that sends jobs overseas; and a delayed retirement. They 

feel invisible and exposed. 

But for women of colour, disabled women, migrant women and LGBT+ 

women, those injustices have an even more recent history. And 

discrimination prevails and intensifies at the intersections of their 

identities. 

Fifty years ago it was still legal to refuse job opportunities on the basis of 

skin colour. And until 2014 same-sex couples could not express their 

love through marriage. 

So the space between our lived experiences can often feel 

insurmountable. 

The politics of Brexit, the politics of Trump and Farage, moves into that 

space in the hope that it will divide us. It tells us that we experience 

prejudice as individuals, and it names the individuals that are 

responsible for our loss. It offers us the hope of individual freedoms - 

jobs, safety and wealth. 

But individual freedoms will never liberate us, because our oppression is 

structural. 

And in the history of this world, structural inequalities have only ever 

been defeated by movements. 

Never before has that movement needed to be so big. 

Because women’s rights are under threat in every country, and global 

inequalities are growing. 

And that means reaching beyond our borders. 

As Britain begins to navigate its place in the world outside of the 

European Union, it is time to re-think our conditions of engagement in a 

globalised world. 

We hear that ‘Brexit means Brexit’. 

But Brexit is also our chance to take a new role on the world stage, to 

negotiate a way to serve our economy not just in parts, but as a whole; 

to dare to imagine a way we can reduce not just costs but inequalities as 

well. 
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Many challenges lie ahead. But in these challenges lie opportunities for 

new perspectives. 

We have to decide how our country will approach questions of trade and 

immigration. And our answer could set us apart. 

Because we can choose either to see women – or to continue building 

structures that exclude us. 

We must acknowledge that trade means more than tariffs, and affects 

the food on our tables as well as the growth of our industries. 

We have a chance to measure the impact of international trade 

agreements not just on our markets but also on our communities. 

Britain can lead by engaging with partners across the world on terms 

that pave the way to a stronger economy through fairer and more equal 

trade. 

So today, we’re setting out a new vision for fairer trade: 

One in which human rights are as enforceable as investor’s rights. 

Where there is transparency about who negotiates the deals, and 

assurances that women are among them. Where it is understood that 

competition can drive down women’s wages and workplace protections, 

and that governments must have the space to mitigate against this. 

Whatever your politics, it is clear that our immigration system is not fit for 

purpose. It is clear that public debate has fuelled hostility without offering 

up solutions. 

So we are calling for an immigration system that sees women, and has 

social justice at its heart. 

 

But to build an immigration system that sees women, we must take a 

radically new approach. We must end the practice of detaining pregnant 

women seeking asylum, women fleeing sexual violence, conflict, and 

persecution. 

We must shut down Yarl’s Wood, where allegations of sexual violence 

have gone unanswered under this government’s watch. 

 

We must end the practice of stamping passports with ‘no recourse to 
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public funds’ - trapping women in abusive relationships and denying 

them access to vital services. 

And we must end our government’s categorisation of women as 

dependents - tethering them to their relationships to limit their status in 

our country, and their place in our communities. Rendering them at once 

invisible, and entirely exposed. 

To build a country that sees women, we need to reimagine the value of 

migrants. Currently, our immigration system works against women by 

ignoring the gender pay gap that exists both in this country and 

overseas. For as long as we hold an inflexible minimum earning 

threshold as the condition of independent migration, we will not value 

women but trap them in a state of dependency. We will fail to see them, 

or the skills and experiences they bring to each of our communities. 

Immigration is an opportunity to redress the gender imbalances that hold 

our economy back. To move women into the spotlight for the right 

reasons. If Brexit brings us to a quota system for immigration, why not 

reserve some of the quotas for all the talented women of this world who 

are held back because of their gender? 

Because times of uncertainty bring opportunity. 

Now is the time in which people make up their minds about where they 

fit and how they navigate a new world order. 

This demands new ideas. It demands fresh approaches. It demands 

change. 

And it can be filled with the darkness of misogyny, racism and 

homophobia; the rolling back of fundamental rights. 

Or it can be a space for something bright to grow. 

Sixteen months ago, we sowed the seeds for equality. 

And today, as I look around this room, I can just see the shoots are 

starting to appear. 

Politicians like to talk about “grassroots movements.” 

But today, as I look at all of you in this room, it’s clear to me where the 

real change is growing. 
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So let’s nourish it - and each other - and see opportunity and equality 

blossom. 

Thank you very much 


