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Introduction
Handbook-6 covers the important role that unions can play in supporting the 
struggle for women’s rights at work, how they can be achieved and the type of 
policy and programmes trade unions need to introduce and support.  It describes 
and defines gender equality and discrimination by exploring gender stereotyping 
and its impact on women. There are sections on equal pay and pay equity, violence 
against women, sexual harassment and OSH as a women’s issues. A comparison 
between Bangladesh law and the international conventions provides information 
to assist unions to lobby for improvements to the law. Finally it gives guidelines 
and information on how the union can integrate gender equality into all areas of 
work, including the setting up of structures that involve women in the 
decision-making.

The Handbook deals with these questions
Section 1: Defining Gender Equality & Discrimination
   What does gender mean and why is it important in the workplace?
   What is Gender stereotyping and how does it have an impact on women workers? 
   Why is equal pay important and how can it be achieved?
   How can the union prevent violence at work and sexual harassment?

Section 2: The Laws and Rights at Work
   Which are the ILO Conventions that cover gender equality?
   What is CEDAW and why is it important for women workers?
   Is the Bangladesh government enacting and enforcing laws to support rights 

for women workers?

Section 3: Women in Trade Unions
   What can a trade union do to support gender equality?
   How important is it to recruit and organise women at the workplace?
   What type of union structures can involve women in decision making?
   Is it important to have a Women’s Committee?
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Gender Equality Rights and Principles

The majority of trade unions now, to 
varying degrees, implement gender 
equality policies and as a result 
women workers, around the world, 
participate in their unions as activists 
and leaders. 

Their contributions have improved 
the condition of many women 
workers but there is still an 
unacceptable level of gender based 
discrimination in all areas of work and society.

Women trade unionists continue the struggle for rights, such as, gender equality, 
pay equity, maternity leave and child care, in workplaces free from discrimination, 
harassment and violence. They also take the issues up in families and communities.

But there is still a long way to go, especially in today’s world of low wages and 
precarious work.

Key Points
Many trade unions now 
 Recognise that taking up specific 

issues for women encourages them 
to join 

 Have changed union structures to 
ensure women have access to 
decision making in the union
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The story of a successful struggle led by Women Workers

  In India, women rural health workers spent long hours looking after the health 
of communities, travelling the countryside on foot or bicycles and often at 
night. Their commitment to the work risked their own health and safety 

   They had no employment status and survived on allowances handed out by the 
local authorities. The health centres were poorly equipped without proper 
facilities, making the work difficult and demanding

   They complained individually to the authorities with no success, until one day 
they decided to work together and requested assistance from the national 
federations; were hesitant to support them so, they put their case to a Global 
Union Federation

   They were allocated project funding to start a union and receive training; they 
worked hard organising and campaigning, while continuing to deliver care in 
the communities, winning the support of local people 

In 3 years, they had a registered union, were recognised as employees, gained 
government funding to improve the health centres and for the first time were 
receiving a wage. One of the large public sector federations affiliated and 
supported them and now the women leaders of this new union have leadership 
positions in the federation

This story tells us about the strength, commitment and determination of women 
workers in a country with a similar cultural attitude to women; it is just one of 
many thousands of stories from countries all over the world. Whichever sector 
women work in, whether in a city or in a rural area, it is possible by standing 
together, to bring about change.

Women Workers in the Union (an example)

Total

850

13

Worker

Leadership in the Committee

Female

638

02

Male

212
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Gender is not about the biological and physiological characteristics that we 
are born with. These define a person as male or female and describe the sex of 
a person.

Gender Stereotyping
Stereotypical beliefs and perceptions 
are defined by the society we live in. 
It is about the emotions and behaviour 
of women and men and how they are 
expected to act or perform tasks based 
on their sex. 
Gender sensitivity helps to break 
down the barriers created by 
stereotyped attitudes, so that people 
are judged on their merits and skills not whether they are male or female
Talk about ‘male and female’ - if you are collecting statistics or talking about 
biology ‘The meeting had 10 females and 9 males’
Talk about ‘woman and man’ - if you are explaining what they do or a person’s 
behaviour. ‘The woman made an excellent speech’
‘The man does not give a room for woman to express her opinion’
Society is constantly changing and so are the roles and status of women and men. 
When talking about women and men, remember, women have the same potential 
as men.
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Key Points
 Gender Stereotyping has a negative 

impact on the lives of both men and 
women but gives men more options 
and helps to keep women in a 
subservient position. 

