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Launched in 2002, AFAEMAMAIE comprises 36 women entrepreneurs’ organisations from 21
Mediterranean countries and has its headguarters in Barcelona.

© ImagelPicture Working in collaboration with the European Commission, Chambers of
Commerce in its representative countries, and various other networks,
AFAFMME serves as a platform for international projects that promote gender
equality in the marketplace. Nicola Thornton spoke to its founder and president.
M Helena de Felipe Lehtonen, an emplovment lawyer.

How did you become involved in AFAFMME?

Well, after working mv way up through the Catalan Business Association, I
joined the Spanish Businesswomen's Association and was nominated as

President. As such, I got to know a lot of organisations around Europe and the
Mediterranean. I realised there was a need for something to bring us altogether:
the women were alwavs asking to mest up and discuss things. We started off
with seven organisations and are now 36. Each group has an average of 200
members.

Why did you focus on the Mediterranean and not Southern Europe, for example?

The Mediterranean area takes in Arab countries and I've always felt very comfortable with Arab women.

They were always very welcoming, with a high educational level. Most of them have two university degrees,

one of which they have usually got from the US. They are privileged, they have good minds and they hold
good positions in familv-owned companies.
What are the challenges for female entrepreneurs in particular?

In the Mediterranean area, we have the religious stereotypes and, of course, there is inequalitv. The strange
thing is that things appear to be going backwards. Ten vears ago in Turkev, for example, men and women

were seen as equal in the business arena. but the power has shifted in favour of men. In Egvpt, 20 vears ago.

women didn’t wear the veil, but now they say it identifies them as Muslim women. I think, as a result of the
Arab Spring. we will see more women losing their rights and their liberties and I keep saving to those
women’s groups: go forward. not back.

How influential is AFAFMMIE as an organisation?

Well, we work closely with the European Comission on certain issues. and if we have a good idea. and show

it will create better practices, they listen. We have given them the kev pointers that women need to succeed
more quicklv, because statistics show that if we keep going at the current pace, it will be 30 wears untl we
reach equality. I believe that having a particular quota of women on executive boards is the way forward. In
Norway, thanks to positive discrimination, they now have 40 percent women on the boards of the best
companies. In Spain’s IBEX companies, it is only 8 percent. We are lobbying hard to change this.
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The problem is now that voung women don't want these positions. We want to
| have a high quality of life, a personal lifs, and we don't want an instinstional life
because we don't have enough time. Women are being actively encouraged to sit
on commissions or whatever, but thev sav no because of familial or domestic
commitments.
As a career lawyer. President of AFAFMME and a mother of two children,
how do you manage?
The difference is, if vou earn enough money to have help at home, vou can
manage. If you don’t, having it all is not possible, unless vou distribute family
tasks equally with vour partner.

How is the equality situation in Spain?

Spain is not very productive. We work too many hours and are inefficient.
Change is happening very slowly here and I don't know why. In Morocco, work
finishes at 6.30pm. Here, it is much later. Yesterday, I attended the general meeting of Foment and we
started at half past seven. At 8pm, I had to leave. It doesn't matter if we have small children; the fact is it is
that I don't want to be at work till 9pm if T start at eight in the morning. That is not a gender issue, but a
productivity issue. If the Socialists [PSOE] were cautious about this, I don’t know if the PP will help us. but
I hope they do.

Do vou think business schools have the right approach to entrepreneurship?

Mo, I don’t. The high-level business schools only focus on the multinationals with 20,000 emplovees. You
can have a company with 50 emplovees and vou can be very profitable and make very good products or
services. We know if that we don’t create more SMEs [small and medium companies], we are going to go
bankrupt, so we need to address this.

Women make very good small business owners. They are not generallv risk-takers but thev can multi-task
better than men and make a good profit.

How are you encouraging more female entrepreneurs in Spain?

I have run courses in universities here and in Cordoba on this theme and it has been very positively received.
It was very different from when I was studving law—nowadays, they ask so many questions! We try to
motivate voung women to set up their own busin with a good partner, a business plan and an idea. We
tell them to be proactive. Women make up half of the country’s talent, and if we don’t use this 50 percent.
we lose a high potential of our economy.

What has been your own experience as a woman in business?
I started with a partner, she was a lawyer like me. and we had one client each.
We had no business plan and no special budget, just the motivation and a set of
targets! My greatest achievement. however, was setting up AFAEMME: I share
everything I know with the members of this organisation and make good use of
my position.
What is the best advice you've ever been given?
Be reliable. If vou say vou are going to do something, vou have to follow it up.
It's like the opposite of being a politician!
What advice would vou give to a woman reading this interview who is
thinking of starting a business?

Get information, training and good entrepreneurial advice. Sometimes the idea is

the Association of Businesswomen in Catalonia for advice: v

very good but there is something vou are not thinking about. They can contact
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