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GENDER EQUITY AND WORK:

RECENT ILO POLICIES AND PROGRAMMES IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN.

1. Introduction

In Latin America and the Caribbean, as in the rest of the world, women's employment rates are highly under-estimated by current labour force statistical systems, but it is widely recognised that most women are engaged in some type of productive work.  Women have been entering the labour market in ever-increasing numbers since the 1970s. It is estimated that, between 1970 and 1980, the female labour force in the region increased 151.7%, in contrast to the male participation rate which only increased 68.4%. These data do not reflect accurately the real contribution of women to the economy, given that their productive activities in the informal and rural sector are underestimated, as well as the multiple tasks carried out by women in temporal, seasonal or atypical jobs.  At the same time, the proportion of female-headed households and families dependent on women's incomes has been rising. More then one of every 4 households in the region actually depends on women's earnings.

 Women's employment, in contrast to that of men, is concentrated in a narrow range of occupations traditionally perceived as suitable for women, and in jobs which are low-paid, casual or temporary in terms of tenure, and with low social status. Women have found work mainly in the service sector accounting for 71% of the female labour force in the region and 40 % is self-employed or working in the informal sector. Domestic service is still the primary source of  income for a high percentage of the female labour force in the different countries in the region (ranging from 12% to 25%). 

Women, in general, encounter great difficulties to move upwards and enter in the higher, better paid positions and decision-making levels. The so-called glass ceiling seems to be very resistant and it is estimated that, at the actual pace, it will take 475 years for women world-wide to be represented, in equal numbers as men, at decision-making levels.       

Although some advances have been attained towards wage equity, women in Latin America and the Caribbean still earn only 55 to 80 % of men's wages. As women in many countries have higher educational levels then men, the wage disparity must be contributed to other factors such as job segregation, differences in social valorisation of so called "male" and "female" tasks, the persistent myth of men as breadwinners and women as economically dependent or second wage earners, etc.    

In many countries, women have had to bear a large share of the burden of economic restructuring processes. In the formal labour market, women's concentration in a limited range of professions closely tied to the public sector has made them more vulnerable to the downsizing of this sector, as well as increasing their share in providing non-remunerated services in the reproductive sphere, formerly sustained by the public sector (such as reduction in child care facilities, public health services, social and educational programs, etc.). Women also tend to be slower in shifting to private sector employment, partly due to family obligations. 

The ILO has been an active partner in the global search for more effective policies and strategies to promote gender equity in the world of work through its means of action, such as research, standard setting, advisory services and technical co-operation. Policy and institutional reform is necessary to create an enabling environment for equality of treatment and opportunities between men and women at work. At the same time, there is a need for direct support programs targeted at specific sectors of workers; especially those that suffer form social marginalisation and exclusion. Technical cooperation activities thus have provided support to policy and institutional reform and to directly targeted assistance. These offer a rich source of practical experience to guide the design and implementation of specific policies as well as the development of appropriate legal frameworks and action programmes. 

2.
Standard setting

The ILO mandate to promote equality of opportunity and treatment between men and women at work is reflected in the ILO conventions, which form the framework and are the institutional guidelines for all ILO actions. Although all ILO conventions are relevant for men and women in the labour market, some are of specific interest for women workers, aiming at improving their position in the labour market, be it in terms of access, employment stability, work conditions, training and career possibilities, social protection and security, work benefits, etc.    

The ILO's Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (Nº 111), sets the overall framework. Other important ILO Conventions containing specific principles on gender equity in employment and training include the Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 (Nº 100) and the Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention, 1981 (Nº 156). Specific conventions concerning the protection of women in the labour market have been adopted since the creation of the ILO and are periodically revised in order to respond more adequately to a changed economic and socio-cultural reality, taking into account the changing roles of men and women in economy and society. It is important to mention the planned revision of the Convention of Maternity Protection during the International Labour Conference in 1999, as well as the recently adopted ILO Convention on Home Work, (Nº 177), adopted in 1996, knowing that predominantly women are inserted in this type of employment, often in precarious conditions. 

