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Outlook
Happy Women’s Day 2006! Recently, some-
one asked me why we need a designated wom-
en’s day when every day should be devoted to 
promoting equal opportunities and rights for 
women and men. Indeed, we oft en hear a simi-
lar question when designing and implement-
ing women-specifi c initiatives.

The above question is valid, and de-
serves reflection. In this respect, Interna-
tional Women’s Day offers a good oppor-
tunity for stock taking on where we are in 
terms of advancing gender equality in the 
world of work. In the decade since Beijing, 
we find that progress for women in some 
areas has been slow. Despite increased par-
ity in primary education, disparities are 
still wide in secondary and tertiary educa-
tion and although women have entered the 
paid labour force in great numbers, the re-
sult in terms of economic security remains 
unclear. Women are less likely than men to 
hold paid and regular jobs and more often 
work in the informal economy, which, for most people, provides 
little financial and social security.

Unequal access to education and employment demonstrates that 
women and men do not have even playing fi elds in society. Th is year’s 
session of the UN Commission on the Status of Women in New 
York, celebrating its 50th anniversary, provided a stark reminder of 
just how uneven the playing fi eld can be. One of the main themes 
considered by the Commission was the participation of women and 
men in decision-making processes at various levels. Many women 
across the world have traditionally been excluded from power 
and continuously lack an enabling environment for advancement 
into decision-making positions. Th e ILO’s 2005 publication of 
Global Employment Trends unambiguously reports that women’s 
progress in breaking the glass ceiling remains slow, uneven and oft en 
discouraging.

Th e ILO recognises that equal access for women and men to 
decision-making and participation at all levels is a precondition for 
the proper functioning of democracy. Women’s equal access to de-
cision-making is also necessary for women’s interests to be taken 

into account when striving for social and economic development. If 
women and men are equally to enjoy the benefi ts of Decent Work, 
care must be taken that both are aff orded access on an equal footing. 
Th is is why the ILO continues to combine women-specifi c actions 
with activities targeting both women and men – in order to make 
sure women are not “mainstreamed away”. Women’s Day is a timely 
reminder of the importance of such initiatives.

Th is special Women’s Day issue of ILO Gender News contains 
interviews with some of our colleagues and constituents work-
ing worldwide to promote equality between women and men in 
their daily activities. As you will see, the topics and priorities dif-
fer from region to region. Th e thread that links them all together 
however, is the acknowledgement that regardless of the context, 
sustainable development can only be achieved when women and 
men are addressed as equal partners in the development process. 
Enjoy the reading!

Evy Messell
Director, Bureau for Gender Equality
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Reconstructing lives after 
the Pakistan earthquake
“Th e earthquake hit some of the more conservative areas of Pakistan 
– areas where women seldom venture outside their houses without a 
male chaperon. Most women were therefore inside when the disaster 
struck – protected from the world outside – but helpless when the 
mortar of their own houses came tumbling down”.

Th e devastating earthquake, measuring 7.6 on the Richter Scale, 
hit the mountainous North-Western Pakistan on the morning of 8 
October 2005. So far, around 78.000 have been confi rmed dead. 
Still, there are areas where the number of dead or missing is unac-
counted for and it is expected that the total death toll will increase 
once all the debris has been cleared.

Saadya Hamdani is a Senior Programme Offi  cer and Gender Fo-
cal Point with the ILO in Islamabad. Since the earthquake struck, 
the ILO attention in the area has mostly been geared towards the 
recovery and reconstruction eff ort.

“In addition to the dead and the injured, the ILO estimates 
that an approximate one million people lost their livelihoods due 
to the earthquake. If you take into account that each breadwinner 
in the region has two to four dependants, the picture becomes quite 
dramatic.”

Th e areas of Pakistan aff ected by the earthquake are amongst the 
poorest in the country. It is also amongst the areas where decision-
making is mainly a male domain, thereby curbing women’s social, 
economic and political participation.

“Ironically, this is also an area where women are oft en in a ma-
jority due to the large-scale out-migration of men to other areas 
in search of employment. Regardless of this, women’s labour force 
participation remains limited and is oft en restricted to agriculture, 
livestock rearing and home-based work. It is enormously challeng-
ing to change this situation. Th e seclusion of women makes them 
vulnerable to exploitation in the labour market, especially since they 
do not have the capacity to negotiate for their rights.”