 Basing a person’s ability to do a job on 
their sex means that women are 
continually being undervalued

Defining Gender
Gender is learnt behaviour, and comes from the perception that society has of 
women and men.

We learn this as children, it varies from culture to culture and over time, as 
societies change.

Woman

Housewife, Servant, carer

Hard working, caring, docile

Cooking, cleaning, washing

Unskilled, respectful, weak

The Role

Behaviours

Activities

Characteristics

Man

Head of the Family, breadwinner, 

Dominant, controlling, assertive

Going to work, drinking, gambling

Strong, skilled, decision maker 
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Women’s Work

Some typical Stereotypes
  Women are careful and good at sewing 
  Women better at cleaning and cooking than men 
  Men make better pilots than women 
  Only men work in a garage because they are physically strong.

Gender discrimination 
Discrimination takes place when a person or group of people are treated unfairly 
or badly because of who or what they are. 

It can be based, for example, on a person’s sex, gender identity, nationality, race or 
ethnicity, religion or religious beliefs, colour, disability, age, language, social 
status or where you live.

  A young woman applies for a job but the employer rejects her application 
because she is getting married and 
might get pregnant 

  An older very experience and 
skilled woman applies for a job at 
the same time as a younger man 
with less experience; the employer 
rejects her application because of 
her age and sex

Certain categories of jobs are known as 
‘women’s work’ such as nursing, cleaning, 
sewing and child care. It is called low or 
unskilled work and pays low wages; 
regardless of the level of skill required to do 
the work, which is undervalued. 

   Jobs for women are often non-permanent, 
precarious and without contracts, giving 
no guarantee of work from one day to 
the next and without an employment 
contract Labour Laws do not apply

Key Points
Gender discrimination is the result of 
centuries of gender stereotyping and 
in the world of work today women are 
still treated differently to men
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   Precarious work does not include training, 
education or promotion; social security, 
pensions, compensation or sickness 
insurance are not provided.

Child care is expensive and often not 
available, which is an added stress for women, 
knowing they must work to support the family 
but not knowing if their babies and children 
are safe.

Types of discrimination that impact on Women Workers
Equal Pay and Pay Equity
World-wide, women are usually poorer than men. Poverty amongst women leads 
to child poverty and this in turn affects the well-being and future of a society.

The lack of opportunities for training and promotion, mean that women cannot 
increase their wages by following a career path.

Trade unions have campaigned for equal pay and pay equity for many years but 
there are still unacceptable gaps in all countries.

‘Equal pay’ or ‘pay equity (equal pay for work of equal value)’
Women and men get the same pay for doing
   The same or a similar job, or 
   Work that is different but of an equivalent skill level

Key Points
Men usually have higher 
bonuses and pension schemes 
with more access to overtime. 
If women had decent basic 
rates of pay, overtime would 
not be so important for them

Example
   A woman works in the packing area with several men, doing exactly the same 

work but gets paid 20% less than the men and is not given overtime
   Caterers and cleaners who are mostly women are paid less than gardeners and 

drivers who are mainly men
The skills level is the same, only the place and circumstances are different. But, 
cleaners are casual workers and paid less than a driver who has regular hours and 
bonuses.

Pay discrimination is when women’s time and skills are less valued than a mans
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Equal pay and pay equity can
   Change the stereotype of women as less skilled or physically unsuitability for a job
   Reduce women’s financial dependence and increase her influence and status 

in the community and family
 Prevent low-income households headed by women becoming poor and 

remaining poor
 Increase women’s pensions and decrease the risk of poverty in old age
   Result in more training for women workers
Paying women workers higher wages benefits the employer
   Workers earning a living wage have more job satisfaction
   Labour relations improve with fewer workplace disputes and ill health
   Proper knowledge/ understanding of existing pay and bargaining capacity of women 
   Better paid workers produce better products

A gender pay gap has many causes 
   Lack of education and training; when school for girls is not considered 

important or useful or they are kept home to care for siblings 

Activity for achieving pay equality & equity
   Do a gender map of the workplace; noting the basic pay rates of women and 

men / compare job classifications / access to training / permanent or casual 
jobs / who gets more overtime and bonuses, benefits and promotions

   Carry out a survey of the women and men’s take home pay and work out 
the Percentage difference between them

   Work out how much a 10% increase in the basic rate of pay for women 
would cost the employer and compare that with how much it would cost 
to provide bonuses and benefits

