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This edition of Fabiana gives voice to many 
of the contemporary concerns of women 
–and also gives voice to those who have sadly 
been lost to us or who are hidden from view. 
Our contributors all have authentic and 
relevant personal experience in their field 
of writing.  

These women, our friends, are innovators and 
communicators, are voices for a range of female 
generations, both nationally and globally. Experience 
and ideas are a powerful combination and the more of 
us who join together to take these messages to the public, 
the more chance we have of reversing current damaging 
trends.  

We give a very special place to the Grenfell tragedy, 
with a heartrending hands-on piece from Dr Sonia 
Adesara and at the same time of course remembering 
all those impacted by needless waste of life – whether in 
Manchester or Myanmar. Each and everyone counts. 

At the time of writing, a series of hurricanes on a seismic 
scale are ripping their way through the Caribbean 
heading towards Florida and beyond. It’s as though the 
climate is echoing the political turmoil which has beset 
us over the past couple of years –warnings about climate 
change and the dangers of populism may yet be heeded, 
but it feels as though time is not on our side. We need to 
act – and not soon, but now. 

This week we learned the shocking news that Theresa 
May is attempting, with the help of Henry V111, to 
use Brexit to lock down Parliament in the most anti-
democratic way, stifling not only debate, but overriding 
its very sovereignty, hitherto so vaunted by Brexiteers.  

Other than Mrs (sic) May, it seems that women will 
not benefit from this in any way. The intent is 

clear.  A reduction in human rights, of equality 
legislation and in all probability environmental 
controls, worker safety and public sector 
investment –anything which comes under the 

1,000 ( or so ) pieces of legislation now intended 
to be turned into statutory instruments  - creating 

what the Hansard Society has described as a legislative 
blank cheque. These are no empty threats, for as was 
repeatedly said to Davis in the 2nd Reading of the 
renamed (not Great ) Withdrawal Bill, if it won’t be  
used, why do it?.   

Our hope must be that these extreme regressive and 
reactionary aims will not ultimately succeed – and 
despite no little press bias, with the help of increasing 
armies of canvassing activists, the public will soon gain  
a real understanding of how the government’s Brexit 
games will disastrously impact upon our collective 
wellbeing, pressing MPs to take a better approach. 

This should be our time, but instead we fight to save 
the best of who we are. Yet we are not simply women  
of words. We are women of action. Let’s find even more 
of us – not just in our narrow groups, but as widely as 
possible – and wow the world to make all our futures 
more aware, more secure and more productive.  
And remember – as Andrea’s piece reminds us: 
Laughter rises out of tragedy when you need it  
the most, and rewards you for your courage. 
(Erma Bombeck)

  
 

Abena, Sara and Jos

Jos Bell is the Health & Wellbeing Lead, of FWN. She is chair 
at SHA London, researcher, campaigner, writer and activist.

Purna Sen is the Policy Director for UN Women and is based 
in New York.

‘

known as the ‘global gag rule’, prohibiting aid funding
- end violence agaisnt women
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42 years ago, in 1975, during the national 
referendum to join the then Common 
Market, women were not only addressed by 
mainstream politicians in their campaigns, 
but many were also active agents in the 
referendum process, promoting “vote yes” to 
join. Moreover, Europe needed women; it needed 
their labour market participation in the name of 
equality and freedom. Today, much has changed. We 
can hear about ensuring equal rights for workers in the 
name of uniting the whole nation without any explicit 
reference to women and the exact policy instruments 
and preventions to ensure their equality after Brexit. 
In the present and rapidly changing socio-politico-
economic context, in the era of the global financial  
crisis and Brexit, where have women’s rights vanished?

The national referendum, the 2017 general elections 
and now the ongoing Brexit negotiations have been 
near silent about women’s rights and gender equality 
and made women’s voices secondary in political and 
media discourse. Since the elections, all political 
parties have failed to explicitly address the potential 
impacts of Brexit on women’s rights – to make Brexit 
a women’s issue. The Labour Party’s promises of 
achieving a progressive change and making women 
visible by “doing politics differently” has not exactly 
been translated into significant reality within Brexit 
discussions. What is more, Theresa May has appointed 
only one woman ( Catherine Webb ) in the core Brexit 
negotiation team, which significantly marginalises 
women’s visibility in decision-making.  Yet again in 
British history, a female PM is not promoting women.