Soon aft er the earthquake, the ILO launched a project in the 
worst-aff ected areas entitled Rapid Income Support through Em-
ployment. So far, the project has successfully off ered “cash for work” 
and emergency employment information services to victims of the 
disaster. One of its most important success indicators is the high 
number of people preferring to sign up for work rather than stand-
ing in queues for relief goods.

“Th e work not only gives people ready cash that they can use as 
they wish, but also provides them with the opportunity to organ-
ise and contribute towards the reconstruction of their community. 

Most of all, it takes their minds off  the terrible trauma they have 
suff ered. Quite interestingly, a large number of those who have par-
ticipated in the project are women. It is interesting to note how 
customary boundaries for women’s and men’s roles have been al-
tered by the disaster. A compromise seems to have been reached 
which is acceptable to the local male leaders and at the same time 
benefi ts the women and the recovery eff ort. Although still working 
indoors or within their immediate surroundings, women take part 
in the recovery process, by making insulation for tents for example 
and engaging in camp clearing and improvement. Most importantly, 
the women are getting paid for their work and they decide how the 
earnings should be spent.”

Th e ILO aims to broaden the scope of the ongoing project by 
linking the immediate income support activities to longer-term 
economic recovery actions in collaboration with ILO constituents, 
other UN Agencies, international and national civil society organi-
sations and government agencies that are involved in the reconstruc-
tion eff ort.

“Once the initial phase of the project is completed, we would like 
to build on what has been achieved and try to create more aware-
ness around women’s employment issues. Our hope is of course that 
women’s lives can be improved through the reconstruction eff ort.”

How important is International Women’s Day
to the work you are carrying out?
International Women’s Day is an important event in Pakistan. It 
is commemorated not only by Government, but by international 
development agencies and local civil society organisations as well. 
First of all, it is an important platform for raising and giving vis-
ibility to a number of concerns aff ecting women all over Pakistan. 
In 2004 for example, the issue of sexual harassment was brought 
into the public arena and discussed. 8 March is also a day when 
national commitment to improving the status of women is re-af-
fi rmed by all stakeholders. Usually on 8 March, important policy 
and programmatic pledges are made by the highest levels of Gov-
ernment, thereby providing other actors the space for further lob-
bying and action. Above all however, Women’s Day is a day of 
solidarity for women, and amongst women, all over the world.

Saadya Hamdani joined the ILO 
in 2003 and is working as a Senior 
Programme Offi  cer and Gender 
Focal Point with the ILO Offi  ce 
in Islamabad. She has considerable 
experience in promoting gender 
equality and addressing the concerns 
of women living under Muslim law.

Women preparing a water disposal course for improving the environment 
of their camp under the ILO Rapid Income Support through Employment 
project. (Photo: ILO)
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Promoting the rights
of women migrant
domestic workers
“Lebanese newspapers oft en carry articles about women domestic 
workers who have been abused by their employers. Unfortunately 
however, the media seldom addresses such instances from a ‘rights’ 
perspective but always in a rather sensationalistic manner.”

Simel Esim is the ILO’s Gender Specialist in the organisation’s 
Sub-Regional Offi  ce in Beirut. Over the last years, she has been ad-
vocating for the rights of migrant domestic workers to be acknowl-
edged by the national governments in the region. She emphasises 
the importance of the media in raising awareness of workers’ rights 
to decent working conditions.

“A key intervention from the ILO’s perspective is the promo-
tion of International Labour Standards that safeguard the rights of 
workers. Such protection is oft en absent for workers throughout the 
region, and in countries where Labour Standards have been adopted, 
workers simply remain unaware of their rights. It is crucial to have 
the media on our side when promoting workers’ rights. Unfortu-
nately, the media oft en underpins social scepticism towards foreign 
workers which makes our work all the more diffi  cult. An important 
part of our eff orts therefore concentrates on building the capacity of 
the media to address and integrate the rights and gender dimensions 
in labour-related issues.” 

Th e infl ux of foreign labour to the Arab Region from East and 
South-East Asia, and also from Africa, persists on a large scale. Th e 
majority of women migrant workers end up in domestic service. It 
is estimated that in Lebanon alone, a small country with a popula-
tion of 3.8 million, more than 100,000 women immigrants are em-
ployed as domestic workers – and this is only the offi  cially registered 
number. In addition there are numerous so-called “stranded work-
ers” who, aft er entering the country, have become unaccounted for.