   Discuss and agree on an increase with women workers and explain the 
benefits of going for a wage increase or benefits

   Prepare a report on the benefits of pay increases for women to produce in 
negotiations for wage increases

Defining pay
   Basic rate of pay is the amount the employer agrees to pay for the time 

worked (e.g. hourly, monthly) before tax or other deductions
   Take home pay is the total amount of pay recorded in the workers’ payslip. This 

may be higher than the basic rate because it includes, e.g. bonuses, overtime, 
benefits; or lower after deductions such as tax or debt to the employer.
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Sexual harassment is caused by the unequal power relations between men and 
women, it is a general work and OSH issue, and occurs in all countries. Because 
of gender stereotyping and cultural reasons, it is difficult for women to report it to 
a supervisor or talk about it with other women.

   Gender differences in work experience; women have more time out of the 
workplace because of pregnancy and caring for families. 

   When women return to work after child birth or other family reasons, they 
must start from the beginning again. 

This type of violence can cause death, major 
injury (needing medical attention), and 
minor injury (needing first aid or on site 
attention) as well as psychological ill health 
It can take place at the workplace, in the community, to and from work, in isolated 
areas or at her home and be caused by management, supervisors, other workers, 
family members or the people outside work.

Verbal abuse and threats can lead to physical violence and cause psychological 
damage through fear and anxiety. If the abuse is repeated it can lead to depression, 
reduced morale and sickness or absenteeism.

Preventing Violence at work is an employer responsibility

Sexual Harassment

The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) states that globally 
Gender-based violence is one of the most prevalent human-rights violations in 
the world. More than 35% of women worldwide have experienced physical 
and/or sexual violence and between 40% and 50% of women experience 
unwanted sexual advances, physical contact or other forms of sexual 
harassment at work.
Gender-based violence (GBV) is a manifestation of unequal power 
relations between women and men. 
At work, as in society, GBV can take on multiple forms, including:
   Physical assault, including rape
   Verbal abuse and threats of violence
   Bullying
   Psychological abuse and intimidation
   Sexual harassment

Violence against women at work is ‘any incident in which a worker is abused,
threatened or assaulted in circumstances relating to their work’

A woman works as at RMG 
factory was verbally harassed 
by her male supervisor.



Effects on Women are devastating
 Humiliation, anger, helplessness, fear and guilt
 Loss of self-esteem and self-worth
 Emotional stress leading to depression, 

insomnia and anxiety
 Reduced job performance and fear of losing work
 Fear of being ridiculed, blamed, victimised or 

disbelieved
 Dismissal or denial of promotion
 Physical symptoms such as headaches and 

stomach pains, sleeping and eating disorders, 
or miscarriage.
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The union has a responsibility to
   Protect the rights of women members
   Ensure a workplace free from any type of harassment
   Recognise that it is an industrial issue
   Enforce it as a management responsibility to prevent
The myths about sexual harassment

Key Points
 Sexual harassment is not the fault of women & has an impact on the workplace 
 It can disrupt team work, or become a distraction that causes safety 

problems & increases in absenteeism, as other women become scared. As 
a result the employer loses skilled workers

Myth Facts
If a woman ignores sexual 
harassment it will stop

Evidence shows that if a woman ignores it there 
is a higher risk of it becoming more persistent 
and dangerous

It is human nature. Men and 
women are attracted to each 
other

Sexual harassment is not about mutual 
attraction, it is about the power relation and 
control of men over women

It’s natural for men to see 
how far they can go with a 
woman. She can always say 
‘no’ firmly

A woman may be frightened to say no and fear 
repercussions, especially if she is threatened
Some men see ‘no’, as a reason to try harder

Women are really to blame 
just look at the way they 
dress and flirt

Men must learn to take control of their behaviour 
and responsibility for their actions. Women of all 
ages and types are harassed by men

It must be repeated or 
continued

The laws make it clear that just one action of 
harassment is not acceptable



Sexual Harassment is
 Unwanted, unasked and unwelcome 

behaviour that is offensive or harmful
 An expression of power without regard 

to the person’s appearance or behaviour, 
that Is not sexually motivated

 Not the same as consensual behaviour 
between two people

It includes
 Unnecessary physical contact and 

touching or telling sexually-explicit jokes 
  Making rude or suggestive comments or 

signals 
  Sending anonymous letters
  Requesting sexual favours or making insults based on a person’s sex
 Crude gestures, leering, sexually explicit posters 
  Assault and rape (that in most countries is a criminal offence).
The union can
 Develop a policy and procedures for cases of sexual harassment and violence as a 

union policy to negotiate with the employer that the union leadership visibly promotes
 Educate workplace representative and other officers (men & women) on the issue, their 

responsibilities to interview and investigate the problem and where to get support
 Discuss the policy and procedures with members, asking them for their input. 

