COMMENT: A gnawing gap —Durdana Najam

Only recently a law against sexual harassment has been promulgated by parliament to protect women in the working environment. The law, however, does not cover the informal sector that happens to be the largest employer of women in Pakistan

On its 50th anniversary, USAID released a study on gender equality. The study reveals that when 10 percent more girls go to school, a country’s GDP increases on average by three percent. When women have the same amount of land as men, there is over 10 percent increase in crop yield. Countries with share of women’s seats in political bodies greater than 30 percent are more inclusive, egalitarian and democratic. The report seeks to show that women determine the development and growth of a family and society. Her role in the value formation of her child and the family dependent on her is not a small reason to invest in her academic pursuits. If economic development calls for astute strategic thinking, the provision of a clean and straight mind is all the more intense to keep the wheel of business moving without the spanners of corruption halting growth. 

Women’s participation in the economy has been an issue of immense interest ever since the world has become diverse in its productive and developmental approaches. If on the one hand leading women into the workforce has helped raise living standards for developed economies, gender inequality on the other hand has caused many economies to follow a sluggish developmental pattern. Though norms and rituals make for the slow progression of women as an active workforce, certain innate behavioural patterns as well determine society’s take on women’s integration in the country’s labour market. Thinking women physically weak, inept at technology, lacking negotiating skills and burdened with dual responsibilities, have led to status and wage differentials among men and women doing identical work. Even though women have proved many of the alleged shortcomings merely perceptual flaws, her right to earn due professional respect is sill restricted, especially in developing economies. In the case of Pakistan, at least 71.7 percent of women are engaged in the informal sector due to not only the absence of opportunities in the formal sector but preference of men over women in job allocation.

The informal sector is infamous for many reasons but lack of rules, quality of work and clean working environment makes it doubly grotesque and unpalatable. Long working hours and no job security could lead women to psychological blocks that hamper their ability to work at the optimal level. Studies conducted so far over the condition of women in the informal sector gives a dismal story of the state of affairs. Jehan (2000) found that the informal sector is characterised by low education and skill level, paucity of capital, lower income and a high degree of segregation. Seclusion and lack of information makes women totally dependent on the contractors and middle persons, opening doors to exploitation and gender discrimination. Almost every woman working in the informal sector is earning only Rs 15-50 per day against 12 to 16 hours of labour. Women’s participation in the informal sector has increased by 1.8 percent annually since 2001 due to low academic and developmental support, rising inflation and stunted economic opportunities. Oblivious to price mechanisms and market operations, women in the unregulated informal sector are the most exploited entity in the value chain of production processes. 

Government intervention in the informal sector, especially in respect to the welfare of women has been dismally low and unproductive. Budget 2011 is almost mum over the informal sector and a meagre allocation of Rs 5 billion for rural unskilled workers has been allocated to prove representation. Only recently a law against sexual harassment has been promulgated by parliament to protect women in the working environment. The law, however, does not cover the informal sector that happens to be the largest employer of women in Pakistan. The irony is that Protection Against Harassment of Women at the Workplace Act 2010 was enacted in the wake of widely reported sexual murders of two housemaids, Shazia Masih (January 2010) and Kiran George (March 2010). What can one expect from a government that could appoint as its ministers people like Israrullah Zehri who supported the burial alive of five women in Balochistan and Mir Hazar Khan Bijrani who presided over an alternative dispute resolution mechanism that approved giving away five girls aged two to six years in a feud settlement.

A survey conducted by the Gender Reproductive Health Forum in 2002 revealed that there were 20,000 sex workers active in Islamabad. A local NGO has found at least 100,000 sex workers active in Karachi and 75,000 in Lahore only. According to Aleem Baig, most of these women have adopted prostitution because of poverty and unequal job opportunities. “Since their education level is usually low and family structure unsupportive in case of divorce or any financial crisis, women resort to prostitution to make ends meet,” said Baig. 

The situation is increasingly becoming dismal. Inflation rising at the speed of light and cutting across every segment of our lives with its sharp edges, the life of an ordinary Pakistani, especially of a woman, has become unbearable. Our nation is running out of not only patience but faith as well that helps one sustain losses — be it financial or otherwise. In such a situation it becomes extremely important for civil society to force governments to make policies that are women-friendly and engage women at the council and tehsil level through different developmental programmes so that they become drivers of success and growth and not of lust or temporary pleasure. Job security and allocation of a certain percentage of jobs to women in the private sector should be mandated with strict sexual harassment laws in place. The notion of mixing work with pleasure should be discouraged by giving more power to women to choose their career and life enhancement strategies. 
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