“Employment agencies are oft en the fi rst points of contact for 
migrant workers seeking employment. One of our aims has there-
fore been to make these agencies more responsive to the rights of 
workers and to include them in discussions on possible changes in 
national labour policies.”

Recently, the ILO took the lead in co-hosting, along with the 
Lebanese Ministry of Labour, the Offi  ce of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights and the United Nations Development Fund for 
Women, a national workshop focussing on possible measures to 
address the diffi  culties faced by migrant domestic workers. A key 
recommendation emerging from this workshop was to introduce 

a standardised employment contract for all domestic workers that 
could be promoted by employment agencies throughout the country.

“Once it becomes institutional practice for employment agen-
cies to issue standardised employment contracts to all migrant work-
ers, and once these contracts are registered in national databases, we 
are much better equipped to investigate complaints and mediate 
between employers and employees.” 

Th e composition of the “home-grown” labour force in the Arab 
Region is likely to change over the next decade. In recent years, the 
trend has been for more women to enter into higher education 
whilst giving birth to fewer children. So far, this has not resulted in 
signifi cant increases in women’s labour force participation. Indica-
tors show that this might change in the years ahead. In Jordan for 
example, women’s employment rate has increased from around 15 
to 25 per cent over the last 25 years. One key question which is be-
ing explored by ILO research is how migrant domestic workers are 
aff ecting the labour force participation of Arab women. 

“Although more women enter into the formal labour market, 
they are still regarded by many employers as cheap labour and oft en 
receive less than half of the minimum wage. Moreover, very few 
women workers are organised. Combined with the largely unor-
ganised stock of women migrant workers in the region, we are faced 
with a tremendous task when seeking to provide avenues for better 
employment conditions.

How important is International Women’s Day
to the work you are carrying out?
“Th roughout the Arab Region, International Women’s Day is gain-
ing visibility through the eff orts of women leaders, national women’s 
machineries and women’s NGOs. For example, 8 March can be a 
particularly eff ective tool for promoting a coordinated response to 
the challenges facing women in the region. Th e coordinated UN 
attempt to work with the Lebanese government in assuaging the 
diffi  culties of women migrant domestic workers is a good example 
of just how important such concerted action has become.”

Simel Esim is the ILO’s Gender 
Specialist in the Sub-Regional 
Offi  ce in Beirut. She joined the 
ILO in 2003 and has over fi ft een 
years experience in international 
development work.

Th e infl ux of foreign domestic labour to the Arab Region persists 
on a large scale. (Photo: © ILO, J. Maillard)
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Making gender equality a 
regional priority for Africa
“In Africa, gender inequality and poverty walk hand in hand. If 
you can eliminate one, you will also fi nd it easier to come to terms 
with the other”.

Grace Hemmings is the ILO’s Gender Specialist in the Addis 
Ababa Offi  ce. Her work spans across the entire continent and an im-
portant part of her eff orts is precisely to ensure that gender equality 
is integrated into the regional ILO programme in Africa.

“We should never underestimate the diversity of Africa. Never-
theless, if our work is to be manageable and eff ective, we have to ad-
dress some key issues from a regional perspective. Practically all coun-
tries across Africa have home-grown programmes to address poverty, 
and many of these yield some positive results. From the perspective of 
the ILO however, poverty reduction eff orts can only be sustainable 
within the context of a well-implemented Decent Work programme. 
It therefore becomes important to set a regional agenda for our ef-
forts to advance Decent Work. Th is involves continuous interaction 
with regional agencies – constituting a regional network.”

Th e African Union Summit in Ouagadougou in September 
2004 witnessed an unprecedented commitment from governments 
across Africa to launch employment strategies as a central means to 
combat poverty.

“Th is commitment from African leaders reinforces the ILO’s 
promotion of Decent Work for all women and men as a sustainable 
strategy to secure better and more equitably-divided livelihoods.”

Over the last two years, the Working out of Poverty programme 
has been the key framework for ILO interventions throughout Af-
rica. Th e focus of this programme is on women’s entrepreneurship, 
promoting livelihood strategies for poor women, oft en in rural areas, 
and youth employment.

