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Feedback from the European Association for Innovation in Local Development (AEIDL) on behalf of the 
GRASS CEILING Horizon Europe project 

Gender Equality Strategy 2026-2030 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/14611-Gender-Equality-Strategy-
2026-2030_en 

 

The GRASS CEILING Horizon Europe project (www.grassceiling.eu) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to 

the update of the EU Gender Equality Strategy (GES) and calls for a strengthened framework that explicitly 

integrates the rural, agricultural, and territorial dimensions of gender equality. 

We note with particular interest the provisions set out in the recent Communication on the Multiannual 

Financial Framework (MFF) 2028–2034 and related proposals for regulations. New National and regional 

partnership plans (NRPs Plans) will combine EU funds implemented by Member States and regions into a 

coherent, tailored planning process, fully aligned with the Union’s common priorities. These instruments 

reaffirm the relevance of gender equality as a horizontal priority and emphasize the importance of aligning EU 

and national investments through co-financed partnerships and a reinforced performance framework.  

This evolving policy landscape presents a timely and significant opportunity for the post-2025 EU Gender 

Equality Strategy to more effectively address the needs of women in rural areas, regions facing demographic 

decline, and sectors central to the green and digital transitions. A more ambitious strategy should focus on 

improving work-life balance through investment in care infrastructure, promoting flexible employment 

models, and ensuring access to adequate parental leave. It should also serve as a guiding framework for 

challenging gender norms and stereotypes in rural and agricultural contexts, encouraging Member States to 

integrate these principles into NRP Plans and regional development strategies. 

The project’s benchmarking revealed significant gaps in how Member States aligned national CAP Strategic 

Plans with EU gender equality goals. There is a disconnect between the CAP and GES frameworks, with gender 

considerations often reduced to aspirational language and lacking enforceable mechanisms. Importantly, the 

exercise demonstrated that meaningful progress requires a shift from aspirational language to concrete, 

measurable commitments. The EU Gender Equality Strategy offers a valuable overarching framework, but to 

ensure its impact reaches rural areas, it must be complemented by national and regional strategies that include 

clear accountability mechanisms and measurable targets tailored to rural realities. One effective way to 

operationalise the strategy at local and sectoral levels would be to require the development of a gender 

strategy as an ex-ante condition for accessing EU funds.  

This perspective is reinforced by insights gathered through the project’s European Policy Forum on women-led 

innovation in agriculture and rural areas echo this conclusion. Experts consistently highlighted that the GES, 

while well-intentioned, lacks enforceability and is inconsistently implemented across Member States. Gender 

equality is often treated as a mainstreamed concern rather than a standalone priority, resulting in diluted 

accountability and fragmented policy action. 

The draft opinion presented by rapporteur Marko Vešligaj to the FEMM Committee on 10 April 2025 calls for 
an ambitious strategy, with concrete legislative and non-legislative measures in areas such as gender-based 
violence, women’s economic empowerment, and equal political participation. It further calls for the 
integration of gender mainstreaming and intersectionality in all Commission proposals—particularly in 
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budgetary processes. These priorities closely align with broader EU policy goals, including the Rural Vision 
2040, the European Pillar of Social Rights, and commitments to territorial cohesion. 
 
Against this background, GRASS CEILING puts forward the following key recommendations to shape a more 
inclusive and effective EU Gender Equality Strategy post-2025: 
 
By 2025  
 

▪ Accelerate and deepen the implementation of the EU Roadmap for Women’s Rights, ensuring that 
its priorities are fully reflected in all relevant EU and national policy framework. This must be 
articulated taking into account the new provisions of the MFF 2028-2034. 
 

▪ Make the post-2025 EU Gender Equality Strategy more ambitious by explicitly incorporating rural 
and agricultural dimensions. It would include combating gender-based violence in isolated areas and 
promoting rural women’s entrepreneurship. It must also recognise and support informal and 
agricultural work, which is often unprotected and undervalued, by ensuring access to social security, 
parental leave, and other benefits. Closing the digital divide is also crucial and requires sustained 
investment in broadband infrastructure and digital literacy initiatives tailored to rural communities. 
 

The EU GES offers a valuable overarching framework, but to ensure its impact reaches rural areas, it 

must be complemented by integrated territorial development strategies (national and regional) that 

can help shape a stronger future for European rural communities. It should include clear accountability 

mechanisms and measurable targets tailored to rural realities. To operationalise gender 

mainstreaming across rural development, the EU should require the development of a gender strategy 

as an ex-ante conditionality for accessing EU funds, an approach already used in Horizon Europe for 

research organisations. 

 

▪ Strengthen coordination between the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and EU Gender Equality 
Strategy (GES) by making use of possible annual amendments until the end of the current period and 
requiring that national CAP Strategic Plans include mandatory gender indicators, reporting 
mechanisms, clear accountability structures and integrating the gender perspective into current 
interventions and their criteria. 
 

