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1. Introduction
This document sets out to record the views of delegates from the ICTU Joint Women’s Committee seminar, held in Belfast in early March 2009.  The aim of the seminar was to bring together women trade unionists from all over Ireland to discuss the impact of the recession on women workers and also to remind delegates that the efforts towards gender equality still remains of core importance to the trade union movement. 
Speakers at the event included:

Day 1
· Taryn Trainor, Joint Chair Women’s Committee

· Kerry Fleck,  Belfast Trades Council

· Peter Bunting, ICTU Assistant General Secretary

· Patricia McKeown, ICTU President

· Carol Baxter, Equality Authority

· Evelyn Collins, Chief Executive Equality Commission

· Marian Harkin, MEP

· Sally Anne Kinahan, ICTU Assistant General Secretary

Day 2

· Clare Treacy, Joint Chair Women’s Committee

· Nancy Coro Aguiar, Cuba

· Tara Scott,  Ethical Pest Campaign

Speeches on the first day focused on the status of women around the world, and in Ireland, North and South, highlighting statistics to illustrate the unequal status of women in the workplace, in government and in wider society.  Patricia McKeown pointed out that in developing countries the pay gap between men and women was as a high as 60-70%; women were more at risk of death or disability from domestic violence than diseases such as cancer; export processing zones around the world, that operated outside of the legal reach of host countries were subjecting female employees to horrendous practices such as pregnancy tests as part of the recruitment process, sacking those who became pregnant whilst employed and subjecting pregnant staff to such severe work schedules that they suffered very high incidences of miscarriages.     
In relation to the current economic crisis it was noted that it was too early to assess the longer-term impact of the recession but that there was evidence to suggest that women were likely to suffer negative impacts, particularly those in low-paid non-unionised workplaces, those who were single parents and those with caring responsibilities.  Particular issues highlighted in relation to the impact of the recession included:

· Cuts to the budgets of Equality Authority and the Human Rights Commission (South)
· Pressure on women’s centres to dilute their focus on women’s issues to ensure public sector funding.(North)
· Whilst women in Ireland have been losing their jobs at a slower rate than men, January and February 2009 had seen an 8% increase in the female unemployment rate.
· A 20% increase in enquiries to the Equality Commission for January and February 2009 compared to the previous period in 2008.  
· The potential for cuts / taxes or means testing of child benefit.(South)
· A recent report published by the Fawcett Society provides evidence that women are more likely to bear the burden of the recession – women are more likely to act as the shock absorbers in dealing with the recession.
· It was highlighted that a recent poll published in the UK found that 24% of men and 17% of women stated that in a recession it made sense for women on maternity leave to be made redundant.
On the second day of the seminar Nancy Coro Aguiar provided an excellent insight into the status of women in Cuba, with statics such as 51% of scientific researchers, 68% of doctors, 43% of political representatives and 65% of university graduates are female.  Nancy acknowledged that whilst equality was at the core of Cuban society that issues such as racial prejudice existed amongst some older members of the society, a legacy of the previous regimes.
The final speaker, Tara Scott provided an overview of the Ethical Pest Campaign and how it is lobbying for consumers to be more ethically aware of their purchases. Tara spoke passionately about her own experiences of seeing at first hand the exploitation of women workers in clothing factories in India and also Fair Trade co-operatives offering a viable alternative to sweat-shops. 
2. Reflections on discussion
Key issues raised at a roundtable discussion at the end of Day One and small group discussions at the end of Day Two are outlined below.  In addition, data is also presented from a survey of delegates which sought out their views on the impact of the recession, employers’ responses to the recession and suggested actions for the trade union movement.
2.1 Impact of the Recession
Delegates expressed a wide range of concerns about the impact of the recession across all sectors, its bearing on relations in the workplace, on service delivery and on family life. The feelings of anger at the irresponsibility and greed as exemplified by bankers, traders and developers was evident across the board:
The government has got away with murder and we have let them, this economic model has failed and policies have been drawn up by government that support those that have money...
The banks have robbed us of our pensions and our futures whilst securing their own...

Why is the public purse subject to cutbacks when the private sector still gets their bonuses in times of recession?