“In particular, youth employment has a broader dimension to 
it, besides harnessing human resources and generating income. In a 
time of growing populations, increasing urbanisation and stagnant 
economies across Africa, massive youth unemployment, particularly 

amongst young men, could spawn political instability. Th is is why 
signifi cant eff orts should be made to target young men through our 
work and why it is essential to remind ourselves that gender equality 
is never achieved by targeting women only. We need a two-pronged 
approach which allows us to simultaneously address the oft en diff er-
ent concerns of women and men whilst ensuring that both women 
and men benefi t equally from any interventions.”

“We are already working closely with regional counterparts, such 
as the African Union (AU) and the Economic Commission for Af-
rica (ECA), in the implementation of these initiatives. In fact, the 
theme of the 2006 Conference of African Ministers of Finance, held 
in partnership with the African Development Bank and the African 
Union, will be Meeting the Challenge of Employment in Africa. Th e 
ECA is currently ‘engendering’ the concept paper for the upcoming 
Conference, in collaboration with the ILO.”

In 2003 the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) 
and the ILO prepared a joint publication called Afr ican Women in 
Service of the Afr ican Union.

“Th is is another example of how we cultivate regional networks. 
One of our priorities is now to strengthen regional capacity within 
governments, particularly social, economic and policy making in-
stitutions, to mainstream Decent Work and gender equality into 
ongoing poverty reduction mechanisms, such as the PRS process. 
In this eff ort we collaborate closely with the Labour Commission 
of the African Union.”

Grace Hemmings is an ILO Gender 
Specialist for Africa. She joined 
the organisation in 1997 and works 
out of the ILO’s Sub-Regional 
Offi  ce in Addis Ababa. Her work 
is strongly focussed on policy 
provisions to improve the status 
of women in the world of work.

Youth employment is an essential component
of the ILO’s Working out of Poverty programme
in Africa. (Photo: © ILO, M. Crozet)
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Increasing women’s 
representations
in the unions
“At the ICFTU’s eighteenth World Congress in December 2004, 
we passed the resolution Unions for Women – Women for Un-
ions. Th is gave a tremendous boost to our work to advance gender 
equality.”

The International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 
(ICFTU) comprises affiliates in 150 countries and territories 
around the world, with a total membership of over 150 million 
women and men. Its affi  liates’ members are approximately 60% 
male and 40% female.

Based in Perth, Australia, Helen Creed is President of one of 
the countries largest trade unions, the Liquor, Hospitality and Mis-
cellaneous Union (LHMU). Since 2002 she has also chaired the 
Women’s Committee of the ICFTU. Th e Committee convenes 
every year to map out ICFTU’s priorities in the area of promoting 
gender equality.

“Th is year we are re-launching the Unions for Women campaign. 
Over the past few years, we have seen great improvements in the 
membership of women amongst our affi  liates. In Mauritania for 
example, women’s membership has increased by more than 100 per 
cent since 2004. We now think it is time to capitalise on lessons learnt 
in this process and to help other affi  liates achieve similar results.”

In particular, the ICFTU is targeting four groups through its 
campaign.

“We feel it is essential to reach young women workers, migrant 
workers, workers in the informal economy, and workers in Export 
Processing Zones. Th is is not to say that we are targeting these groups 
to the exclusion of others. Th is is rather a decisive step to ensure that 
we take the whole workforce into account through our activities. 
We acknowledge that some of the most disadvantaged workers are 
found in these groups and are therefore concerned that their needs 
are addressed by affi  liates.”

The ICFTU is not only reinforcing efforts to attract more 
women to the unions, the confederation is also campaigning to in-
crease women’s representation in union leadership positions.

“Th ere is no real point in recruiting more women to the unions 
per se unless we also consider the role they are playing in union 
activities. We want our membership and leadership to refl ect social 
reality – also in numbers of women and men.”

Th e ICFTU has already taken proactive steps to ensure that 
women are represented on the confederation’s Executive Board.

“Our Congress decided in 2004 that 25 per cent of Executive 
Board members should be women. Th is marked a signifi cant mile-
stone. Ideally however, we would like to see an increase in this per-
centage at the next Congress. In the Australian Council of Trade 
Unions (ACTU) for example, we started out with the same goal 
back in 1989 – to have 25 per cent women on the Executive Board. 
Th e percentage was subsequently increased however, so that ACTU 
now has a 50-50 balance of women and men on its Board”.