By 2030 
 

▪ The post-2025 EU Gender Equality Strategy should prioritise tailored actions that address the specific 
and intersecting challenges faced by rural women. This includes targeted measures to prevent and 
respond to gender-based violence in isolated rural areas, support rural women’s entrepreneurship, 
and formally recognise and protect informal and agricultural work by ensuring access to social security, 
parental leave, and other employment-related benefits. The Strategy must also promote territorial 
equity by bridging the digital divide through investments in broadband infrastructure and digital 
literacy in rural communities. It should align with and adapt the European Care Strategy to account for 
rural-specific barriers, such as limited transport, service availability, and workforce shortages, by 
supporting the development of affordable, accessible, and community-based care models. 
Furthermore, the Strategy should promote rural women’s meaningful participation in local governance 
and decision-making bodies. To support evidence-based policymaking, all EU gender-related data 
collection efforts must include rural–urban disaggregation to capture territorial disparities and inform 
targeted, context-sensitive interventions. 
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To this end, it is essential to adopt an integrated approach to the new system of funds proposed 

under the MFF 2028–2034 and under the upcoming National and regional partnership plans. For the 

upcoming programming period, GRASS CEILING welcomes the gender-relevant provisions included 

in: 

• the COM(2025)560 Proposal for a Regulation establishing the framework for CAP support 

from 2028–2034, notably: 

o Article 6(2), for degressive area-based income support intervention, explicitly states that 

area-based income support should be targeted at farmers most in need, including women, 

along with young, new, family, and small farmers. 

o Article 13(13) allows support for farm relief services, including replacement during 

childbearing, sickness, holidays, or training. This addresses structural gender barriers in 

rural and farming contexts by enabling women to reconcile professional and family 

responsibilities. 

o Articles 15 and 16 introduce a “starter pack” to support young farmers, which includes 

access to capital and better working conditions. While not gender-specific, women are 

disproportionately underrepresented in farm ownership and stand to benefit from such 

inclusive generational renewal efforts. 

 

• The COM(2025) 555 final Proposal for a Regulation on establishing the European 

Competitiveness Fund ('ECF’), including the specific programme for defence research and 

innovation activities. In article 28(h), for business support, it includes the promotion of 

entrepreneurship, including women and youth entrepreneurship and the acquisition of 

entrepreneurial and business skills.  

 

• the COM(2025) 558 final Proposal for a Regulation establishing the European Social Fund, as 

part of the future NRP Plans, refers to the need to support an increase in participation in the 

labour market, especially of women and young people. 

 

However, we see significant potential for the new regulatory framework for European funds to be 

more ambitious and to ensure the integration of a gender perspective in the National and regional 

partnership plans. 

 

▪ Incentive to promote the recognised added value for cooperatives. The cooperative business models 
and governance systems are essential for sustaining rural economies, particularly through the 
involvement of women, who often lead entrepreneurial initiatives. The cooperative model emphasises 
social sustainability, making some of them establishing Equality Committees and implementing 
equality plans that promote gender balance, codes of good practice in equality,  co-responsibility, and 
work-life balance. These efforts empower young women to take leadership roles and ensure continuity 
in rural areas as well as participation of women in the labour market. 
 

By 2035 
 

▪ Establish cross-sectoral research and data initiatives to document rural women’s roles in socio-
ecological innovation, feeding evidence into national innovation strategies and the EU’s Gender 
Equality Strategy and Rural Vision for 2040. 

▪ Establish a cross-directorate governance mechanism at the European level to ensure the co-design 
and co-implementation of gender-inclusive rural and agricultural policies. This mechanism should 
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rebalance institutional leadership by formally involving DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 
(DG EMPL), alongside DG Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI), and ensure coordinated 
input from DG Regional and Urban Policy (DG REGIO), DG Justice (DG JUST), and other relevant 
directorates.  
 

 

Within GRASS CEILING project (funded by the European Union under GA no. 101083408), AEIDL (European 

Association for Innovation in Local Development) is responsible for Work Package (WP) 5: Co-creation of 

recommendations and tools for policy and knowledge and innovation systems that boost women’s role in the 

sustainable development of agriculture and rural areas. Professor Sally Shortall, Duke of Northumberland Chair 

of Rural Economy at Newcastle University, coordinates the project from South East Technological University 

(SETU). 

For any request for information, please contact Blanca Casares Guillén, Expert in Rural and Territorial 

Development at AEIDL (bca@aeidl.eu), who is responsible for providing feedback on the consultation. 

https://www.grassceiling.eu/
https://www.aeidl.eu/
https://www.grassceiling.eu/project/work-packages/

