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Ladies and gentlemen, 

  

Welcome to The Netherlands, welcome to Rotterdam. It’s an honor to 

welcome so many of you here today. Some of you came from far away; 

India, The Philippines, Uruguay, Kenya… I am delighted to see you all here 

and really honored to say a few words and open this conference. 

  

But before I talk to you a little bit about what this conference is all about - 

decent work and gender equality - I would first like to take the opportunity 

to thank a few people. 

  

First of all our friends at the PES and Progressive Alliance. Thanks for the 

great cooperation in setting up and organizing this event. I’m sure that, 

thanks to you, this will be a great conference. A conference that is designed 

to trigger, inspire and motivate us all, in the work we do every day. 

  

I would also like to thank the people of the Partij van de Arbeid, our 

international secretary Kirsten Meijer, her colleague Tim Fonck and all the 

others who helped making this conference a success. 

  

A very special thanks to Hedy d'Ancona, Kirsten van den Hul and Jamila 

Aanzi for drafting the gender action plan you will be discussing these two 

days. They have collected input from all over the world and wrote an 

inspiring action plan; Not just words, but deeds! I couldn’t agree more. 

Thank you so much. 

  



The coming two days we will discuss our joint struggle for decent work and 

gender equality worldwide. We are doing that, here in the peaceful 

environment of the great city of Rotterdam. We are doing that knowing that 

the some of you – and many others who are not here today – are fighting for 

equal rights in difficult circumstances. We talk about the importance of 

standing up for human rights. You do it. 

  

Mustapha Ben Jafaar for instance. He is here today. He is the partyleader for 

Ettakatol [Et-ta-ka-tol] in Tunesia and was President of the National 

Constituent Assembly until December last year. In very difficult times, after 

all the turmoil in Tunesia in recent years, he tried to resolve differences 

through consensus as he tried to steer the country through its democratic 

transition and the drafting of a new constitution. 

  

Or Risa Hontiveros [Hon-tie-veer-os], also here today and partyleader for 

Akhbayan [Ak-bah-jan] in the Phillipines. She was awarded a nomination 

for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2005 as she was a leading figure in in the peace 

talks with the National Democratic Front in the Phillipines. Monica Xavier 

of the Frente Amplioin [Frente Am-pli-oin] party in Uruguay. She fights for 

democracy, for gender equality and child protection. Or Akhilesh Yadav 

[Ak-hilesj Ja-daf], Chief Minister of the Indian state Uttar Pradesh, who is 

trying to improve the sometimes vulnerable position of women and young 

girls in India. 

  

You are all fighting admirable fights. You are an inspiration to us and we 

applaud you for it. 

  

  

 



  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

  

Aletta Jacobs was born on February 9th 1854 in the northern province of 

Groningen. She was the ninth child in a family of eleven. As a young girl 

Aletta already knew she wanted to become a medical doctor. Just like her 

father. There was however one problem. In her days only boys were 

admitted to medical school. 

  

After a long struggle she managed to get permission to be admitted - the first 

girl in the Netherlands - to the Rijks Hoogere Burgerschool in Sappemeer to 

get three years of education. In 1871 Aletta got permission from Prime 

Minister Thorbecke to study Medicine at the University of Groningen. Can 

you imagine? Permission from the Prime Minister to get education… 

  

Aletta reached her goal and became a medical doctor in Amsterdam. She 

treated poor women free-of-charge twice a week, she educated working-

class women about hygiene, was a pioneer in birth control, spoke out against 

prostitution and fought hard for women’s right to vote and to make the 

public and government aware of the problem poor women were facing. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



But she did not stop there. As President of the Dutch Association for 

Woman's Suffrage, Aletta was part of an international network: the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance. In 1911 Aletta, together with an 

American woman called Carrie Chapman Catt, went on a fifteen month trip 

to Africa and Asia. Together they traveled to South Africa, The Philipines, 

Japan, Korea and many more countries to look into the condition of women 

wherever they traveled. During this trip she tried to improve the conditions 

women were living in and raise awareness back home on the poor conditions 

women were living in.    

  

Today, Aletta’s sheer perseverance and willpower to overcome obstacles is 

still a great inspiration. Reading about her inspiring journey in her book 

Reisbrieven – travel letters – teaches us two important lessons. 

  

First of all, it teaches us never to give up. The long way to an equal and 

secure environment for women, protect them from discrimination and 

violence and most importantly provide them with economic independence 

and equal opportunities to grow and develop, might sometimes feel endless. 

Many women around the world continue to endure fundamental inequality. 

They enjoy fewer rights and opportunities. Are more vulnerable to violence, 

exploitation and diseases. They have less access to medical care, good food, 

education. Almost everywhere around the world women are still over-

represented in low-paying jobs, underrepresented at middle, higher and top 

level jobs and are economic independent. 

  

 

 

 

 



Faced with these facts, it is vital not to give up. Equality, equal treatment 

regardless your background, your gender, your sexual orientation or 

religious beliefs are at the heart of the social democratic movement. We 

strongly believe in equal rights, in participation, emancipation and equal 

opportunities. Our fight to improve the position of the powerless is the core 

task of our parties. 

  

Tomorrow Jet Bussemaker will be here. She is Minister for Education, 

Culture and Science on behalf of the PvdA and a keen advocate of women’s 

rights. In a recent speech for the United Nations she said that  ‘that working 

towards equal rights is not simply a task for women. Men too can speak out 

in support of gender equality.’ 

 

Jet is right, and that brings me to the second lesson Aletta taught us: we need 

allies to win this fight. 

  

In our global efforts to improve working conditions for women, to improve 

the economic position of women and to close the gender gap, we need 

partnerships. There is a lot we can do together. Put legislation in place 

outlawing all types of abuse and exploitation. We can allocate the necessary 

financial resources to make a difference, to combat discrimination, tackle 

stereotypes, and protect and provide support to women worldwide. 

  

We can do all that and more, knowing it won’t be enough. We need allies in 

our strive for equality. We need changing mentalities and need to develop 

policies that  empower men to take a more active role in spheres where they 

have been traditionally less active. 

  

 



Because if we want to win this fight and be successful, we have to fight 

together. If the past few years have taught us anything, it is that our values 

can never be taken for granted. And that the frontiers of the fights we are 

fighting are interconnected and constantly changing. More than ever our 

interests are intertwined with those of others seemingly far away. More than 

ever we will need to take action to safeguard our fundamental values which 

form the foundation of our societies and social democratic movement. 

  

The best example might be dress or the t-shirt you are wearing right now. 

The production chain of that t-shirt or dress is probably the most tangible 

example of how we are connected and our joint responsibility. From the 

cotton fields in Turkey and India, to the factories in Bangladesh and 

Cambodia, eventually, to the shelves of so many stores around the world.  

  

Women are not only playing a key role in the production of these clothes – 

on the cotton fields or in the factories – but also in shaping the future and 

improving working conditions and the harsh conditions in which these 

women have to work. They do so as activists or politicians, like our Minister 

of Foreign Trade Lilianne Ploumen, who will tell you more tomorrow on her 

struggle for better working conditions in low- and middle-income countries.  

  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

  

The challenges we face will not be resolved tomorrow and we cannot do it 

alone. But I am convinced that, just like Aletta, with determination, 

perseverance and by working together hand in hand, eventually we will 

succeed. 

Thank you. 

 