Take up cases within the union if it is reported in any union actions or activities
 Include in collective and OSH agreements, with policy and procedures
 Monitor the extent of it in the workplace and keep records
 Take up individual cases for members but never share a personal story without the 

individual’s permission; ensure that there are always women’s representatives
 Ensure women that complaints are treated seriously, confidentially and 

sympathetically and that there are safe and fair procedures for reporting cases
 Acknowledge that it is not easy for women to make a complaint 
 Educate the membership (including men) to ensure all workers are clear about 

behaviour that is not acceptable and produce leaflets and posters
 Lobby government for improved legislation and enforcement in the courts.
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Key Points
The most vulnerable women are
 In precarious work & fear 

losing their job and income
 On night shift, or doing long 

hours of overtime 
 Work in an isolated area
 Are secretaries for managers 
 Travel to and from work late in 

the dark
 Work for an agent who has 

control over them

Definition
A person sexually harasses another person if they make an unwelcome sexual 
advance or an unwelcome request for sexual favours or engage in other unwelcome 
conduct of a sexual nature that coerces, degrades, humiliates or intimidates.
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Women workers have specific OSH issues related to reproductive health and these 
have a serious impact on their health and also their children, families and the 
community’s well-being. Many of these issues can be prevented with education 
and decent terms and conditions of employment
Impact on reproductive health issues 
(Menstruation, pregnancy, birthing, breast feeding and post-natal care)
A poor work environment with uncomfortable work stations, heavy lifting, 
overcrowding and outdated machinery can cause chronic back problems and 
damage to reproductive internal organs, especially during pregnancy.
Long hours of work and high expectations of workloads cause tiredness and stress, 
which cause additional problems effecting menstruation and pregnancy.
Low pay impacts on nutrition of both the mother, babies and children.  Women will 
go without food to make sure their children are eating and suffer the diseases and 
chronic ill health caused by lack of nourishing food.
Violence at work and sexual harassment cause stress and anxiety, and physical 
violence can cause lasting damage to reproductive health.
Forced work in dangerous jobs creates a greater risk of miscarriage and birth defects.
Lack of sanitation; dirty toilets (not separated from male toilets), hand washing 
facilities, poor drainage, dirty eating areas and restricted toilet breaks all 
contribute to a women’s ability to carry out personal hygiene. This creates 
infections that often go untreated with severe consequences.
Working in areas high in dust or toxic chemical vapours can prevent a woman conceiving a 
baby or damage her lungs so that the baby cannot grow properly in the womb. 

Lack of decent health facilities in a factory 
such as a closed room for privacy, 
qualified health staff and available 
medicines, as well as difficulties for 
women to find the time or money to go to 
a doctor plus lack of health training and 
education, make the problems worse. 

The employer is by law meant to provide these services and the amount of sick 
leave will decline if they are provided and improved. 

Occupational Safety and Health for Women

Key Points
Failure to recognise these as OSH 
problems causes chronic illness in 
women that prevents them from 
leading a normal life, especially as 
the family may blame the woman 
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The union can 
 Recognise the health problems of women workers and take actions to ensure the 

employer improves facilities and safety
 Lobby government to enforce the law and improve health services for women 
 Conduct public awareness campaigns to get community support. 

(See Handbook 5 for more details on OSH programmes and procedures)

Barriers that prevent women from being 
able to improve terms and conditions of 
employment and quality of life, take 
away their fundamental human rights.

For over 60 years, the United Nations and 
the ILO have introduced many 
Declarations and Conventions to support 
the rights of women and gender equality. 

The major international instruments
The UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW).
Bangladesh ratified CEDAW in 
1984 and is expected to submit 
regular reports on how they are 
changing national laws to give 
rights for women. 
A special committee of experts on 
women’s rights, monitors 
implementation by making 
recommendations, expressing 
concerns about repeated violations 
and if necessary hold inquiries. 
Trade unions can ask for and check these reports to ensure the government is 
amending and enforcing the laws. 

