Labor Rights Forum: Gender in the Workplace

July 26, 2005, Hotel Bristol, Mexico City

Coordinated by Semillas – Sociedad Mexicana Pro Derechos de la Mujer, A.C.

Participants

22 individuals representing 12 NGOs, from 6 Mexican states

Baja California:

1. Campaña por los Derechos Laborales de Mujeres Trabajadoras, Tijuana and San Quintin. 

2.  Trabajo a Domicilio, Tijuana. 

Chihuahua: 

3.  COL. Comité de Obrer@s en Lucha, Cd. Juárez.

Coahuila: 

4.  SEDEPAC-Fronteras Coahuila, Cd. Frontera. 

5.  CFO. Comité Fronterizo de Obrer@s, Piedras Negras.

Distrito Federal: 

6.  Centro de Colaboración Cívica

7.  FAT. Frente Autentico del Trabajo

8.  Red de Mujeres Sindicalistas

9.  SEDEPAC. Servicios, Desarrollo y Paz

10. Semillas, Sociedad Mexicana Pro Derechos de la Mujer, A.C.

Puebla: 

11.  CAT.  Centro de Apoyo a la Mujer, Puebla.

Yucatán: 

12.  Centro de Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos Humanos Laborales, Mérida.  
Objectives

Take the time to reflect and analyze what “labor rights” (LR) really means today in Mexico; begin to answer questions such as: 

· What are the LR particular to women? 

· How is globalization affecting LR, especially the “third-party-ization” of labor (with maquilas and other intermediaries in the supply chain)? 

Using the reflection on the past strategies as a point of departure, identify the most effective and impactful strategies that NGOs, activists and syndicates can carry out to address the challenges around LR. 

Forum Agenda

First Panel. 

The defense and appropriation of Labor Rights

· Arturo Alcalde: The worker’s struggle for Labor Rights (men and women workers) 

· Gloria Tello: Human Rights and Labor Rights for women

Second Panel.

Organizational and promotional strategies for women’s Labor Rights

· Elizabeth Robles, SEDEPAC. Cd. Fronteras, Coahuila. 

· Ana Enríquez, Trabajo a domicilio. Tijuana. 

· Hilda Ramírez, Frente Auténtico del Trabajo. D.F.

· Rosario Ortiz, Red de Mujeres Sindicalistas. D.F. 
Highlights from the Presentations

Arturo Alcalde 

· We are all workers – not just the maquila laborers – we need to remember that we all earn an income from our professional work 

· Labor becomes a fundamental activity and space in our lives, through which we satisfy our personal and familial needs; sometimes our labor coincides with our life project; work is where we gain much of our education and experience; it is basic in our daily life, where we create much of our culture; in summary, it is through labor that we transcend in many ways as individuals. 

· When we belittle the value of labor and reduce it to a series of unrelated actions, we begin to think of labor as something alien to us. 

· Mexico is a corporativist state: 92% of all collective contracts are corporativist. 

· Behind many elements of corporate control, like contracts that favor corporate protectionism, is the segregation of a fundamental aspect of each of our lives: labor. 

Gloria Tello

· Women’s professional activities are most often reflections of their gender; they are secretaries (who organize and “take care of” executives), they are on the cleaning staff, they are nurses and teachers. 

· Women are hired by maquilas specifically because they know how to sew, because they are adept at assembling parts, because they are more efficient and easily manipulated, and because they can be paid less than men. 

Subjects of Analyses 

1. Equality by Law: Minimum wage; Profit bonus (reparto de utilidades
); Non-discrimination by gender; Labor Justice

2. Productivity and Flexibility: Maximum work day; work shift structures; hiring practices. The challenge here is to reconcile the corporation’s interests with the worker’s interests, and to position the worker as a positive factor in corporation’s development. 

3. Union Democracy: in relation to various subjects presented, particularly transparency and justice. 

4. Collective Bargaining and Union Contracts: structure of syndicates, control and registration of contracts, secret ballots; corporativism as the basis for labor injustice. 

5. Labor Justice: the arbitrator’s role in facilitating discussions about worker’s contracts, the right to strike, the right to organization, ILO Convention 87. 

6. The Procedure: outlining a common procedure for union organizing. 

Recommendations from speakers

· Work in partnership, as a network, collaborative strategies and information sharing, addressing and challenging corporate protectionism together

· Select common areas of action, such as justice and collective bargaining 

· Develop collective actions, pool our resources in human rights and labor laws, international laws and treaties, general NGO communication and educational expertise 

· Continue to identify strategies that can be address collaboratively, share experiences and evaluate the effectiveness of each strategy before moving forward with a new one 

Dialogue 

· Most state governments are intensely anti-union. In the Yucatan, the government uses its anti-union stance and the prohibition on strikes as an invitation to foreign investors. It is fundamental that we continue to create class consciousness and awareness about class struggle among laborers. 

· Create awareness among male workers that their presence is necessary in the conversation about women’s LR. 

· Women workers, activists and feminists currently have a proposal to reform the Federal Labor Law (Ley Federal de Trabajo), in which they express: “today women are part of the labor force; today women are re-vindicating the role of the working woman, which means we must link the private with the public.” 

· We can create a new type of unionism. The lack of credibility, transparency and rampant corruption of the syndicates is a perception that is now generalized in society. 

· The government is absent from the debate about “codes of conduct” and “corporate social responsibility”, and their role has been simplified by the existence of these “norms”. 

· Codes of conduct and corporate social responsibility should not outweigh federal law. Some see these as mechanisms to block union organizing. 

· Codes of conduct and corporate social responsibility are unilateral – they are defined and imposed by the corporations. They do not are not part of a legally recognized international framework, and do not abide by global treaties nor by judicial norms. 

· There is a general confusion about the role of corporate foundations and corporations. There is a distrust of corporate foundations that want to fund LR work and a resistance to accept such funding. This needs to be discussed and the relationship between corporations and their foundations must be made public, transparent, and unambiguous. 

· At the center of all of these debates are the shift of the relationship between labor and capital and women’s human rights. 

Strategies for Moving Forward

· Promote the organization of laborers, whether that be in syndicates or alternative types of organizations that defend LR. Create organizing strategies that do not immediately look to confrontation, rather that use negotiation as one of their key capacities. 

· Incorporate other civil society actors in the defense of unions, consumer organizations and international LR networks, as part of the movement to further democratize the country. 

· Develop effective actions around the construction of alliances with other actors interested in LR, and look for new elements that join allies against the negative impacts of globalization, both national and international. 

· Build capacities in negotiation skills and in creating alliances. 

· Link NGOs, labor and union movements with legislators. 

· Take advantage of international treaties to obligate our government to enforce the labor laws that are already part of Mexico’s Federal Labor Law. 

Final Recommendations

· Develop a sustainable strategy that has mid to long term financial resources supporting it to create a “Labor Observatory” that monitors and evaluates the labor and trade practices of large companies and of maquiladoras and subcontractors. 

· Study in greater depth the phenomenon of “third-party-ization” of production and labor, and the impacts this has in the labor world, on LR, and particularly on women. 

� Reparto de utilidades is a payment particular to Mexico, which makes it mandatory that corporations pay workers a portion of profit, similar to a bonus, once taxes are declared for a fiscal year. This payment usually takes place in April or May of each year. 
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