In the banking industry, we are furious and disgusted and ashamed about our employers – we are getting spat at and abused and they don’t care...
Those who created the problem need to take responsibility for it; they need to take the blame...
There was particular anger at the Southern government for its response to the crisis in which a broad attack on the public sector, civil society and the most vulnerable seem to form the central plank of its policy:

In teaching workloads will become heavier, larger classes, less teachers in school, also there is the loss of loss of SNA’s which will impact on children with special needs.
For some, attacks on the public sector were part of a wider campaign directed from those who had brought about the crisis to shift the blame and to create division within society:

The social divide is happening, where family members are turning on each other, public versus private, a huge social divide is being created...

A huge divide between public and private because of media pressure is appearing...classic divide and conquer...

Whilst it was recognised that the construction industry has suffered, so too have the services and retail sectors in which women predominate in low paid and non-unionised areas:
The retail sector is in a complete tail spin, hours have been cut to the bone and redundancies made...
Those from the banking industry were also keen to point out the difficulties they face and the abuse and constant pressure:

Working in the banking industry and dealing with customers has not been easy.  As employees in the industry we are ashamed of the executives and senior people for their mistakes, being irresponsible...

Charts 1 and 2 overleaf summarise the data from the survey of delegates in relation to the impact of the recession on themselves and work colleagues. 

Chart 1 – Impact of Recession on delegates
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Chart 2 Impact of Recession on work colleagues
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2.2 Impact on equality 
There was a particular concern expressed at the impact the recession would have on equality generally and gender specifically:
We all need access to flexible working in the modern era - I am a school principal and yet I’m told I can’t job share...

Equality is starting to roll back...Staff are being asked to work longer hours, to do over-time – work life balance is disappearing...adversely affecting women...
It was also recognised that the recession was providing cover for unscrupulous employers to ignore equality issues and force though unfavourable changes to terms and conditions. There was particular concern at the suggestion that some employers felt that a recession made it easier to excuse the refusal of employment to women by arguing the prohibitive costs and impact of maternity rights. 
The related issue of ‘worker discipline’ was raised by a number of participants and the pressure being brought to bear on employees with the increasing threat of redundancy: 

Bullying is on the increase, have been told put up with it, “you are lucky to have a job”.
There will be cuts in training and upskilling...
Staff are being given new duties and told to accept it, “be glad you have got a job...
Clearly the potential shift of power in industrial relations back to the employer poses particularly acute challenges for the union movement:
We are told that we are under threat of getting sued if we go on strike...
As a shop steward it has been extremely difficult to deal with change sought by our employers, no sooner than we have an issue sorted, the company looks for more change, all employee rights and conditions of employment are being challenged and eroded...
2.3 Wider social impact

The delegates were concerned at the immediate cuts seen in service provision to the most vulnerable, highlighting that this was the response of a cynical government that has lost its moral compass: 

Support services for special needs kids in schools are being cut and there have been cuts to women’s aid budgets and rape crisis centres...when the powerful and wealthy have created the crisis the government attacks the weakest...

The threat to welfare was also of concern with increasing numbers be forced to live in greater poverty:      

There is a heavy reliance on child benefit in many households, now we are faced with the threat that it may be cut, taxed or means tested...

Pensions are under threat, welfare is under attack and the golden circle get away with their bags of swag...

The Celtic tiger by-passed the poor, this recession is another attack on those who are most vulnerable...

It’s brilliant, they take what little we have, gamble it, take any profits going and when they lose, pass the risk of the gamble on to us and our children...

Increasing poverty, economic instability and job losses was recognised by all. There was concern of the impact of the recession on women in families in which one or both partners had lost their jobs. It was felt that women often carry the heaviest burden in terms of dealing with the stresses and strains of families living in increasing poverty:

There are increased stress levels for women, increased domestic violence, and an impact on mental health...
Participants were also concerned on the pressure placed on the wider family and particularly on those who had not experienced a recession and now faced the prospect of long term unemployment, emigration and repossession:

 My daughter and her family are facing problems too as my son in law has lost his job, I am struggling with paying the mortgage and other bills and I am trying to help them too...

My brother-in-laws work has been cut to 3 days a week and their 3 sons have all lost their jobs,  I am trying the help them but it’s a short term solution...

