Women’s Commission, Notes of Employment Formal Public Review

Date and time: Monday 17th November 2025, 10AM to 1PM
Location: Bethnal Green Library
Commissioners in attendance:
Manzila Uddin (Chair), Cherifa Atoussi (Vice Chair), Sufia Alam
Members present in person:
Cllr Musthak Ahmed (Cabinet Member for Jobs, Enterprise, Skills and Growth, Cllr Bodrul Choudhury, (Cabinet Member for Equalities and Social Inclusion) and Cllr Sabina Akthar (Cabinet Member for Health, Wellbeing and Social Care)
Officers present in person:
Aelswith Frayne (Head of Employment and Skills), Afazul Hoque (Head of Corporate Strategy and Communities), Rebecca Williams (Strategy and Policy Officer), Samia Uddin (Impact Graduate Trainee), Uzma Chowdhury (Governor Services Officer), and Muslima Miah (Strategy and Policy Officer).
External key witnesses present in person:
Farida Yesmin, Umme Begum, Helen Aaron, Agnieszka Wrobel, Andrew Attfield, Farah Hussain, James Colwell
Approximately 17 attendees present in audience seating (in person).
Apologies:







Introduction and welcome

The Chair welcomed everyone and set out the format of the meeting. All Commissioners introduced themselves. 
Evidence on the lived experience of women

Muslima Miah, strategy and policy officer working on the women’s commission summarised the commission’s engagement activities since March 2025, employment insights and recommendations from residents. Further details and the presentation are available in the agenda pack. 
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners and audience included:
· Persistent inequalities remain; structural barriers must be tackled.
· Tower Hamlets Council’s female workforce is one of the largest nationally, having had significant investment in women’s employment.
· Commissioners asked about resources available and how budgets can be increased to support women in the workplace in Tower Hamlets.	Comment by Claire Christopher: Or was this for women of the borough?
· Calls for stronger collaboration between government, council, and private sector organisations.

Limehouse Project

Farida Yesmin, (CEO at Limehouse Project) outlined holistic support her organisation provides for women including mentoring, workshops, skills training, and volunteering. She presented the Tide Model for progression tracking. Key barriers for women in employment included childcare, language, digital exclusion, and workplace discrimination. Highlighted successes such as the Childcare Plus Programme (with WIT and account3) and New Horizon, more information on these programmes can be found in the agenda pack.
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience included:
· Praise for voluntary sector’s role in creating opportunities for women.
· Commissioners emphasised childcare barriers and collaboration with DWP.
· Suggestions to leverage certain industries for women’s employment.
· Residents raised concerns about representation, support for mature women, childcare costs, and business start‑up support.
· Collaboration with Canary Wharf was suggested by Commissioners and they requested data on women entering workforce via Limehouse Project.

London Borough of Tower Hamlets
Cllr Musthak Ahmed, (Cabinet Member for Jobs, Enterprise, Skills and Growth) gave a speech stressing the need to tackle structural challenges. Programmes the Council holds include personalised pathways, modular learning, digital skills, and tailored schemes like Growth Spurt and Career Returners Toolkit. Case studies showed success in embedding women into sustainable employment.
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience included:
· Commissioners asked about addressing the true cost of working.
· Council supports childcare, clothing, and travel costs, but national policy change is needed for long‑term impact.
· Partnerships with employers are key; focus on retention and progression.
· Apprenticeships offered beyond young people.
· Council supports 2,000 residents annually, 40% women, with 45% entering work.
· Data on women supported into work by ethnicity requested.

Department for Work and Pensions
Umme Begum (Partnership Manager) described holistic and specialist support via job coaches, childcare and tech funding, volunteering pathways, and myth‑busting initiatives. Emphasised listening circles and community skills exchange.
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience included:
· Commissioners requested DWP share data on employment support leading to jobs in Tower Hamlets.	Comment by Claire Christopher: And same for this lets move this to the DWP section
· Calls for improved customer service standards for women looking for work.	Comment by Claire Christopher: Was this in general or in relation to women?
· Need to address older women’s exclusion from employment.
· Importance of hubs in places of worship and schools as contact points.
· Tours of job centres suggested to reduce stigma.
· Questions on restructuring budgets to reduce reliance on benefits.

BARTS Health NHS Trust

Helen Aaron (Director of People), Andrew Attfield (Associate Director for Public Health), and Agnieszka Wrobel, highlighted diverse employment opportunities beyond healthcare, flexible working policies, inclusion networks, menopause club, blind shortlisting, and Health Horizons programme. Emphasised reflecting community diversity in workforce and promoting women into STEM roles.	Comment by Claire Christopher: Can we include a name and title please
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience included:
· Commissioners requested Barts Health provide the total number of employees, how many are from Tower Hamlets, and their levels.	Comment by Claire Christopher: Same for this let’s move this to the BARTs section
· Concerns about persistent gender pay equity issues.
· Questions on recruitment into midwifery and apprenticeships.
· Recognition of progress but frustration that gender inequality persists.
· Importance of confidential “freedom to speak up” guardians.

Vistry Group
Farah Hussain (Head of Development) and James Colwell (Employment and Training Manager) outlined partnership with Tower Hamlets Council, housing delivery, and collaboration with Tower Hamlets WorkPath. Highlighted initiatives like Develop Her Days and Women in Leadership programmes, achieving 34% female workforce compared to 15% nationally.
Discussion:
Key discussion points made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience included:
· Commissioners asked about commitments to borough ambitions and tackling gender pay gap.
· Vistry committed to skills academies, internal women’s networks, and promoting construction careers to young girls.
· Policies in place to address discrimination and misogyny.

Reflections and Recommendations
A summary of the reflections and recommendations made by Commissioners, speakers, and audience is shared below:
Reflections on the session
· Fewer speakers, more time for deeper engagement.
· Improve outreach and visibility of Formal Public Reviews

Recommendations for the Commission
· Collaboration across voluntary, private, and public sectors is essential.
· Raise awareness of non‑frontline roles (HR, procurement).
· Address digital divide with varied communication methods.
· Avoid duplication; join up existing initiatives.
· Schools should teach personal statement writing.
· Encourage women to bring peers into discussions.
· Institutions must avoid complacency on women’s issues.
· Expand flexible and part‑time roles.
· Hold senior leaders accountable for women’s equality.
· Council and partners must model accountability. 
· Inequalities are ongoing and have been discussed for a long time; structural inequalities require collective effort to address.	Comment by Samia Uddin: I have added in Afazul's notes here 
· Women‑led organisations currently receive only 1.8% of funding — more investment is needed.
· Since April 2025, 425 clients have engaged; 55% were women, and 47% of women clients went into work.
· Commissioners asked how national policy can be influenced to better support women into employment.
· Supporting employers is crucial — with 97% of businesses in Tower Hamlets being small businesses, engagement with them must be strengthened.

 Meeting Closed