Various countries in Latin America have ratified one of the two Maternity Protection Conventions, which is not the case for most of the Caribbean countries.  Many countries in the region also ratified the Discrimination and Equal Remuneration Conventions.  The Family Responsibilities Convention got ratified, up to this date, only by Argentina, Chile, Guatemala, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela.  Since the start of the campaign for the ratification of the fundamental Conventions (May 1995) , which include the Discrimination and Equal Remuneration Convention, El Salvador ratified the Discrimination Convention (Nº 111). Since the Governing Body's 268th Session in March 1997, Trinidad and Tobago has ratified the Equal Remuneration Convention (Nº 100). Saint Kitts and Nevis states in its report that tripartite consultations have been started with a view to examining the possibility of ratifying certain fundamental Conventions (including C. 100). Belize states that a survey must be conducted with a view to determining how far national legislation and practice comply with the provisions of Conventions Nº 100 and Nº 111. Suriname indicates that it is unable to ratify Conventions Nº 100 and Nº 111. 

At its session in November-December 1997, the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations examined the application of these Conventions. Notice was taken of the fact that there is a heightened concern to improve the application of these instruments dealing with non- discrimination and an increasing number of governments are requesting the assistance of the Office in this respect.

3.
Information and training on women workers' rights and the promotion of gender equity 

In the framework of the international ILO project funded by the Government of the Netherlands on Training and Information Dissemination on Women Workers' Rights, several activities were carried out in El Salvador and Suriname, the two countries in the region where the project was implemented. In El Salvador, a Tripartite Committee which also includes representatives of NGOs, was set up and meets on a regular basis in order to coordinate and organise various sectoral, bipartite and tripartite activities. In both countries, the project trained resource persons and trainers from the partner organisations on gender equality issues and designed and organised different types of awareness-raising activities in the light of their national priorities. Main themes of interest in El Salvador were occupational training, women in business and management, women in unions and gender training for public servants and labour inspectors. In Suriname, besides other activities, a seminar was held on women's communication skills, a survey on the incidence of sexual harassment and research on the labour conditions in the garment industry. In both countries, national training materials were developed and, together with the ILO's training package on Women Worker's Rights, widely used. The challenge for this year will be to identify and implement organisational follow-up mechanisms which will contribute to the sustainability of the project's outputs, in particular by ensuring continuity of the process of advocating equality and women workers' rights in the countries concerned. In addition, a monitoring and evaluation meeting of the national project coordinators of the eight countries by then participating in the project  (China, Egypt, El Salvador, Hungary, India, Suriname, Vietnam and Zimbabwe) was organised in Geneva, in June 1997. 

In the context of the Gender Training Programme for ILO Staff and Constituents for the Promotion of Equality for Women Workers, further gender training activities were launched in the region. Information sessions and training events were organised, some directed to the ILO staff, others addressed to the ILO constituents: functionaries of the Ministry of Labour; union leaders; and, employers organisations. In many of those events, representatives of NGOs were also invited to participate. Since 1997, seminars on gender and labour issues, for public employees were held in Panama, Guatemala, El Salvador, Uruguay and Peru among other countries. Training events for union leaders and Union Women's Committees, were held in Bermuda, Guyana, Barbados, Dominican Republic, Cuba, Chile, Peru, Uruguay, Brazil, etc.  In Jamaica, more advanced training on gender analysis and planning methodology within trade union structures was organised for trade union executives. As a result of the regional seminar, an ILO Training Manual on Gender Awareness and Trade Unions in the Caribbean is being prepared. In Peru, several gender-training activities for union leaders were implemented, resulting in an Action Plan for the Sensitisation and Promotion of Women and Gender Equity in Trade Unions. Sensitisation activities towards the private sector were held in Brazil, El Salvador, Guyana and Chile amongst others.

Moreover, workshops on International Labour Standards, with at least one session on women worker's rights for ILO social partners and NGOs have been held in various countries in the region. One prominent feature of the second round of these training activities is that they seek to focus more specifically on gender issues in specific technical areas and/or sectoral activities. These activities aim at mainstreaming gender equality issues in daily policy making, programmes and activities of the ILO and its constituents, enhancing their capacity to carry out gender analysis and gender planning. 