There is family stress due to less money coming into the house. Every penny is now accounted for, try to cut down on grocery bills and home heating to have a little bit of extra cash...

One daughter left college in 2008, has been unable to get work in her chosen field, she is temping 2 days a week and signing on for rest...my other daughter is finishing college in 2009 and her job prospects are bleak...

The impact of the recession on young people was also raised both in terms of the difficulties of finding employment but also regarding the impact of the fear of unemployment on trade union membership and activism:

It’s their first time working during a recession, they’re more easily pressurised by employers– it is very daunting...

Younger colleagues are under severe pressure to meet financial commitments and are less likely to raise their head above the parapet...

2.4 Impact on the Unions 
A significant amount of the discussions addressed the role of the unions in this crisis. 

A majority felt that unions still needed to do more to remove barriers to women participating in unions and that this was affecting the unions ability to respond to the wider social impact of the recession and its related effects:

There are not enough women in high positions in the union, they experience the recession from a male perspective and respond accordingly...

Union structures not conducive to getting women involved – they are top heavy with males, too many meetings which is clearly a barrier for women who can’t get time off, particularly if they are part-time and who still carry the lion’s share of caring responsibilities...

Others suggested that there needed to be a re-focusing on working with those who are unemployed as well as members:

If you are outside the workforce are you outside the trade union movement?

Unions need to engage with those made redundant, retired and young people.

A significant number stated that unions need to be braver in articulating what it is they believe and to present a clear vision not just to members to society at large:

We need to demonstrate our passion and commitment – to reframe our demands about the society we want...

The media has distorted the view of trade unions and of equality, the unions have to re-engage with real politics and start showing what social justice means in real practical terms... 

Some suggested that the social democratic model of north and central Europe which has thus far fared better, should be used as a means to articulate how re-distributive forms of equality, progressive taxation and strong public services can provide for more stable and socially just societies:

Countries like Finland and Sweden have high taxes, strong equality legislation,  strong social supports, greater gender equality, that is the type of model we should be looking at...
It was too recognised that unions had developed significant and lasting relationships with a range of social partners, NGO’s and interest groups. It was felt that this relationship needed to move on to a new level and that the union must lead the way in articulating a broader message of equality and social justice:

Unions need to unite; we need genuine solidarity within trade unions and our other social partners.

Identity groups need to show their support for workplace organisation and that unions organisation protects all workers especially those most in need of protection, whether those with a disability or from BME communities...

The recession is also likely to place strains on the unions’ ability to service members and organise new ones.  Key issues which participants commented on included:

· The impact of the recession may well reduce available Union finances and subsequent services. 
· Union representatives in the workplace may well be expected to take a more proactive role in union affairs

· Union education programmes will have to adapt to that change in need.
· The potential that the recession creates for opportunities to organise in sectors thus far largely unorganised
2.5 Employers’ action to help support workers through the recession
In the survey of delegates,  28 stated that their employers were taking some action to help staff through the economic crisis. The chart below details the support on offer which whilst positive and to be welcomed, it clearly falls very short of meeting the needs of workers in severe economic crisis.
Chart  3 Employers Support

  
[image: image3.emf]Offered more hours 

Provided 

counselling

Provided time-off to 

look for another job

Provided financial 

advice

Offered flexible 

working 

arrangements

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

number of delegates

 

2.6 Longer term impact of the recession
When asked to consider the possible longer term impacts of the recession, the survey of delegates identified a series of potential issues:
	Main Impacts
	Number of responses

	Job losses / redundancies   
	37

	Reduced service provision / quality of service
	19

	Increased stress / depression / lower morale
	19

	Pension decreases / pay freeze
	12

	Expected to do more work in same hours with no financial gain
	11

	Reduced service provision
	7

	Hard won worker right being lost
	6

	Increased stress / depression
	3

	Increased privatisation
	2

	Reduction of family friendly policies
	2

	Reduced government spending
	1

	Reduced hours
	1

	Older workers will not be able to afford to retire
	1


Only two delegates thought the impact of the recession would be minimal.  As noted above many delegates were worried about redundancies, reduction in services and quality of services and impacts on pensions and pay.  Reductions and removal of workers’ rights were also a significant concern for delegates. 
3. Conclusion
It is clear from the voices of participants as reflected above that the anger and shock of what is happening with regard to the current economic crisis is only just beginning. The unions, holding as they do significant influence in the body politic and speaking for a high percentage of the working population, must be ready to present solutions to the problems and changes to a system that blithely destroys livelihoods and futures whilst protecting those who a have benefited:

