Gender bias still a grim reality

Thai women can take pride in equal participation in the labour force. But when it comes to pay, position - and housework - the Labour Day tomorrow is only a reminder that inequality is still a grim reality for working women both at the workplace and at home. No, this is not whining. And if anyone dares tell you so, give them these facts:

First on the home front. According to the National Statistics Office, the time women spend on household chores is almost two times more than men, although they both work. In the same vein, the responsibility to care for children and the elderly also fall principally on women's shoulders.

The statistics on reading are also eye-opening. They show women aged 6 to 30 read more than men. Yet, from age 30 up, it is men who read more. Is it possible that women, after returning home from work, are too busy cooking, washing the dishes, helping the kids with homework, and so at the end of the day are simply too tired to flip a page?

The same goes for responsibility in bed. It is totally a myth that Thailand's birth control miracle stems from condom use, which implies men being in charge of birth control decisions. Family planning statistics over the past 30 years show the contrary: 36% of married women use contraceptive pills, 12% use injectable contraceptives and 26% resort to sterilisation. What about their spouses? Only 0.4% use condoms. And only 0.9% have the guts to go for male sterilisation. What do you say to that?

The situation is not much better in the workplace. Statistics show female household heads in all regions earn less than their male counterparts, apparently as a result of unequal pay scale, training, and promotion opportunities.

According to 2008 Thailand Gender Disaggregated Statistics, the average income of women nationwide is at the ratio of 0.94 compared to men. The industry also makes women workers retire at the age of 45 while it is 55 for men. As a result, many who face forced retirement must earn a living as outsourced home-based workers, toiling for less pay with zero welfare and benefits.

Can labour unions help? Reflecting the gender gap at large, women comprise only one-third of unionists, which is probably why the call by women workers for day-care centres at the workplace has received only token support from male-dominated national labour unions.

Despite the odds, women unionists in the manufacturing industry succeeded in winning the fight for a 45-day maternity leave a decade ago, which benefits working women across the board. Ironically, pregnancy is still a nightmare for women workers out of fear of losing their jobs. Economic pressure forces many to seek abortion while many of the new mothers never take full maternity leave because they cannot afford to.

Meanwhile, glass ceiling is a common problem among professional women while their meagre participation in national policy decision-making makes it difficult to push for women- and family-friendly policies. How bad are things? According to the Interior Ministry, women make up only 10% in all levels of local administration. Interestingly, the same percentage goes for women MPs in Parliament as well as women members in national committees under various ministries, state enterprises and independent organisations. In officialdom, the base of the power pyramid is dominated by females. Yet among those who have made it to the very top, only one in four of them are women.

The Constitution enshrines gender equality and endorses affirmative action to redress the gender gap. Yet, they still ring hollow in the face of fierce policy resistance from deep-rooted prejudice to protect men's turfs. To push for change, the Office of Womens Affairs and Family Development is developing a set of gender equality indicators for state agencies and the private sector for self evaluation. But if the cultural values that put women down remain intact, women must struggle at work and at home for a long time yet.
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