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Introduction 
It is a great pleasure for me to be here in Malta and take part in such an important event and also meet with good old friends and colleagues from the Maltese Labour Party. I am very happy to convey the message of the PES and especially the PES Women for more and better childcare. 

There is no better way to underline our political family’s commitment to social Europe – to the family and to children - than a campaign for childcare.  It gives a concrete expression to our New Social Europe initiative and highlights our political family’s commitment to achieving the Barcelona and the Lisbon targets. The PES, at its Congress in Porto, December 2006, adopted Childcare among the Party’s priorities  and the main campaign for 2007.
PES childcare Campaign meetings are planned across Europe: From Sofia to Vilnius and from Valletta to Berlin (next week). Additional events later in the year are due to take place in Toledo (Spain), Athens (Greece), Bologna (Italy) and Bonn (Germany).  PES activists have also rallied to the cause of the PES child care campaign. In a first-ever PES activists week of action around Easter events were held in Poznan (Poland), Detmold (Germany), Lisbon (Portugal), Budapest  (Hungary) and London (UK).  The Committee of the Regions was also involved with a pan-european conference and the 8 of May 2007. The European Parliament has also produced a very fruitful debate.
The Political Economy of “More and Better Childcare”
Quality childcare has been on women's priorities for a long time and so often considered as a women's issue only. However, it is very interesting to examine the issue from the perspective of the political economy. Market specialists and economy experts have discovered that those feminist demands and gender equality issues are in the interests of markets and can influence competitiveness of the economy.  In recent decades balancing work, family and private life has become a more and more important issue and thus has been turned into one of the main objectives of the European policies, aiming to improve productivity of the economy, through improving quality of life and achieving gender equality in all fields of life.

Research suggests that improving the balance between our working lives and our lives outside work can bring real gains for employers and employees. It can help build successful communities and productive businesses. The removal of unnecessary obstacles that prevent parents from achieving their full potential within the labour market will help prevent skills shortages,  which continue to be a widespread problem and give solutions to demographic problems. 
The basic question we have to answer is how we can balance our family and private life with paid employment, without undermining, neither work productivity, nor the health of the labourforce, who already feel the consequences of competitiveness and work tensions. The dilemma has been well expressed by John Monks, the General Secretary of ETUC: “One of the most essential ingredients in the organization of work is time - when do we work, for how long and how we are able to balance working time with time outside work”.  But it is not only trade unions that are increasingly concerned in arguing the case for a better work-life “balance”,  as a means of combating the increase in pressures at work that  destabilise often fragile households and fragmented, shattered communities. Employers also recognise that people facing conflict between their roles as parents and their responsibilities as employees may be less productive at work. Several studies have found high levels of stress are often associated with conflicting demands of work and home. One survey showed that even though job satisfaction may be high, a majority of workers rate balancing work and family as more important that any other employment factors. 
Research has shown that when employees are "out of balance", they experience more stress and fatigue and tend to be absent from work more often due to these reasons. They have less focus while at work because they are worried about issues at home and they are also more distracted at home because work matters weigh on their minds. The end result is that neither situation is healthy or productive. In short, it's a lose/lose situation for employees, their families, their employer and society as a whole. More and better childcare initiatives can help to bridge the gap between work and home responsibilities.

Work-Life Balance for Men and Women-A New Role for Men
At the same time, in many western societies we observe the emergence of a new kind of culture, which turns to the role of the father, to make them aware as regards the importance of their parental role and the necessity to assume a more active role towards their children. The policy mix for enabling men and women, fathers and mothers, to combine work and family commitments must contain three essential elements: universal, affordable childcare provision, shared parental leave and the changing role of men. 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen provides a strong case for investing in universal and affordable childcare by showing in a cost-benefit analysis that the medium term returns of such an investment far out- weigh the short-term. However, the problem for governments is that their electorates judge them on short- term rather than medium term achievements. However there is an immediate economic gain in terms of job creation. Esping-Anderson predicts a job multiplier effect for which every 100 jobs that women are enabled to keep or go back to, 10 jobs are created in the service economy (carers, cleaners etc). 
Secondly, the right balance has to be struck for leave entitlements. If parental leave is too long, the chances of discrimination against women increase and employers are unlikely to invest in the skills of women of childbearing age. If parental leave is too short, there is increased probability that the mother will decide to stay at home longer and thus lose her connection with the labour market. Provisions in some member states have tried to encourage men to take their share of parental leave. Some feminists argue that this is the only way to fight discrimination in the labour market. Men of child- bearing age will thus be regarded as having the same risks (in terms of taking leave provisions) as women. However, we are a long way from that situation. 
A recent Euro barometer survey found that 75 per cent of men were aware of their right to take parental leave but 85 per cent said that they would not take it. Even in the deeply progressive and social democratic country of Sweden only 15 per cent of men take up parental leave. Various factors account for this widespread reluctance. Stereotypes certainly contribute as does the lack or loss of remuneration in some countries during parental leave. The persistence of the gender pay gap contributes to this phenomenon in cases in which the father earns more than the mother. Parental leave schemes which encourage the father to take up part of the leave and compensate wage levels need to be put in place. Moreover, stereotypes must be broken down, which is not necessarily something that one can legislate for. 
A Cultural Change is Needed

A culture change is needed, it has already  started, but the pace is too slow in many parts of Europe. A revolution in childcare is what is needed. There is an over-reliance in some parts of Europe on part-time work. I believe that promoting part-time work, instead of concentrating our efforts on childcare, is not the right progressive approach to gender equality. Not only do women have to contribute to the labour market if we want a more competitive and dynamic economy, but we also need to increase the birth rate. This "double responsibility" should allow women to combine family life and professional life;' women should not feel that they have to sacrifice their family life or their professional choices and therefore we need to have the right tools and measures to allow  this combination and to give women equal opportunities to enter the labour market and to stay in it. Of course,  we do not mean some kind of half-way in which a high percentage of women work part-time and are thus undervalued and underpaid.  Men should equally be encouraged to take family responsibilities and to have the choice and tools to combine working life and family life. 
In conclusion, the demographic challenges we face add a fresh economic impetus for greater gender equality. European politicians and policy makers are beginning to realise that the only way to succeed in a globalised world of an ageing population is to enable women to both work more and have more children. This means to achieve real gender equality in all fields and all levels.  Enabling both parents to work full-time, whilst balancing work and family commitments should be our aspiration. 
With a good quality, affordable and accessible childcare, we can achieve gender equality, equal rights and duties for everyone and inclusion of everyone. It helps to a better integration of our society and gives a social dimension to our global economy.  As social-democrats we have to ensure that our values remain our priority and in our hands.  We therefore have to be the front-runners in this issue.  We can not allow the right to promote traditional family values and childcare without emphasising the importance of gender equality and equal opportunities for all. Closing this speech, please allow me to express my enthusiasm about my Party PASOK, which in its recent Congress adopted the issue of affordable and accessible childcare for all in its programme,  in view of the forthcoming general elections. As the President of PASOK and president of Socialist International,  George Papandreou said,  “childcare will be the big project of our next governing term, in Greece”.   
. 
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