International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)

1st World Women’s Conference
Brussels, Belgium, 19 to 21 October 2009

The ITUC Women’s Conference took place under the motto “Decent Life for Women: Trade Unions Taking  the Lead for Economic and Social Justice & Equality”. It was attended by over 400 women from approximately 100 countries. 
The aims of the Conference were: 

-  To provide policy guidelines for the ITUC World Congress in 2010 and for the global trade union movement;

-  To develop concrete, innovative strategies to make unions relevant to women, and to strengthen the gender element in trade union bargaining, negotiation, and social dialogue;

-  To promote exchanges of information and experience between women trade unionists and provide an opportunity to capture their unique perspective on the developing trade union agenda at a time of global economic crisis;

-  To improve policy coherence between the trade union agenda and policy/ development initiatives on gender;

-  To strengthen the solidarity of women within trade unions and between trade union women, policy makers and civil society organisations.

 

On the 20th there was a panel on “Women as Decision Makers”. I was invited to take part in this panel that included representatives from trade unions, NGOs and UN/international governmental sectors. The panel focused on the challenges for women to become leaders, expectations as role models, work/life balance, etc. I was sent the following question:
Women are very active in NGO's and various NGO's focus on issues related to gender equality at work and women workers rights. What should trade unions do  to  encourage these women to become active members in trade unions and to use their capacity/ skills to stand for elections in trade unions to help achieving the economic empowerment of women? 

I was given three minutes to answer and then make further comments after participants had also the chance to comment and to ask questions. 
I focused my answer on the care economy, which is currently almost the exclusive responsibility of women.  I talked on the one hand of the conceptualization of the care economy, its role in society and the need to implement advocacy actions for the creation of national care systems that are not only the responsibility of women but of society as a whole. In this respect I also talked of the need for public services that are accessible and of high quality. On the other hand I talked of the role of social movements in the struggle for gender equality and the necessary articulation among the different movements, including the labour union movement and the women’s movement. 
The other two women in the panel were Anita Normak, General Secretary of the Building and Wood Workers International and Elissar Sarrouh, Head of the UNIFEM Liaison Office in Brussels.

The programme of the conference is attached.

The conference provided several opportunities for meeting and exchanging information with other women, in particular in relation to education and training (e.g Education International) as well as the work on poverty eradication and climate change). We discussed with Gemma Adaba, representative of ITUC to the United Nations, the possibility of organizing a common activity at the coming CSW (Commission on the Status of Women) at the UN that will focus on Beijing + 10. 

Ana Agostino

October 2009