Likewise, May’s Tories continue to use strategic silences 
about how women’s and minorities’ universal EU rights 
will be enriched in UK law. They even aim to practice 
ultimate power with the help of the EU Withdrawal 
Bill by also eradicating the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights. This is especially dangerous as women and 
other marginalised groups in society who are the most 
vulnerable to these changes may well lose individual 
human rights gained under EU law after Brexit - and 
the danger is increased more with the notorious 
‘Henry V111 clause’ which in the Bill’s present form, 
extraordinarily gives ultimate power to individual 
ministers, overriding Parliament and ignoring 
democracy, where well over 1,000 pieces of delegated 
legislation will be given ’the least possible scrutiny’.

Yet even in current EU member states, it seems 
women’s issues (like other minority rights) are hidden 
under mainstream politicians’ priorities and goals. Due 
to the main focus being placed on economic advantages, 
the passive approach-based EU laws, directives and 
charters (e.g., equal opportunities of women and men 
in legal terms and anti-discrimination law etc.) may not 
now bring about permanent social and political change 
in British society. 

The EU’s official gender mainstreaming strategy 
as a transformative policy tool is already not 
represented in UK policies properly, so as 
to tackle discrimination, which raises the 
question of whether the EU has enough power 

in the promotion and implementation of gender 
equality policies in its member states. 

So will the UK really lose by exiting the EU from this 
perspective? On one hand, as far as I can ascertain,  
it will – at least in terms of the transnational lobby and 
advocacy network on gender equality and human rights 
that have been created by the EU, such as The EP’s 
Committee on Women’s Rights; European Anti-Poverty 
Network; the European Women’s Lobby (EWL) and 
the European Network for One Parent Families etc.

On the other hand, the apparently negative impacts 
of Brexit could be turned into a possibility for a social 
and political change if the government and leftist 
political parties can make a real and productive cross 
party collaboration in rebuilding the country’s gender 
equality, human rights and diversity politics and 
policies from its core. 

This is admittedly a long from distance from where 
we are now – especially as May has autocratically 
changed every Parliamentary committee scrutinising 
these changes to an automatic Tory majority. Her 
government has also just dismissed all six proposals by 
the Parliamentary Women and Equalities Committee 
on ways to increase the numbers of women MPs.

Instead of turning back on the EU’s democratic values 
and its commitment to gender equality and social 
justice, the government should endeavour to maintain 
at least the current level of equality protection for 
women if it really wants to keep the promise of building 
a more “equal and fairer Britain” as the Prime Minister 
initially promised. Otherwise, there is a serious threat 
that governmental policies in the era of Brexit will have 
serious and long-term consequences for women’s rights 
that legitimise and deepen already existing gender 
inequalities in British society. 

Bianka Vida holds an MA degree in Critical Gender 
Studies with a specialisation in Public Policy from Central 
European University (CEU), Hungary. Her main research 
interests are the inclusion of gender equality in EU research 
policy, the EU’s discursive politics of gender equality,  
and EU equality and social inclusion policies in general. 

Ulrike Bulle has made the UK her home since 1999.  
After living in West London, she now lives with her family 
in York. She is a full time mum and part-time book seller. 
She has been active in Labour since 2014 – and doesn’t 
know what took her so long!
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*name changed to maintain anonymity

Ivana Bar tolet t i 

Dr Sonia Adesara is a junior doctor specialising in sexual 
health. She is Chair of the Young Fabians Health Network  
and volunteers with Doctors of the World.

Shaista Aziz is a freelance journalist and anti racism and 
women’s rights campaigner. She tweets at: @shaistaAziz  
Shaista is a graduate of the ’16-’17 FWN mentoring cohort.

April, has made it mandatory legal requirement for
Home

and Muslim identity, in terms of public and political
discourse and through the media, is that of terrorism

misogyny, ableism, Islamophobia and anti-Semitism

for their labour and committed to defending

s

,
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Andrea Mann is a freelance writer and digital creative/ 
producer (and sometime jazz singer). Formerly comedy  
editor of Huffington Post UK she writes for a range of 
comedy and satirical media. 

