Slump causing extra hardship for women

An increasing number of women are being directly affected by the current economic downturn, with some losing their jobs and places to live. However, this reality tends not to come to light because women are less likely to use consultation services or other support programs aimed at people facing such difficulties--highlighting the need to improve support targeting such women. 

A 45-year-old woman from Tokyo, who has been doing clerical work as a temporary worker for more than 10 years, has spent some nights recently at all-night restaurants or Internet cafes. While the woman used to be a regular employee of a company, she switched to working as a temp so she could make more use of her English abilities. Although she had an annual income of more than 3.5 million yen, the contract on her last position was terminated when the economic situation deteriorated. 

Since February, with the economic crisis becoming increasingly serious, she has not been offered any clerical work from the temporary staffing agency she has been using. While she has continued looking for both part-time and temporary work, at times she has been unable to find work for stretches of more than 10 days. She now accepts day placements or manufacturing work. "I sometimes think I might end up becoming homeless tomorrow," she said. 

Due to the plunge in her income, the woman now lives with her relatives. However, when she misses the last train because of work, she will stay the night at an all-night restaurant. "I want to work, but there's no work out there. I want to sleep on a bed on which I can stretch myself out and live a normal life in which I just get up in the morning and go out to work," the woman said. 

Misako Ichimura, a woman who launched Nora, a group of homeless women who make handmade cloth napkins, said that like the Tokyo woman, the number of women facing difficulties in making a living and having to spend the night at all-night restaurants has been increasing since the beginning of this year. 

Ichimura regularly visits such restaurants and talks to women she finds staying at them, handing them leaflets detailing consultation services they can make use of. 

"I can recognize such women because their appearance is different from those waiting for the first train after having fun all night long or those working late at night," Ichimura said. "For some women, even though they have a place to live, they'd rather not stay at their homes because of problems with other family members and other reasons." 

One weekend in mid-April, Ichimura visited an all-night fast-food restaurant near JR Shibuya Station in Tokyo, and ended up handing out her leaflets to seven women in their 30s to 60s during the hours between the last train at night and the first train in the morning. When she visited the same restaurant at the end of January, the number of women she gave the leaflet to was four, she said. 

"I normally go to a different restaurant, but today I was told to leave the restaurant because they wanted to clean it. So, I came here," said a woman in her 50s, who had been sleeping with her head on a table. When handed the leaflet, she looked it over carefully. 

With the economic situation worsening, the resulting problems faced by women are starting to emerge. 

In March, the Cabinet Office's Council for Gender Equality compiled an interim report on poverty among women and its causes. The report pointed out that women face a greater risk of difficulty of holding on to their livelihoods because companies have been terminating the contracts of nonregular workers, many of whom are women. 

It is difficult for women to hold on to the same job throughout their working lives because many take time out to give birth or raise children. When they try to return to work, they typically find themselves moving from one nonregular job to another, according to the report. 

Among every age group of women in their 30s or older, there are more women than men earning less than half the median income in Japan. The older the age group, the wider the gap in income between men and women becomes, the report said. 

"Many people think that problems involving temporary workers whose contracts are terminated, or so-called Internet cafe refugees who have lost their jobs and housing and are forced to sleep at Internet cafes are problems relating only to men. However, 60 percent of temporary workers are women, and they also face similar problems, " said Midori Ito, of the Action Center for Working Women. "I've heard that many counseling services or support programs for such workers are mainly used by men, and this makes some women hesitant to use these services." 

"It's necessary to provide support aimed specifically at women facing difficulties at this time," she added. 

http://www.yomiuri.co.jp/dy/national/20090528TDY04302.htm
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