Case 20/2006 – Partial coverage of course fee for women and a quota of 2/3 female participants in a course on Board work were not in breach of the Gender Equality Act.

Innovation Norway and Møre og Romsdal County issued invitations to a course that would qualify participants to work on governing boards. The course was developed in collaboration with the Norwegian School of Management (BI) and was to consist of three seminars and a 72-hour examination to be taken at home. The course would entitle participants to six credit points, and the course fee was NOK 6,000.
Møre og Romsdal County covered 50 % of the course fee for women whose employer did not cover the fee.  The county covered no part of men’s course fee.

Furthermore, two-thirds of the places in the course were reserved for women.

The Equality and Anti-Discrimination Tribunal found that these conditions were permitted under the provisions regarding affirmative action in section 3 a of the Gender Equality Act.

The Tribunal pointed to the fact that women are less well represented than men in the field in question. Quotas and course fee coverage could offer better opportunities for women who wished to be recruited as Board members.
Nor did the measures constitute a disproportionate intervention in relation to men. Given the actual participation of women of around 20 %, relatively strong differential treatment had to be accepted. Moreover, men were not excluded from the course, and they had the opportunity to obtain similar training through other educational programmes.

Courses in Board work are vocational training or vocational further education. Access to such courses is therefore covered by the EEC Equal Treatment Directive (76/207/EEC), which is part of the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA). Although the EU Court of Justice has prohibited quota arrangements whereby women are automatically given priority for positions in the public sector, a possibility has been provided to introduce quotas for women in vocational training.
The administrative decision of the Tribunal was unanimous.