Ivana Bartoletti is FWN Chair and founder member  
of Fabiana.  She works in the field of digital security  
and stood as a London MEP candidate in 2015 and GLA  
candidate in 2016. Ivana received the 2012 Best Business 
Award for Best Personal Achievement in the Public Sector.
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Our prisons are in meltdown. Rioting, self-harm, 
self-inflicted deaths are inevitably up, just as 
funding and staff numbers tumble downwards.  
We have more people in our prisons than ever 
before, and prison safety has rapidly decreased 
over the last six years. Since Grayling’s austerity-
driven reign as Secretary of State for Justice,  
his successors have only added to the damage. Society 
needs a justice system with rehabilitation at its heart to 
create safer communities and less victims. But instead we 
have a destructive, death-inducing, criminogenic mess.
 
Where are the women? Behind the press focus on male 
prisons, around 4000 women make up less than 5%  
of the prison population, held in 12 prisons - yet 10% 
 of people sent to prison are female; the disparity caused 
in part by women being far more likely to be on short 
sentences - 84% of women going to prison have  
committed a non-violent offence. Possibly the most 
damaging of Grayling’s policies, Probation Service 
privatisation and restructuring, has caused much of  
the recent destructive increase in the prison population.  
Many women who are serving the now compulsory 
12month licence if they have served more than just  
48hrs, are recalled for minor things eg.missing  
a probation appointment while taking their child  
to A&E. 

Who are the women we send to our prisons? 
Women who have families, jobs and caring 
responsibilities but who often had some of the most 
difficult starts in life: almost a third are care leavers; 
53% report experiencing emotional, physical or sexual 
abuse as a child. Official figures state 46% of imprisoned 
women have experienced domestic abuse, while Women 
in Prison notes DA in 80% of their contacts. Horribly, 
almost half the women in prison have tried to commit 
suicide at some point. 

Moreover, there is also the ‘Double Disadvantage’ faced 
by BAME women. The Lammy Report  (released on Sept 
8th ) has firmly established that Black, Asian, Minority 
Ethnic women and men are far less likely to be fairly or 
appropriately treated by the system – including access 
to therapies.  As Lammy says, ‘the wasted lives are 
devastating’.

The National Audit Office has found that there is no 
consistent correlation between the prison numbers and 
the rate of crime.  When we consider women’s routes into 
crime and the prevalence of mental health and drug and 
alcohol issues, in conjunction with a re-offending rate 
of 48% in the year after release - it’s clear new solutions 
desperately need to be implemented. 

To see a reduction in the female prison population we 
clearly need to incarcerate fewer women. On average 
women are imprisoned 66 miles away from their family. 
Community sentences cost considerably less than a    
    
              

      prison stay, especially for mothers who are 
   primary carers whose children can be then   
  taken into local care whilst they’re in prison 
  which then has more negative impacts on  
  their own adulthood. 

    Baroness Corston in her influential report of  
 2007 examined women in the criminal justice     

  system (following six HMP Styal suicides in 12 months)    
 and found the prison system in this country was designed 
“by men for men”. Despite some immediate policy changes 
by the then Labour government (no longer being shackled 
whilst in labour and an end to routine strip searching), 
the main recommendation of the need for women to be 
held in small custodial units, near their homes, has gone 
unheeded. 

Life post release is challenging. Often the housing tenancy 
is lost, which means longer in prison, as having no home 
address delays tag with curfew release. Women have even 
been released into tents and 90% have no job to go to. 
Government cuts to mental health services and to local 
authority funds for housing and adult social care are really 
felt.

The solution lies in holistic, community interventions such 
as those advocated by the Women in Prison campaign,  
that allow women offenders to retain ties with family and 
social networks, identify the root causes of their offending 
as well as keeping their housing tenancy secure. Instead 
of building 5 new women’s prisons as the government are 
doing, this needs better funding so that magistrates have 
options other than custodial sentences when dealing with 
women. 

It is up to those of us with the progressive, compassionate, 
pragmatic politics of the Labour movement to keep raising 
these issues and campaigning towards a justice system 
that delivers for women, their families and wider society.

Sara Hyde is Vice Chair of FWN. She works with women in the 
criminal justice system and is writing a report on deaths in 
custody. She stood as a PPC in 2017.

Roxanne Ellis founded The Women’s Quilt project and  
co-ordinated it’s making. She is a Labour Councillor for  
Ernehale Ward, Gedling Council, Nottinghamshire.

Sara Hyde

International Women’s Day - still backless, but hanging

joined together - our Women’s Quilt HQ filling up with

Stitching is easy - you just follow the thread 
and the thread follows you.

on the same spot where he was felled just two weeks later.
photocall
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Transport produces roughly one third of Britain’s 
greenhouse gases.  So cars alone produce about 
one sixth of all Britain’s greenhouse gases. If we 
reduced car journeys by a half we could reduce 
Britain’s greenhouse gases from 16% to 8% - a 

worthwhile improvement. So, how to do it? 