In order to assess its own progress on gender equality, the 
ICFTU, in 2005, called upon the ILO to facilitate a gender audit 
with the confederation’s secretariat in Brussels.

“Th e gender audit was mandated by our World Congress. Al-
though it covered the ICFTU Secretariat only, the gender audit 
raised issues that have broader implications for the whole confed-
eration. It taught us that we have still some way to go to ensure our 
programmes and activities are mainstreamed, but it also showed us 
that we are slowly moving in the right direction.”

Helen Creed heads the Australian 
Liquor, Hospitality and Miscellaneous 
Union (LHMU), acts as Vice-President 
of the Australian Council of Trade 
Unions and chairs the ICFTU’s 
Women’s Committee.

Trade unions are targeting young women workers to ensure 
their concerns are addressed. (Photo: © ILO, K. Cassidy)
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Enhancing the 
employability of young 
women and men
“While some progress has been made towards achieving macro-eco-
nomic stability in the ex-Soviet republics, we are still struggling with 
problems of unemployment, underemployment and acute poverty 
– especially among the younger population.”

Irina Melekh is based in the ILO’s Offi  ce in Moscow, Russia. 
For the last two years, she has coordinated a technical cooperation 
project which aims to counter unemployment by increasing the em-
ployability of young women and men throughout countries in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia.

“A few years ago, the national systems for training delivery 
throughout the region were in a state of disarray, and they were 
ill-equipped to meet the skills development challenges that the 
region was facing. Young women and men were graduating from 
vocational training centres and entering a labour market in which 
their skills were not in particular demand. Th eir entrepreneurial 
skills were just not in tune with the needs of their communities. As 
a consequence, youth unemployment rates rose considerably faster 
than those for the adult population. At one point in Azerbaijan, 
it was estimated that 69 per cent of all unemployed people were 
below 35 years.”

Th rough the above-mentioned project, the ILO has worked with 
the Ministries of Labour and Education, employers’ and workers’ 
organisations, as well as with technical and vocational training in-
stitutions in fi ve countries – Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Georgia, Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan – to map out the labour market situation and 
identify areas of skills development that could facilitate the school-
to-work transition. 

“In particular, entrepreneurial training was identifi ed as an ef-
fective means for self-employment and job creation. In response to 
this, we promoted the integration of basic ‘business training’ into 
national training curricula. Th is has now been accepted practice in 
Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan.”

Th e project has been careful not to neglect the gender dimen-
sions of unemployment throughout the region. 

“One of our specifi c concerns has been to ensure that both young 
women and men are provided with employable skills in order to fa-
cilitate their transition from school to work. Although there might 
be little discrimination in terms of women’s and men’ actual access 
to education and training, we still see that it is easier for men to 

take full advantage of their training. As is so oft en the case, there are 
stereotypical attitudes throughout the region regarding what should 
be a woman’s role and what should be a man’s role. Th ese attitudes 
also permeate diff erent social and fi nancial institutions. For example, 
it is much easier for a man than for a woman to obtain a loan from 
commercial banks to set up a business.”

Recent years, however, have seen an increase in the number of 
credit institutions, oft en set up by non-governmental agencies, of-
fering loans to women who are planning to start a business. 

“The growing demand for the ILO’s business training pro-
gramme in Russia has raised the interest of some donor organisa-
tions to provide micro-credit to those who have undergone train-
ing. Women are specifi c benefi ciaries of these credit schemes. Th is 
of course makes it easier for young women to put their skills into 
practice and to realise their plans. Th is should not overshadow the 
fact however, that there is still a signifi cant lack of proper legislation 
throughout the region to eff ectively address discriminatory practices 
and provide for gender equality.”

As a response to this challenge, the project launched a strategy 
to make the national media more responsive to gender issues, mostly 
through raising the gender awareness of the media themselves.

“Th is was really an innovative approach. In essence, from our 
side, we wanted the media to become more sensitive to what con-
stitutes a favourable or unfavourable entrepreneurial environment 
for women and men. Th is of course is a tall order, and we oft en had 
to start from scratch. A basic gender training programme for jour-
nalists was designed together with a user-friendly training manual. 
Th e response has been incredibly positive. Over the last year, we 
have seen a much greater commitment on the part of the media to 
address issues around the situation of women and men. Th e media 
are also becoming an important channel through which to high-
light success stories of young women entrepreneurs – thus giving 
encouragement to other women who are working hard to start their 
own businesses. 