It is important to use and quote from these international standards when 
negotiating or demanding rights for women

ILO Standards and Rights at Work

Key Points
Trade unions played a major role in 
ensuring that this came about and 
continue to monitor and enforce 
implementation. They lobby 
governments to bring in relevant 
national laws and develop union 
policy on these rights

Key Points
The Convention calls for equal rights for 
women in all areas including
  Political and public life 
 Participation in non-government orga- 

nisations and in the formulation of 
government policy

 Access to education and training, 
promotion and career paths

 Equality at work including jobs, maternity 
leave with pay and equal pay for work 
of equal value

 A social life that includes equal sharing 
of family responsibilities with men
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CEDAW states that ‘discrimination is any unfairness to a woman based on sex or 
gender, that can be direct or indirect’ (when conditions are applied to everyone that 
are difficult for women to meet)

Within the trade Unions, indirect discrimination means there are no structures or 
support to involve women in union decision making and the conditions for 
participation, such as times and places and which are barriers to women’s participation.

In 2009, the Bangladesh National Women’s Lawyers used CEDAW to challenge 
the High Court to act because there was no national law against sexual 
harassment. The Court’s decision took note of Articles 11 on equality of 
employment and CEDAWs Committee General Recommendation No. 19 on 
violence against women and ordered the issue of sexual harassment guidelines 
for the whole country

The Trade Union role in implementing CEDAW

Activity for Union Leaders on Mainstreaming Gender
   Call a meeting to discuss Gender Discrimination within the union, the ILO 

Standards and the relevant CEDAW articles
   Delegate 1 or 2 officers to carry out a gender survey and audit on the barriers 

facing women in participating and taking leadership positions and write a report
   After the report is presented, agree on a plan to change the union decision making 

structures, policy and programmes so they are more accessible to women members
   Write the constitutional amendments to be put to the next AGM

ILO Conventions and Recommendations
There are six main ILO Conventions that support the rights of women at work

Countries
Ratified

Bangladesh
Ratified

Maternity Protection Convention, 1919 (No.03) 34 No
Maternity Protection, revised, 1952 (No.103), 41 No
Maternity Protection, revised, 2000 (No. 183) 32 No
Recommendation No. 95
Main Points
  The right to at least 14 weeks’ maternity leave, 6 weeks’ 

compulsory leave to be taken directly after birth
   Entitlement to receive pay during maternity leave. Not 

less than 2/3rds or up to 100% of previous earnings
   The right to medical benefits (pre & post-natal and during 

confinement)
   The right to one or more paid breastfeeding breaks or 

a reduction in working hours 

ILO Conentions



The major international instruments
The UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW).
Bangladesh ratified CEDAW in 
1984 and is expected to submit 
regular reports on how they are 
changing national laws to give 
rights for women. 
A special committee of experts on 
women’s rights, monitors 
implementation by making 
recommendations, expressing 
concerns about repeated violations 
and if necessary hold inquiries. 
Trade unions can ask for and check these reports to ensure the government is 
amending and enforcing the laws. 
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Countries
Ratified

Bangladesh
Ratified

173 YesEqual Remuneration Convention, 1951, (No.100), 
Recommendation No. 90
Main Points
  The right to equal pay as men, without discrimination, 

including basic pay and any other additional payments
  Employer to carry out a study and classify jobs 

regardless of sex
  The government to establish equal pay for work of equal 

value in law and the employer to include in collective 
bargaining agreements

  The government to inform employers and workers of the law

   Be transferred to safer work during pregnancy, without 
loss of wages 

   Prohibited to carry out night work or overtime 
   Regular rest breaks during working time
   Employers cannot dismiss a woman during maternity 

leave or discriminate against a woman for being 
pregnant or breast feeding

174Discrimination (Employment & Occupation), 1958 
(No.111), Recommendation No. 111
Main Points
  Government to have policies that promote equality of 

opportunity and treatment for women and men
  Provides the right for women to access training and 

employment
 All women should have the opportunity for career 

advancement
  Women have the right to job security and pay for work 

of equal value

Yes

36 NoTermination of Employment, 1982 (No. 158)
Recommendation No. 169, Employment Policy
Main Points
  Special programmes to promote job opportunities for women
  Vocational guidance and training to assist women to find work
  Protection against unemployment without discrimination
  Employers cannot dismiss because of marital status, 

pregnancy or absence of work during maternity 

ILO Conentions
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Countries
Ratified

