Women marchers call for jobs, equality 

MANILA, Philippines—Armed with pots and pans, women workers on Sunday braved the summer heat and trooped to the streets in major cities to mark International Women’s Day, calling for full employment for women, gender equality amid the global economic crisis, and the junking of the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA).

Members of the Alliance of Progressive Labor (APL) and the Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU) marched on Chino Roces (formerly Mendiola) Bridge near Malacañang to demand that government help working wives and mothers laid off due to the financial crisis.

APL chapters also held demonstrations in Cebu, Davao, General Santos and Cotabato cities.

Some 10,000 members of Gabriela, carrying purple, white and red banners, converged on Mendiola, called for the junking of the VFA, and aired concerns on the violation of women’s rights, including the increasing unemployment among female workers.

International Women’s Day, observed around the world on March 8, celebrates the economic, political and social achievements of women. It is said to have originated from protests held in 1857 by female workers of clothing and textile factories in New York.

According to Nenita Gonzaga, KMU vice president for women, protection against retrenchments and labor exploitation, the quest for meaningful wages and social change are the “thundering plight” of Filipino women workers in these times.

Gonzaga said women desperate for jobs often bore the brunt of labor-related abuses from “patriarchal” or male-dominated working places.

“Women workers are vulnerable to gender-related oppression in the work place. Despite hard times and the danger of job loss, we see them striving to earn extra income doing menial tasks such as washing clothes and vending in the streets,” she told reporters.

For its part, the APL said socialism was the long-term solution to the “systemic crises” that marked capitalist, market-oriented economy like the Philippines.

Overhaul government
“The global financial crisis is the final evidence that the neoliberal project—the restructuring of the economy through privatization, liberalization and deregulation—has miserably failed. What we need is nothing less than a complete overhaul of the government’s flawed market-oriented economic policies,” APL women coordinator Marlene Sindayen said.

Sindayen, who led APL members carrying pots and pans in their march, said there was a need to steer the economy toward “full employment” through state-led industrial development, the completion of agrarian reform and democratic economic planning.

She cited recent data from the International Labor Organization (ILO) that global unemployment in 2009 could increase by 18 to 30 million workers, depending on the recovery efforts, and by more than 50 million if the situation continues to deteriorate.

The report also said that some 200 million workers could be pushed into extreme poverty.

“The current crisis will hit women hardest due to the persistence of gender bias. They will be the first to lose their jobs,” Sindayen said.

Export industries
The Quezon City-based Ecumenical Institute for Labor Education and Research (EILER) said the worse was yet to come for women workers in industries affected by the global financial crisis.

In a statement sent to the Philippine Daily Inquirer, EILER deputy executive director Anna Leah Ecresa-Colina said export industries, specifically garment, semiconductor and electronics, “are the losing sectors” because of a global slump in consumption.

According to the National Economic and Development Authority, these sectors, which employ mostly women workers, have already shed some 42,000 jobs, Colina said.

Some 80 percent of workers in the export processing zones were women, she added.

Sealing off traffic
Although Gabriela maintained it had mobilized 10,000 people for their protest action—its members filling the Quiapo-bound lane of España Boulevard in the march from Welcome Rotunda to Mendiola—the Manila Police District (MPD) placed the number of rally participants at only 1,500.

The gathering sealed off vehicular traffic at the intersection of C.M. Recto Avenue, Legarda and Mendiola Streets.

In a statement, Gabriela secretary general Emmi de Jesus said the march on Mendiola would show President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo “that unlike her, we stand with the Filipino people and we will fight to end any and all forms of unequal relations with the US government.”

The group further lamented the increasing unemployment rate among Filipino workers, mostly women, as the result of massive retrenchment.

They claimed that for every 100 workers laid off here or abroad, 70 or 80 of them were women.

Scrap VFA
De Jesus also said that women concerns generally stemmed from the continuing unequal relations between the Philippines and the United States.

“The capitalist crisis of overproduction in the United States impacts on the export-oriented and import-dependent Philippine economy and had caused the current massive retrenchment of tens of thousands of Filipinos. Most Filipinos who lose their jobs, either here or abroad, are women,” she said.

Gabriela also demanded for the scrapping of the VFA, condemning abuses allegedly committed by American soldiers against Filipino women.

Faces of Cordillera
In Baguio City, women’s groups staged a photo exhibit on the many faces of the Cordillera woman as part of their celebration of International Working Women’s Day.

Among the works featured were by National Artist Benedicto “BenCab” Cabrera, Dave Richards, Marlon Gomarcho and Filipino-American women artists of Gabriela-USA who depicted the role of Cordillera women farmers in securing food and indigenous knowledge in tribal communities.

The exhibit ran for a week in a booth by the Innabuyog-Gabriela and the Cordillera Women’s Education Action Research Center (CWEARC) during the “Session Road in Bloom” bazaar of the Panagbenga (Baguio Flower Festival).

“This is our way of giving tribute and voices to women who have done so much in nurturing our lives through their [labor] in agricultural communities, who never feared in defending our civil rights and who have kept our traditional knowledge intact,” said Emmie Carreon, networking and advocacy coordinator of CWEARC.

Traditional seeds
Carreon said the exhibit was also a way to educate the public on indigenous women’s role in securing food, traditional knowledge and rights.

The booth also featured indigenous women’s products such as rice, seeds, woven and handcrafted materials and organic food items that came from the provinces of Kalinga, Mountain Province, Benguet, Abra and Ifugao.

“We are exhibiting these traditional seeds to make people aware these are threatened to be displaced by high-yielding commercial seeds which require very expensive and environmentally unsafe chemical farm inputs. These traditional seeds are becoming extinct because more farmers are now planting high-yielding seeds,” Carreon said. With a report from Desiree Caluza, Inquirer Northern Luzon
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