In St. Vincent and the Grenadines, a project on National Legal Literacy and a Public Awareness Campaign was developed and implemented by the Women's Affairs Department, leading to the publication in 1997 of a popular education booklet entitled "Vincentian Women and the Law".  

4.
Action-oriented research

As part of the ILO Action Programme on Economic Reform and Structural Change: Promoting Women's Employment and Participation in Social Funds, an overview paper and case-studies assessing the gender and employment dimensions of social funds were carried out in Bolivia, Honduras, Mexico and Peru amongst other countries. In September 1997, a technical workshop was held in Geneva to discuss the research findings and draw lessons, which can guide the future orientation of safety net programmes with respect to the integration of a gender perspective. As a result, discussions are under way with the World Bank to develop joint guidelines to enhance the design of social funds taking into account employment and gender perspectives.

In the five countries of the Southern Cone, studies have been conducted, on the basis of secondary data, to highlight the insertion of women in the labour market from the perspective of job quality and labour conditions. The main conclusions confirm the increase in the visible labour participation of women, at the same time indicating the persistent wage differences, occupational segmentation, strong presence in the informal sector and over-representation in precarious, "low quality" jobs. It also points out that "informal" and "atypical" is not necessarily always equivalent with "bad quality" employment, just as "formal" and "contractual" does not always mean "good quality" employment.  A comparative publication on "Job Quality and Gender in the Southern Cone" is expected by the end of 1998. 

In the Andean region, the ILO carried out studies centred on the employment and income opportunities in order to formulate recommendations for public policies and programmes addressed to specific target. Studies, focusing on women workers coming from low-income households, were carried out in Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador.  

Building on a ten-year ILO programme on homework in Southeast Asia, an action-oriented research programme has been launched on the same theme in Latin America. Investigations on the topic have been carried out in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Paraguay and Peru. In a regional technical seminar in Santiago (Oct. 1998), the main results of the investigations will be discussed. The purpose is: (a) to ascertain the magnitude of home work in mature and leading economic sectors, while assessing the suitability of national employment surveys and statistics to capture this data; (b) to determine the socio-economic profile and needs of home-workers; and (c) to assess the appropriateness and effectiveness of the existing regulatory framework. 

As an input for the Tripartite Meeting on Breaking through the Glass Ceiling: Women in Management, held in Geneva in December 1997, studies about women in management in the private sector were undertaken in Argentina and in the Caribbean, in cooperation with the Employers' Federation in Argentina and Jamaica (and the University of the West Indies Gender Training Centre in the latter case). The conclusions adopted by the tripartite meeting in Geneva recommended several strategies to promote women in management, including regulatory mechanisms and legal frameworks to eliminate discrimination on the ground of sex; affirmative action and guidelines to bring about a genuine change in attitudes; equal opportunities policies in recruitment and promotion; and ways to enable both women and men to combine the building of a career and the raising of a family. The participants also emphasised the importance of employers' and workers' organisations appointing women to top positions in their own structures and the significant role of national tripartite commissions, where they exist, in promoting equal opportunities for women and men. A follow-up Action Program on the topic is proposed to be carried out in 2000-2001.  

5.
Technical cooperation

(a)
International labour standards and equal opportunity legislation     

In the framework of a technical cooperation programme between the government of Brazil and the ILO on the application of the non-discrimination convention (Nº 111), various activities took place over the last two years, such as the publication and diffusion of leaflets, posters and informative material concerning equal opportunities in work, the organisation of seminars and workshops, the creation of a National Tripartite Committee for the Elimination of Discrimination in Work and Occupation and other decentralised working groups at the federal states level. A contest for monographs on the Promotion of Equality trough Collective Bargaining resulted in the publication of the best contribution.  