Bangladesh
Ratified

44 NoWorkers with Family Responsibilities, 1981 (No.156)
Recommendation No. 165
Main Points
  The right to become and remain part of a workforce and 

re-enter the workforce after an absence due to family 
responsibilities

   The right to choose their work and employment freely
  Consider a woman’s needs in terms & conditions and 

social security
   Employer to introduce parental leave and leave to care 

for sick children and other dependents
  Employer and government to organise child care and 

family services, free of charge or at a reasonable rate
 The government to promote sharing of family 

responsibilities between men and women
  Rights to be included in national policy including 

flexibility in hours of work, working schedules, rest 
periods and holidays

68 NoHuman Resources Development, 1975 (No.142)
Recommendation No.
Main Points
 Provides the right to equal training and career 

opportunities
  Promotion attitudes to accept equality of opportunity in 

employment and society
  Girls and women to have full advantage of the same 

range of vocational training to provide same 
opportunities as men and boys

  All jobs and types of work to be equally accessible to 
girls and women

 Training for girls and women for personal and skills 
development to access promotion

 Further education for women who wish to enter 
employment after a period of absence

 Vocational training for women and girls to include day 
care and flexible delivery of programmes

ILO Conentions
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Bangladesh has only ratified 2 of the 6 
Conventions referred to above. But there has 
been significant progress in other areas: 

The ILO noted in 2014 that Addressing 
gender disparity was a government priority
  In the political sphere the proportion of seats held by women in the national 

parliament has almost doubled from 1990 to 2011
  The country has reduced the gender gap at all levels of education, particularly 

at lower levels of education, i.e. youth literacy and secondary school 
enrolments. In these two areas, disparities have been reduced at a faster rate in 
Bangladesh than the global average

  There are significant improvements in women’s health over the past three 
decades. Women’s life expectancy, for example, has increased and is one of the 
largest increases in the region. 

BUT the trade unions take up the following issues
  More women than men are affected by unemployment, underemployment and 

vulnerable employment
  The government needs to put in place gender-responsive labour market policies 

to ensure more equitable employment outcomes and decent work for all. 

The Constitution of Bangladesh states that women are equal to men in public 
life. 
The government has introduced laws to reduce the high level of violence against 
women and in 2011 the high court divisions of the supreme court ordered that 
‘eve-teasing’ be recognised as sexual harassment and ordered amendments to the 
Prevention and Repression of Women and Children Act of 2000 to include the act 
of stalking in its provisions. Other laws protecting women are the Acid Crime Act 
2002 and the Dowry Prohibition Act of 1980. Further progress is however required 
in respect of addressing social practices that discriminate against women in respect 
of marriage, divorce and custody of children.

As with employment laws protecting women are not properly enforced 
because of a weak judiciary, corruption and societal tolerance.

Gender Equality in Bangladesh

Key Points
At the same time, there is still 
much to be done, especially in 
OSH and the labour market 
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The Bangladesh Labour Law 2006 (BLA) provides some benefits specifically for 
women but is silent on the principles of gender equality and women rights in 
employment. The BLA prohibits indecent behaviour or which is repugnant to the 
modesty or honour of a female worker (Section 332). It also guarantees for equal 
wages for equal works for all workers (Section 345). Despite ratifying 
Conventions Nos. 100 & 111, many of the rights are still not integrated into the 
labour law and rules.

The following is a summary of the parts of the law that refer to women.

The Labour Law and Gender Equality

Chapter & Sections Provisions

Chapter II, Section 14 (2) d, 
Maternity Leave

Maternity leave, not exceeding 16 weeks shall 
be counted in the calculation of wages

Chapter IV
Maternity Benefits 
Section 45 (1-3) 

The employer shall not allow women to work for 
8 weeks following child birth. Shall not employ 
woman in hard work or involves long hours of 
standing, 10 weeks before and after delivery 

Chapter IV
Section 46 (1-2)
The right to maternity 
benefit

  Every woman is entitled to maternity benefit 
for 8 weeks each of before and after the 
delivery but must have worked at least 6 
months for that employer before notifying 
the pregnancy

  Women are not entitled to maternity benefit 
after the 2nd child but may take other leave 
due to her

Chapter IV
Section 47 (1-4)
Payment Procedures

The woman worker must give notice in writing 
or orally to the employer that she is expecting a 
baby within 8 weeks from the date of 
notification or if such notice is not given inform 
the employer within 7 days after the birth
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Chapter & Sections Provisions