   If public transport were recognised as a right, priority 
would have to be given to measures to improve public 
transport over measures to assist motorists.  Some local 
authorities are already turning to innovation. Demand 
for Hammersmith and Fulham Council’s electric car 
scheme is already outstripping supply. Critics will say 
that the grid will not cope with national roll-out, but 
re-investing in solar power and other renewables is the 
easy answer to this.  Trams have proved to be a popular 
accessible investment in a few urban areas including 
Manchester, Sheffield and South London  – although 
Bristol shelved their tram plan a few years ago, Bath is 
now exploring the potential and Leeds too. 

We could also insist on measures such as more bus 
lanes, better locations for bus stops (some are in-
conveniently placed for pedestrians so that they don’t 
impede the flow of traffic), longer time to ensure the 
less speedy can get across the road instead of having 
to wait in the middle, less parking on both sides of 
less wide roads which hold up buses, more controls on 
parking in the streets, traffic waiting for buses to pull 
out from stops as it waits at pedestrian crossings, traffic 
lights which turn green as buses approach, as in Zurich. 
Many other measures are possible such as expansion 
of dial-a-ride services which often turn into scheduled 
services, even legislation and litigation.

There would be many advantages. With fewer cars on 
the roads there would be less air and noise pollution 
and therefore less asthma and stress, people walking 
to bus stops and using their cars less would contribute 
to less obesity and better health, there would be fewer 
road accidents, one of the highest costs of existing road 
transport.   

All these results would both reduce the costs to the NHS 
and lead to fewer delays in treatments, and also make 
our environment more pleasing as well as ensuring a 
better contribution to reducing the present dangers of 
climate change. A right to public transport would tip 
the balance in favour of greater equality and fairness. 

Feminism Needs Wheels as Well as Words -  
we need a Human Right for Public Transport. 
Public transport is a feminist issue.  Women 
are less likely than men to have a driving 
licence, have a car or live in a household with 
a car.  Other groups less likely to have a car are 
members of ethnic minorities, disabled people, 
young people, old people and those with scanty or 
insecure means.  Sixty per cent of the people in Britain 
do not have a car – that is the majority of people do not 
have a car. They are dependent on public transport to 
get about. 

Outside inner London at least and a few other cities, 
the existence of public transport, and especially bus 
services, is uncertain or even lacking in the evenings 
and on Sundays.  In rural areas and villages, buses 
are usually few and getting fewer. Many services 
are subsidised by Local Authorities.  LAs are being 
forced to cut funds for public transport (and for much 
else) because the Government refuses to allow them 
adequate funds for all the services they need to provide.

Without a car, and with fewer and less frequent bus 
services, women, disabled people, young people, 
children, older people and those with scanty means may 
well not be able to get to further education and training, 
jobs, public services, other facilities and are effectively 
excluded from social participation.They are reduced to 
cadging lifts – which can be embarrassing – or being 
excluded.  The alternatives of moving house or buying a 
car may well be impractical or impossible. 

Until very recently, the North of England was expecting 
large scale electrification and upgrade of the West to 
East network - until Grayling inexplicably pulled it, 
despite the ongoing diesel pollution and longer journey 
times than in the 1960’s. We may ask if the appalling 
upheaval of HS2 is the best use of transport funds? The 
Treasury certainly doesn’t seem to think so. Would it 
not be better to invest more in the North and the South 
West and also re-install some of the lost Beeching 
routes? Speed to and from London now seems to take 
priority over access & climate. 

The evidence for climate change is now scientifically 
irrefutable – we have seen the effects causing havoc 
to millions in the past weeks. Cars produce more than 
half (53%) of all the greenhouse gases, including carbon 
dioxide and particulates, produced by all forms of 
domestic transport – all road vehicles, freight, HGVs, 
light vans, trains and domestic aircraft, domestic 
shipping, military shipping and aircraft. This figure 
includes the fossil fuels required to power these 
vehicles. Public transport, buses, coaches, rail both 
passenger and freight, create a mere 6.4% of Britain’s 
greenhouse gases.  

Margherita Rendel has researched, written and taught on 
government, equality for women, including in education, 
and human rights – including on transport. She is a retired 
barrister and a University of London Emeritus. 
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