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H.E. Frode SOLBERG,

Ambassador of Norway

Dear Minister, excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen

Dear friends,

Let me first express my gratitude for being invited to this most
important seminar - and an important initiativel Coming from a country
that has had gender equality and gender balance on top of the political
agenda for many years, I am both happy and honoured to be here with
you today - discussing a topic important for all of us - how to create a
better, balanced and sustainable society.

The United Nations Development Programme ranks Norway as the most
gender equal country in the world. That means that we have come a
long way, but, like in Korea, challenges remain and women face
obstacles. However, several efforts have been made to facilitate for
gender equality in Norway. We have passed legislation, made
investments, but maybe even more important - we have, [ think,
managed to chang culture and the way we think and behave.

Let me start with legislation. In 2003, Norway introduced regulations
that obliged listed public and larger private companies to reserve at
least 40 percent of its board members for women. [ would like to
underline that this initiative was taken by our at that time Minister for
Trade, Ansgar Gabrielsen, a male politician from the Conservative Party.
Perhaps not the one you would expect. But his argument was that
pluralism In representation is an asset that enables the board to
understand and analyse better. And, not to forget, that a gender
balanced board is more likely to make financially sound decisions.

Since then, similar regulations have been introduced in several other
countries.



The quota did not only promote gender equality through rules and
legislation, but something far more important — it helped to change
hearts and minds. This cul/tural change is equally important. Quotas
such as these sends a clear signal: the Norwegian way is gender

equality.

Through this message, expectations of female participation have
changed, and not just among public listed companies. Today, no
company would proudly, or even dare, to display its board members if
they were males only. Equally, no government would dare to appoint
only male ministers. Gender balance has become the new normal, and
no one would think to challenge this approach. It does however show
that sometimes rules and regulations must be changed in order to be
able to change culture and behaviour.

However, contrary to expectations, there has not been a significant
increase in women at the top executive level in private companies. Also,
research 1s not able to conclude if this has had an impact on the
company profitability, but also not in a negative way.

The economic argument for gender equality is obvious. As you may
know, our economy has shown a strong growth over many years. Many
observers have a tendency to assume that this wealth 1s a direct result
from our natural resources. This is not correct.

The real background for our economic growth is due to our gender
equal labour markets - that women have the same rights and
obligations as men in their work life and take active part at the same
level as men. If we are to find the best solutions for the future, we
must draw from a pool of resources, perspectives, and talent from the
entire population. We cannot merely draw from half of our population.

Thus, we think that gender equality gives us a comparative advantage -
as the most valuable asset in any country is the value of its people.
Gender equality is the best investment we make. It drives economic
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growth. It drives sustainable development.

And let me also underline that our efforts to promote gender equality
has taught us that it is not enough to focus on women. Gender equality
should necessarily go both ways. If we want equality between men and
women in the family and in the workplace, we must focus on the role
of men and fathers as well.

This is beneficial for children, and of course parents. The steep rise in
men making use of paid paternity leave since the father’s quota was
implemented in 1993 is a testament to its success. Before the paternity
leave quota, only 2 % of men made use of paternity leave. Now, more
than 70 % do. Once again we have experienced that changing the
culture 1s as important as changing the laws. But laws normally must
come first.

There are several positive trends in the struggle for gender equality in
Norway, and these trends and accomplishments are worth talking about.
However, there is also a need to address existing issues. The struggle
for gender equality is not over. In shipping, in ICT, and in finance,
women face, perhaps due to conservative and old fashioned ideas,
greater barriers than in other sectors. Women are still underrepresented
in the technology areas. If we are to realize the goal of gender equality,
one of the sustainable development goals, we must continue and do
more. But not wait for culture to change, because that takes too long
time. But we can change behaviour through legislation, through culture,
and through discussions. That is a good investment! Panels such as
these help us move forward, so once again - thank you for this
initiative!
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The latest data suggest progress for women at work has stalled

Glass-ceiling index
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