Chapter IV
Section 47 (1-4)
Payment Procedures

 Maternity leave, not exceeding 16 weeks  
shall be counted in the calculation of wages

 The employer will pay maternity leave on 
receipt of a certificate from a registered 
medical practitioner within 3 days of the birth 
and with proof that she has delivered (birth 
certificate)

Chapter IV
Section 48 (1-2)
Amount of maternity benefit

To be paid at the rate of the daily, weekly or 
monthly average wages in cash, by dividing the 
total wages earned 3 months immediately before 
giving notice of pregnancy

Chapter IV,
Section 50 Restrictions on 
terminating employment  

If a notice of dismissal / termination is given 
within 6 months before or 8 weeks after 
delivery, without just reason, the   6 months in 
the public sector.

Chapter & Rules Woman is entitled to the benefit

Chapter IV
Maternity Benefit
Rules 37 (a-e), 38 & 39
Responsibilities of employer 
to a pregnant worker

 Stop behaviour or comments that physically 
or psychologically demoralise or insult a 
pregnant woman

  Not to allow dangerous work with transfer to 
a risk-free position

 Give priority in using elevators at the 
workplace

 Ensure breast feeding facilities during 
post-natal period

  Explanation of earned leave or sick leave due; 
if no leave due employer may grant leave 
without pay

Bangladesh Labour Rules
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Chapter & Rules Woman is entitled to the benefit

Chapter VIII
Welfare Measures
Rules 94 (1-5). Rooms for 
Children, employer 
responsibilities

 For 40 workers; a clean room for childcare 
(under 6 years) provided with light and 
ventilations and under the charge of an 
experienced or trained child care woman

 The rooms to be accessible to mothers, and 
not be next door to fumes, dust, noise or 
odours, well-constructed and water proof 
with suitable furniture, for breast feeding and 
with an outside playground. It there is not 
sufficient space the Chief Inspector may 
exempt the factory

Rules 86. 
Washing facility 3, 7, 8, 9

At least one separate bathrooms for male and 
female workers, in case of accidents. If there are 
women workers the washing facilities must be 
covered and not visible from the workplace with 
an ‘only women’ notice

The Labour Rules, include
Rules 94 & 95. (1-6)
Washing Facilities & 
Children’s Room

 Building to be approved by the Inspector 
General. A separate room or screened place 
for breastfeeding, provision of 0.25 litres of 
milk and adequate nutritious food every day, 
child care workers to be provided with clean 
uniforms and shall be women 

 Wash room for changing and dressing 
children with adequate lighting, ventilation 
and drainage, 5 litres of water per child per 
day for washing and provision of clean 
clothes, soap and towels

Rules 87 (9). Canteens Separate eating areas for men and women
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Chapter IX. 
Rules 103 (1-4).
Working hours for female 
workers

 Written consent of worker for work performed 
between 10pm & 6am to be effective for 12 
months. 

 The worker can withdraw consent. Employer 
to keep records

Chapter XII. 
Rules 145.
Medical examination of 
female workers

  If no female doctor available the check-up can 
be done by male doctor with another female 
worker present

Chapter & Rules Woman is entitled to the benefit

Trade union leaders must know the law and ensure that workplace 
representatives and members understand it 

Remember, the law is only the minimum and does not prevent unions 
negotiating improvements in collective bargaining and OSH agreements
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Making gender equality a part of union 
work means :
 Changing the union’s policy and structures 

so that the union is accessible to women
 Developing policy on equality, conducting 

programmes for women members 
 Changing the union decision making 

structures

To do this the union leadership needs to 
understand the consequences of inequality 
and the indirect discrimination of women.

Ready-made Garment exports have 
increased rapidly in the last few years and most of the work is carried out by 
women, who often have precarious and unsecured jobs (gender based 
discrimination and undervaluing of women doing skilled work). 

Wages are low and women experience exploitation and often violence in the 
factories. But the money earned by these women has boosted Bangladesh’s 
economy and made a difference to many households, some of which are headed by 
women.

Women in Trade Unions

Key Points
Trade Unions make a difference to 
the lives of women. They need 
women members but must take 
seriously the concerns of women 
workers and implement practical 
measures to support them and 
make the union structures 
accessible and welcoming

Women need unions and unions need women
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Women can and do play a major and 
equal role in trade unions. It is however 
more likely for a man to take leadership 
positions. This is especially the case in 
countries were the culture does not 
encourage women to be active outside 
the family.