The ILO provided technical assistance to Bahamas, Bermuda, Grenada, Guyana, Montserrat, Trinidad and Tobago with regard to legislative reform initiatives. Assistance was also provided to the CARICOM under the harmonisation of the Labour Law Project. Under the four model laws adopted by the Ministers of Labour figures Equal Opportunity and Treatment in Employment and Occupation. An ILO publication on the topic is soon to be expected.  Other legislative projects regarding equality issues in different Latin American countries were equally supported by the ILO, as well as the inclusion of a "equal opportunities and treatment" clause in the Social Chart of the MERCOSUR countries.

Two topics seem to be emerging in a lot of countries in the region, resulting in new law proposals: social security for domestic servants and sexual harassment in the workplace. A desk review in the status and situation of domestic workers in the Caribbean was prepared in May 1997, covering also the legal protection in a comparative way. A workshop on the topic was held in Jamaica in 1997 and the ILO is currently preparing a Reference Handbook on Domestic Workers in the Caribbean and a Seminar to take place in Trinidad and Tobago in coordination with the National Union of Domestic Employees (NUDE).  The phenomenon of sexual harassment is also increasingly being discussed and law proposal are being elaborated and presented in the Parliament in several countries. A national ILO workshop on the topic was held in St. Kits in 1997 and a handbook has been published in collaboration with the Ministry of Women's Affairs.  A project for the countries of the Southern Cone on the topic has been elaborated in collaboration with the United Nations Population Fund.        

(b)
Institutional strengthening of the equality issue through the tripartite committees   

In November 1997, the members of the Tripartite Committees for Equal Opportunities and Treatment for Men and Women in Employment of the five countries of the Southern Cone, met in Foz de Iguazú in Brazil to evaluate the progress made with respect to the activities in the framework of the Programme for the Promotion of Equal Opportunities at Work in the MERCOSUR and Chile. This program started with a training seminar in the International Training Centre of the ILO in Turin, and various follow-up activities, under the guidance of the ILO Gender Specialist for Latin America and the Caribbean. National reports about women workers' rights were produced and tripartite seminars were organised. In Brazil, Chile, Paraguay and Uruguay Tripartite Committees were officially set up; in Argentina a tripartite working group is promoting its official conformation. In the meeting in Brazil, it was agreed that the Equality in Work Committees would aim at networking and exchanging information on the regional level, by means of a News Bulletin.  The Equality in Work Committee of Chile coordinated, with the logistical support of the ILO, the elaboration of the first Bulletin resuming the activities of the Committees during the first semester of 1998.  The ILO also supported the Committee of Uruguay in organising its internal programming workshop aiming at strengthening its profile and functions. The further institutionalisation of the Tripartite Committees within the different national contexts, will be necessary in order to assure their active role as important instances of reference for advice, promotion and coordination of policies and programs on a national level to ensure more gender equity in employment and work.

A three weeks training and follow-up activity for representatives of the Ministry of Labour, National Women's Institute, employers' and workers' organisation of the five Southern Cone countries will take place in the International Training Centre of the ILO in the fall of 1998. A similar course for the Central American countries took place in 1997. 

(c)
Law enforcement mechanisms: labour administration and labour inspection 

Within the Action Programme on Labour Administration and Equality of Rights of Women --which aims at increasing the capacity of labour inspectors to contribute effectively to the achievement of greater equality for women in the workplace-- a study on Labour Administration and the Protection of Maternity was undertaken in Chile in 1997. The findings were used to prepare a guide for labour administrations, which was reviewed by a meeting held in Geneva in December 1997. The guide stresses the need for labour administrations to monitor the design and implementation of action to promote equality of opportunity and treatment within and outside labour administrations, as well as between the various ministries concerned. The guide, which will be published together with the case studies and the conclusions reached by the experts, will be available in 1998. As a follow-up of the investigation in Chile, a seminar was organised to discuss the topic of maternity, studying and focusing in this occasion more profoundly on security and health issues. The contributions to this seminar will be published in the near future.   

(d)
Strengthening the role of social partners in promoting gender equity at work. 