Providing youth with vocational skills that are in tune with the demands of 
society is essential to avoid massive youth unemployment. (Photo: ILO)

Irina Melekh is Project Coordinator
of a Dutch-funded ILO project which 
aims to increase the employability of 
young women and men in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. She joined the ILO in 
1999 and is based in the ILO Sub-Regional 
offi  ce in Moscow, Russia.
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Strengthening policy 
response to women’s 
working conditions
“Elimination of discrimination in employment is key to empowering 
women in the world of work.”

Maria Elena Valenzuela joined the ILO in 1997 and works as 
a Gender Specialist in the organisation’s offi  ce in Santiago, Chile. 
Over the last years, she has been closely involved in regional initia-
tives to promote better working conditions and overcome discrimi-
nation for domestic workers, the majority of whom are women.

“Domestic work has become a major area of discrimination in 
the Latin American Region. It is estimated that around 11 million 
women across Latin America, constituting almost 16 per cent of the 
female labour force, are employed in domestic work. Signifi cantly 
however, their income oft en hovers around the poverty line.”

Th e situation becomes even more severe when other forms of 
discrimination, such as race and ethnicity, are taken into account.

“In Brazil, for instance, Afro-Brazilians are over-represented 
amongst domestic workers. In São Paulo, it is estimated that 30% 
of Afro-Brazilian workers are engaged in domestic work, compared 
to 13% of white workers. In addition, the wages of Afro-Brazilian 
workers are lower than those of white domestic workers. Needless 
to say, women are in the majority amongst Afro-Brazilian domestic 
workers.”

“Th e problem in Latin America is that domestic work is subject 
to special legal conditions that do not include the labour rights es-
tablished by national legislations for other wage workers. As a conse-
quence, domestic workers have lower salaries because the minimum 
wage is lower for them, their working day is longer, and in some 
countries they are not even entitled to sick leave.”

Studies from the Latin American Region indicate that only 23 per 
cent of domestic workers are covered by any form of social security 
schemes and that an even larger percentage has no  written contract 
with their employer. Th is makes them vulnerable to exploitation.

Th e ILO, through its Gender, Poverty and Employment project, 
is working closely with regional governments and workers’ organi-
sations to identify the most critical factors in designing policy re-

sponses that promote decent working conditions for domestic work-
ers. In particular, by compiling and analysing relevant and accurate 
data, the project aims to strengthen public sector capacity to address 
the particular challenges of domestic workers.

“Some of the results of the project are promising. In Paraguay, for 
example, a national plan of action has been developed with the aim 
of improving conditions of domestic workers in general, and women 
domestic workers more specifi cally. Amongst other, the ILO has spon-
sored a study on the current situation of women domestic workers and 
existing national legislation designed to protect them. Based on this, 
the plan of action contains an advocacy campaign which is being im-
plemented in collaboration with the Ministry of Labour. In particular, 
the Ministry regards this as an opportunity to improve current inspec-
tion systems on working conditions. In Uruguay moreover, the Tri-
partite Equal Opportunity Commission has draft ed a bill to improve 
the enforcement of a non-discriminatory regulatory framework for 
domestic workers. Th is will be sent to Parliament in the coming weeks, 
and we are of course keeping our fi ngers crossed that it will pass.”

How important is International Women’s Day
to the work you are carrying out?
“Across Latin America, women’s organisations mobilise for the com-
memoration of International Women’s Day. Th e 8 March has indeed 
become a symbolic event. In the ILO, we take this opportunity to 
assess ourselves and evaluate some of our achievements. Above all else, 
Women’s Day gives a boost to our collaboration with national and 
international counterparts in the work to promote gender equality.” 

Maria Elena Valenzuela joined 
the ILO in 1997 and works 
as a Gender Specialist in 
the organisation’s offi  ce
in Santiago.

