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EUOBSERVER / COMMENTARY - The latest proposal from the European Commission to ban 
"sexist" advertising is exactly the kind of thing that the European Union should not do.  
 
Europe is nothing if not a culturally diverse continent, and the varying treatment of men and 
women is an important part of that diversity. It would be wrong to try and harmonise that 
treatment, or even the depiction of that treatment on TV.  
 
Previously there was a proposal for a European directive prohibiting sexual harassment in the 
workplace. Again, completely the wrong thing for Brussels to do.  
 
Before all my female acquaintances refuse to speak to me again, let me explain.  
 
Gender relations in the workplace - and in society as a whole - vary greatly from one country 
to another. This does not mean just the streets and bars of Ayia Napa and Magaluf: it is a 
central part of any culture and it would be absurd to try and write European rules. Behaviour 
that might be excessively forward in one country might be rudely stand-offish in another. 
Each country is different. I claim my birthright as an Englishman to stare at my shoes and 
mumble.  
 
What matters is the context. It may upset the Brussels bureaucrats to be told that cultures 
vary from one country to another, but they do. Sometimes the truth hurts. The level of 
regulation or control should match the level of the problem, and in this instance, that isn't 
Europe. I am not saying that there should be a sexist free-for-all on our TV: merely that 
Brussels is not the place to prevent it.  
 
It is a pity that this row has blown up because there is actually something quite important 
buried in the proposal. This is the suggestion that sex discrimination should be removed from 
insurance premiums and payouts.  
 
Insurance is a means by which individuals can share their risks. It is a means of collective 
provision for the future. It depends on the extent to which people cannot predict their own 
futures. If we knew exactly what our life expectancy was, we would know what kinds of 
pensions and life assurance to buy. Of course, if the insurance company had the same 
knowledge, it would not sell it to us.  
 
So, as scientific knowledge advances, the extent of our ignorance diminishes and the need to 
share risk shrinks. If women know that they are going to be in fewer car accidents, why 
should they accept paying the same as men for motor insurance?  
 
This raises a truly profound question for our society. Where do we strike the balance between 
the best commercial practice on the one hand and offering equal treatment to all consumers 
on the other? It's a complicated issue and it won't be answered easily.  
 
For example, should insurance companies be allowed to use genetic screening to identify the 
people who represent the biggest risks and deny them life insurance? What happens to our 
vision of an equal society if they are? What happens to our vision of commercial freedom if 
they are not?  
 
As I said, this is one of the most important issues in our society.  
 
And it is a question that has to be answered at the European level. The single market in 
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financial services and the free movement of capital compel Europeans to deal with this 
question together. The creeping privatisation of pensions and health care only makes this 
issue even sharper, as the state plays a smaller and smaller role in protecting its citizens' 
financial security.  
 
And if Europe is the place to take these decisions, it needs a political system adequate to the 
task. The draft constitution is a step in the right direction, but how to ensure that democracy 
can really replace diplomacy as the principle means of decision-making? Like the problem of 
insurance, it is a complicated question that won't be answered easily but it is one that affects 
us all.  
 
RICHARD LAMING - is Director of Federal Union, the British federalist campaigning 
organisation, and works in public affairs for commercial interests in London and Brussels. He 
writes here in a personal capacity. 
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