Job equality still elusive for women, says ILO

While women are entering the global labour force in record numbers,  they still face higher levels of unemployment and lower wages and represent 60% of the world’s 550 million working poor, says the International Labour Office.

By Kanaga Raja

________________________________________________________________________

IN a report prepared for International Women's Day on 8 March, the International Labour Office – the permanent secretariat of the International Labour Organisation – said that more women work today than ever before.  In 2003, 1.1 billion of the world’s 2.8 billion workers, or 40%,were women, representing a worldwide increase of nearly 200 million women in employment in the past 10 years. 

However, the explosive growth in the female workforce has not been accompanied by empowerment for women, the report, Global Employment Trends for Women 2004, said. Nor has it led to equal pay for work of equal value or balanced benefits that would make women equal to men across nearly all occupations. ‘In short, true equality in the world of work is still out of reach.’
‘Women must have an equal chance of reaching the top of the jobs ladder. And, unless progress is made in taking women out of  poverty by creating productive and decent employment, the Millennium Development Goals of halving poverty by 2015 will remain out of reach in most regions of the world,’ ILO Director-General Juan Somavia said. 

The report found that while the gap between the number of men and women in the labour force has been decreasing in all regions of the world since 1993,this decrease has varied widely. 

While women in the transition economies and East Asia – where the number of women working per 100 men is 91 and 83 respectively – have nearly closed the gap, in other regions of the world such as the Middle East, North Africa and South Asia, only 40 women per 100 men are economically active, the report said.
Female unemployment
Female unemployment in 2003 was slightly higher than male unemployment for the world as a whole (6.4% for female, 6.l% for male), leaving 77.8 million women who were willing to work and looking for work without employment. 

Only in East Asia and sub-Saharan Africa did the regional male unemployment rate exceed that of women, with 3.7% male unemployment in East Asia compared to 2.7% female unemployment, and 11.8% unemployment for men in sub-Saharan Africa compared to 9.6% female unemployment.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the female unemployment rate was 10.1% compared to the male rate of 6.7%, while in the Middle East and North Africa the female unemployment rate of 16.5% was 6 percentage points higher than that of men. 

For young people in general, and more specifically for young women aged 15 to 24 years, the difficulty in finding work was even more drastic, with 35.8 million young women involuntarily unemployed worldwide. 

The report said that the challenge for women in developing countries is not gaining employment – they have to take whatever work is available and are likely to wind up in informal sector work such as agriculture with little, if any, social security benefits and 

a high degree of vulnerability – but in gaining decent and productive employment. 

Of the world’s 550 million working poor or persons unable to lift themselves and their families above the US$1-per-day threshold – 330 million, or 60 %, are women. Adding the 330 million female working poor to the 77.8 million women who are unemployed means that at least 400 million decent jobs would be needed to provide unemployed and working poor women with a way out of poverty.
The report notes that creating adequate decent work for women is only possible if policy-makers not only place employment at the centre of social and economic policies but also recognise that women’s problems in the world of work are even more substantial than men’s.

‘Unless progress is made to take women out of working poverty by creating employment opportunities to help them secure productive and remunerative work in conditions of freedom, security and human dignity and thereby giving women the chance to work themselves out of poverty, the Millennium Development Goal of halving poverty by 2015 will not be reached in most regions of the world,’ the report said. 

The report said that more and more women are likely to be found in non-regular or a typical employment, and they are increasingly hired in peripheral, insecure, less-valued jobs that are normally characterised by very low pay, irregular income, little or no job or income security and lack of social protection. 

Women have a higher share in agricultural employment in Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and North Africa and some economies in Latin America and the Caribbean, especially those with low per capita income. In all developing regions, women's share in industry is lower than men’s and this despite the fact that export-led industrialisation has been strongly female-intensive, particularly in the export processing  zones in developing countries. 

The ILO also found that women typically earn less than men. In the six occupations studied, women still earn 90% or less of what their male co-workers earn. Even in ‘typically female’ occupations such as nursing and teaching, gender wage equality is still lacking.  In Singapore, for example, male first-level education teachers earned approximately 6% more than female teachers and male nurses, 21% more.
Even in high-skill occupations where the levels of education and training are presumably comparable, the average female wage is still only 88% of the male wage. 
Barrier to top management 

Meanwhile, a separate ILO updated analysis of trends in the efforts of women to gain employment in managerial and professional jobs said that the success rate of women in crashing through the invisible, symbolic barrier to top managerial jobs remains ‘slow, uneven and sometimes discouraging’.
The overall employment situation for women has not evolved significantly since 2001, the ILO said. Women’s share of professional jobs increased by just 0.7% between 1996-99, and 2000-02. And with women’s share of managerial positions in some 60 countries ranging between 20% and 40%, the data show that women are markedly under-represented in management compared to their overall share of employment. 

In politics, the proportion of women representatives in national parliaments remains low, increasing from 13% to 15.2% between 1999 and 2003. However, the ILO in its analysis said that it did find recent increases in the number of women in traditionally male-dominated cabinet posts, such as foreign affairs, finance and defence. 

Women's overall share of professional jobs in 2000-2002 was highest in Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), largely due to long-standing policies supporting working mothers. Women’s share of professional jobs in South Asian and Middle Eastern countries was markedly lower at around 30% or less, due to societal views of women's labour force participation and to women prioritising family responsibilities.  

In general, countries in North America, South America and Eastern Europe have a higher share of women in management jobs than in East Asia, South Asia and the Middle East. Nevertheless, ‘in female-dominated sectors where there are more women managers, a disproportionate number of men rise to the more senior positions and in those professions normally reserved for men, women managers are few and far between’. 

One exception is the high incidence of women holding top jobs in legal systems in some countries. In 2001-2002, more than 50% of the judges in six Eastern European countries (Hungary Romania, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Croatia and Lithuania) and 35% of the highest judges in Poland were women. And in early 2003, out of the 18 judges elected to the International Criminal Court (ICC), l0 were women. 
Kanaga R.aja is a researcher with Third World Network. The above article first appeared in the South-North Development Monitor (SUNS –  issue no. 5527). 
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