Improving working conditions for women through the 
ILO’s Gender, Poverty and Employment project. Th ese 
young women are negotiating a bank loan for creating 
a cooperative. (Photo: © ILO, J. Maillard)
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ILO Gender News is produced four times yearly, in English, French and 
Spanish. Th e newsletter is distributed amongst ILO staff  and constituents, 
UN Agencies, civil society groups and others interested in ILO initiatives to 
mainstream gender and promote equality between women and men, girls and 
boys. Th e editors welcome contributions to the newsletter, in either English, 
French or Spanish, as well as comments and feedback on items covered in 
the issues. Please send your comments by e-mail to genderhelpdesk@ilo.org

How important is gender equality
to the mandate of the IOE?

Th e IOE, as the recognised voice of the business community at the 
international level, follows the gender debate very closely. Th e issue 
of gender equality has many facets but at its core is the importance 
of ensuring that women and men are provided with equal opportuni-
ties to participate in economic activity. For employers’ organisations 
and their members, this makes both common and business sense. 
As markets expand and the need for competitiveness and fl exibility 
increases, so too does the importance of ensuring that all who wish 
to do so are permitted to contribute to local economic growth, in-
cluding both women and men.

Could you identify one area in particular where the IOE 
is making particular efforts to address gender equality?

One of the IOE’s core missions is to promote enterprise creation 
and development and we recognise the increasing importance of 
women’s entrepreneurship in this endeavour. Women-owned enter-
prises are, more and more, seen as signifi cant business entities that 
contribute to the creation of jobs and as valuable vehicles for poverty 
reduction for individuals, families and communities throughout the 
world. It is therefore important that the IOE supports its members 
in the promotion of women’s entrepreneurship.

What has the IOE achieved in this respect?

Th e IOE has recently worked very closely with the ILO in the de-
velopment of a Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) Toolkit whose 
purpose is to help employers’ organisations reach out to employ-
ers, represent and advocate on their behalf and, if feasible, provide 
services that meet their needs. An important plank of this Toolkit 
is the Female-Male Operated Small Enterprises (FAMOS) tool. Th e 
FAMOS tool guides an organisation’s internal assessment of how it 
serves the needs of female and male operated small enterprises as 
clients. It helps to determine whether an employers’ organisation 
is responsive to women in the key areas of its operations. Th is tool 
and the importance of its application were also addressed at an SME 
Toolkit workshop in February this year to which many employers’ 
organisations specifi cally invited member associations of women’s 
entrepreneurs and businesses.

In addition, the IOE is also working closely with the ILO on a 
programme aimed at enhancing the role of employers’ organisations 
in promoting women’s entrepreneurship, women-owned businesses 
and the private sector in Africa. Similar to the SME Toolkit, one of 
the key objectives of the programme is to build the capacity of em-
ployers’ organisation to represent women entrepreneurs.

How valuable is this kind of collaboration to the IOE?

Building the capacity of employers’ organisations to better repre-
sent women entrepreneurs, and women-owned businesses, has a 
signifi cant value in itself given the unquestionable benefi ts for all 
parties involved.

On the one hand, making employers’ organisation more sensi-
tive to, and supportive of, women’s entrepreneurship can increase 
the likelihood of women-operated enterprises joining and attracting 
existing women’s business associations as constituents or associated 
members. Employers’ organisations, therefore, benefi t from the in-
crease in membership. By increasing their membership and building 
strategic partnership and alliances with women-owned businesses, 
not only is the representativity of the employers’ organisation en-
hanced but its institutional capacity to negotiate and participate 
in national policy formulation processes is also strengthened. 

On the other hand, employers’ organisations can help address 
the unique challenges faced by women entrepreneurs. Women en-
trepreneurs can benefi t greatly from being associated with, and con-
nected to, dynamic and member based organisations, which can 
provide them with greater access to important support in the areas 
of lobbying, policy-making and advisory and business-related serv-
ices. Th ere are also opportunities for employers’ organisations to 
provide a range of specifi c initiatives and support services tailored to 
suit the specifi c needs and circumstances of both women and men.

How important is International Women’s Day
to the work of the IOE?

International Women’s Day underscores the importance of address-
ing the particular barriers faced by women in participating in eco-
nomic activity. For its part, the IOE will continue to look for op-
portunities to support its members and contribute to this debate.

Promoting gender equality among employers
ILO Gender News spoke to the Secretary-General of the International Organization of Employers (IOE),
Mr. Antonio Peñalosa, on the role of gender equality in the organisation’s work.
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