As an important strategy to increasingly promote gender issues in the social and political agenda, the ILO has been following, over the last years, an important line of action aiming at the institutional strengthening of the presence and active participation of women in policy making and in the employers' and workers' organisations through supporting the Women's Committees or Departments. Different training activities aimed at strengthening the active presence of women in unions and employers' organisations were organised and supported in different countries of the region. In Lima, the ILO is in the process of formulating a pilot project aimed at strengthening the Peruvian Workers' Organisations for organising and implementing socio-economical activities for low-income women workers in the informal sector.    

Some activities aimed at strengthening regional women' s forum or committees, both at the entrepreneurs and union level, deserve special mention. The American-Iberian Association of Women Entrepreneurs organised their eight international seminar in Argentina in 1997, with an active presence of the ILO. On the union level, the ILO provided assistance for the seminar on "MERCOSUR and Women Workers", organised by the Women's Committee of the Coordinator of the National Unions of the MERCOSUR. During this seminar, it was agreed that a specific reference to the necessity of promoting gender equity in the economic integration process should be incorporated in the Social Charter. 

(e)
Direct support programmes

Findings of research and surveys carried out under the Action Programme on Labour and Social Issues relating to Export Processing Zones (EPZs) and under the project "Asistencia en Educación Obrera en las Zonas Francas y maquiladoras de América Central y República Dominicana", have confirmed that EPZs have been one of the main vehicles for the globalisation of production and that women constitute most of the workforce in EPZs and tend to be stereotyped into low-wage, low-skill jobs with little social protection and often in precarious working conditions. The Report on Export Processing Zones and Export Industries in Belize got updated in 1997 and the results discussed in a Regional Consultation meeting in Belize in October 1997.  In Central America, the ILO organised a regional tripartite meeting on the topic (Costa Rica, Nov. 1997). The ILO's Labour Law and Labour Relations Branch is developing proposals for the improvement of the living and working conditions of women workers in EPZs. In addition, a guide based on best practices collected during the surveys will be published this year. 

Moreover, in order to improve the working and living conditions of women workers in the EPZs in Central America, the project Redefinition of Development by and for Women Workers in the Maquila, will be implemented in Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua over the next three years. The project aims at improving the position, work and living conditions of the women working in the export processing zones by strengthening their presence and their capacity for proposing and negotiating a sustainable human development, on the local, national and regional level, with the support of their community organisations and unions. The main strategy focuses at improving the self-image and position of women workers in the maquila and at strengthening their organisations at the community level and assisting the unions in designing new approaches and programmes in order to adequately respond to the needs formulated by the women workers themselves. With respect to content, the three main points of attention will be economic and social security, making female work more visible and valued, and the equal sharing of the so-called "reproductive" responsibilities within the family and society as a whole. The project methodology is highly participatory. 

The International Programme on More and Better Jobs for Women is an initiative to reinforce the ILO's longstanding priority to promote full, productive and freely-chosen employment in conditions of equality. It is also the ILO's specific contribution to follow-up on the Fourth World Conference on Women and to the gender dimension of the World Summit for Social Development, and has been helping a number of countries to formulate national action plans to improve the quantity and quality of women's employment and to set up the legal framework and institutional structures and arrangements for its implementation. A start is being made with a small number of countries and areas. In Latin America, the program is being implemented in Mexico, but other countries have already expressed interest in participating in the programme. The ILO is committing its own resources to launch the program and is also looking for donor support to ensure effective implementation on a sustainable basis in the countries concerned. The main objectives of the programme in Mexico focus on institutional strengthening, networking and capacity building and on promoting comprehensive and coherently integrated measures for improving employment opportunities and working conditions for specific vulnerable groups of women workers in the export processing zones and micro-entrepreneurs of the urban sector. 

The Regional Program for Strengthening the Technical and Occupational Training for Women with Low Incomes, is financed by the Inter-American Development Bank and technically coordinated by the Inter-American Centre for Investigation and Information in Occupational Training (CINTERFOR) of the ILO. It aims at increasing the productivity and job opportunities for women with low incomes, with the objective of consolidating women's participation to development and contributing to the reduction of poverty in the region. The project will focus on the development and implementation of new training programmes and methodologies on the national levels and sensitisation and promotion activities at the regional level. The project is being implemented in Argentina, Bolivia, Costa Rica and Ecuador. 