My husband lost 20 years of pension contributions, his brother was made redundant and he lost his entire pension...what was it all for?
Delegates felt that the unions must continue to play a central role in protecting workers under threat, assist those who have lost their livelihoods and offer both a critique of the current system and suggestions for change. 
3.1 Action Points
Delegates, whilst frustrated at the lack of action and direction at times were extremely keen to see the unions continue to engage positively and strongly in the debate:
I want to see action coming out of this event, I’ve been coming to these types of things for 30 years and never see anything out if it...
Below we have outlined a range of ideas that came from the floor of the conference:

1. Employers should be offering reduced hours and job shares as alternatives to redundancies.
2. There should be more access to e-working /home working to assist with work-life balance.
3. To provide effective leadership the unions need to hold the ground against marginalisation – we need effective networking among unions.
4. There is an urgent need to bridge media gap and provide alternative analysis.
5. An agreed and proactive line on social policy with a focus on provision of childcare.
6. Pro-actively use membership and trade councils to lobby local politicians.
7. We need to equality proof the impact of the recession and base strategy on robust evidence. 

8. Urgent need to highlight the failure of PFI and the continuing leaching of public monies into the private purse.
9. Vigorously oppose and campaign against cuts in the Equality Authority (ROI).
10. Need to direct attention at areas where women dominate and organise in low paid sectors.
11. A comprehensive union movement-wide political education programme to empower younger members.
12. Investigate policy of ‘membership for life’ of trade unions – with options available for continued support and opportunities for union activism 

13. Need to learn to be more supportive of members who have lost jobs and support members through the recession:
14. Signpost members and former members onto other services and work with specialists e.g. on debt advice. 

15. Need to support those who work in public and private sector – avoid media trap of pitching the two against each other.

16. Roll out the ethical pest campaign.
17. Continue to promote fair trade.
The tables below detail the survey responses to the question on what unions should be doing next to support members. As to be expected these were largely similar to those ideas offered by delegates in the group discussions.  The key areas included providing support to individual members and campaigning to maintain workers rights.
	Suggestions NI delegates

	Number of responses

	Provide support / welfare / counselling support / debt support services 
	16

	Mount campaigns for workers / worker rights / worker
	6

	Increased information / support for workers
	4

	Fight privatisation
	3

	Highlight the impact of cuts on job losses
	2

	Recession toolkit
	2

	Lobby politicians
	2

	Highlight the impact of cuts on service provision
	2

	Negotiate for flexible working
	1

	Increase member recruitment
	1

	More than they are doing now
	1

	Push the work / life agenda
	1

	Negotiate better pay
	1

	Highlight reduction in hours that is not been shown as job losses when in fact they are
	1


	Suggestions ROI delegates
	Number of responses

	Increased information / support for workers
	12

	Provide support / welfare / counselling support / debt support services n
	11

	Negotiate better pay / fight pay cuts / challenge govt. / employers
	9

	Strike action / solidarity and support / challenge government policies
	9

	Increase member recruitment / greater mobilisation
	7

	Skilling / training activists
	6

	Look for equal distribution of cuts
	2

	Highlight ways to save money other than pension levy
	2

	Unions should do more than they are doing now
	2

	Get government to claw back bonuses in banking sector
	1

	Put the tax burden on higher earners
	1


Final words
Within this report we have summarised the key issues raised by speakers and delegates at the ICTU Joint Women’s Committee on the impact of the recession.  It is evident that the impact of the recession is being acutely felt by many members and that delegates see the union movement having a clear role to play in protecting and supporting members through the crisis and beyond. It is clear that the failures of the economic model of the last thirty years demands new solutions and that the trade union movement on this island must be to the fore in the formation of an alternative social and economic strategy.   
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