The joint OAS/ILO/Government Project on Women in Construction in Trinidad and Tobago has held two sets of courses certified at Level I in plumbing, electricity, carpentry and masonry for women at the John Donaldson Vocational Training Institute. The second course culminated in the trainees constructing a house. Unfortunately, resistance in contracting graduated women trainees has proven to be stronger then foreseen, despite the growth in the construction sector. 

In Peru, the ILO provided technical assistance to the Women's Programme for the Consolidation of Employment (PROFECE) whose main objective is to improve the insertion in the labour market of low-income women workers. The ILO, UNDP, the Danish Cooperation and other specialised UN agencies support the project. Currently, 10,000 women are being reached and organised in "Grupos Organizadores de Oferta Laboral" (GOOL) and 2,000 of them produce goods and services for the national and international market, in a collective or cooperative way.        

6.
Publications and training materials 

In the course of the last two years, various documents and training materials highlighting gender issues in employment and work have been published. Without pretending to present the exhaustive list, various publications with a more regional projection are especially worth mentioning.       

As a means of enhancing the capacity of ILO constituents to combat poverty and social exclusion from a gender perspective and employment-oriented focus, a capacity-building programme and training package have been developed in collaboration with the International Training Centre of the ILO in Turin. A planning and validation workshop for this package took place in February 1998. The training manual "Gender, Poverty and Employment" will be translated in Spanish and adopted to the Latin American context in the near future.

Taking into account that gender issues are virtually absent in collective bargaining, an Information Kit was developed on "Gender Equality: A Guide to Collective Bargaining". Given the interest in the topic amongst the social partners in Latin America, the possibilities of translating the Kit into Spanish are being investigated. Work documents on the same topic were already published in Spanish;  "La negociación colectiva como Instrumento para la Aplicación del Convenio 111 de la OIT", and in Portuguese: "A Convençao Nº 111 e a Promoçao da Igualdade na Negociaçao Coletiva". 

The publication "De un empleador a otro: hablamos de la igualdad" deals with gender equality issues from the employer's perspective in the framework of sustainable, productive and ethical business pointing out the multiple direct and indirect advantages for the employer of promoting gender equality at the workplace. It is also available in English and its translation in Portuguese is being investigated. 

In the Caribbean, different publications highlighted the situation of women entrepreneurs in micro and small business: Success Stories of Women Entrepreneurs in Micro and Small Business in Trinidad and Tobago (1997); Small Business in the Caribbean (1997); and National Directory of Organisations Working with Small and Micro Business;  Special Focus on Women Entrepreneurs (Trinidad and Tobago, 1998).    

Finally, it is worthwhile to mention publications on the labour legislation with respect to women workers in the MERCOSUR and Chile ( "Legislación laboral relativa a la mujer en los países del MERCOSUR y Chile") and on the CARICOM Labour Law Project, given their importance in the economic integration processes underway in these countries. 

Lieve DAEREN - Associate Gender Expert - ILO/MDT Santiago  (August 1998).

ANNEX

TABLE OF RATIFICATION AND INFORMATION CONCERNING ILO CONVENTIONS OF MAIN INTEREST IN THE PROMOTION OF GENDER EQUITY IN WORK 

Nº 3 :  Maternity Protection Convention,  1919

Nº 103 :  Maternity Protection Convention, 1952

Nº 100 :  Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951

Nº 111 : Discrimination (Employment and Occupation)  Convention, 1958

Nº 156 : Workers with Family Responsibilities Convention,  1981

Explanation of symbols in the table

X
Convention ratified

¤
Formal ratification process already initiated or shortly to be initiated, or communication to the Director-General of an incomplete instrument of ratification or non-original copy. 

0
Steps taken with a view to ratification, without indication of expected date 

*
Denounced

--
Not ratified     
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