Often the issues women raise are not part of 
the traditional union agenda such as 
helping them to get identity cards or to read 
and write. However, if unions took these up, more women would join the union.

Key Points
Women do want to be leaders, 
they want to go to meetings but 
this means changing attitudes and 
considering women’s point of 
view and concerns and making 
gender equality visible in all 
union activities and actions

The first stage is to recruit women into the union, and raise awareness about how 
it works and what benefits they can get from joining.

Planning a Women Workers 
Recruitment Campaign
 Research gender discrimination and 

family responsibilities at the workplace
 Find women activists to volunteer and 

give them training
  Produce posters and leaflets
  Develop a plan of action
  Monitor and evaluate progress

 Activities
 Speak personally woman to woman (1 to 1)
 Hold informal events or meetings in the community
 Make door to door visits and raise awareness in the family
 Set up street stalls to hand out leaflets and answer questions
 Organise radio programmes of interviews with women members
 Make all events light hearted and interesting and allow time for women to talk

Organizing Women Workers into the Trade Unions

Key Points
Women want information about 
the workplace, a chance to 
express their views and be 
listened to, the opportunity to 
contribute and to feel useful and 
valued and to share a sense of 
belonging and common purpose
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Reasons for not joining Benefits of joining a union

 Not knowing anything 
about the union

 No one has asked them 
before 

 It’s something to do with 
the employer 

 Women workers are 
unwelcome because all 
the leaders are men

  Fear of losing work or income
 Hearing that unions are 

dangerous and work for 
political parties

  Not being able to pay the dues

 Knowing where to go for confidential help 
when there is a problem

 Having another woman to speak up for you if 
you are being treated unfairly

 Regularly meeting with other workers to 
discuss issues, such as reproductive health

 Working together to solve problems to 
improve wages and conditions

 Electing a woman workplace representative 
who will take up your case with management

 Having a say in how the union is run and 
being able to help other women

 Increased wages and better conditions

Ask women about their problems at work or why they haven’t joined the 
union; listen carefully to their replies, respond positively to comments and 
never be defensive or argue.

A recruitment story
  A group of women activists from a factory with a registered union who was the 

Bargaining Agent for a ‘group of enterprises’ learnt that the other factories had 
low union membership

  They contacted the union in one factory and asked if they could speak with the 
workers. The management agreed they could have 20 minutes at lunch time 

  They gave a short presentation and then asked for questions but none of the 
women responded or spoke up and the union was not given time to speak to the 
women after the meeting

  A few days later two women from the factory came to meet the women activists 
after work and explained they were scared to speak up because the supervisors 
were in the meeting but they did have a problem they wanted to share

  The supervisors were always stopping by the women as they worked to make 
comments about their looks and threatening them if they didn’t come outside 
with them 

The women took the issue up with the union Executive Committee who, as the 
bargaining agent, visited the factory and spoke with the management who agreed 
to take it up and the supervisors were cautioned. Most of the women then joined 
the union
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Organising and building solidarity
Organising follows recruitment and means identifying women activists to 
volunteer to take up positions in the union and assist with campaigns and education 
programmes

Why is it important to have active union women?
Because women 
 Are more likely to join a union if 

recruited by a woman
 Prefer raising problems with a woman 

representative
 Want to be represented by a woman  
 Do not feel comfortable raising some 

issues with a man

Barriers to participating in a trade 
union
 Women may be intimidated by confrontational and aggressive meetings
 Men dominate and interrupt, so women find it difficult to be heard
 Meetings are scheduled after work or at night, when women have family 

responsibilities
 The union does not provide child care or transport
 The issues that matter to women are not discussed

Encourage women who have shown an interest in the union 

Building women’s structures in the union
Unions must ensure that the existing structures in a 
union are not barriers to women’s participation. For 
example, there may be a Women Committee but it has 
no role in decision making.

Activities that support women’s involvement
 Prepare women to stand for elected positions
 Build awareness, confidence and organisational skills
 Support women who participate actively
 Prevent indirect discrimination within the union

Key Points
 Women have different but 

equally important skills as a 
man

 Men can forget to raise issues 
like maternity leave or sexual 
harassment because they do 
see them as a priority

Key Points
If women are not 
involved in negotiations 
and meetings it means 
that women’s voices are 
not heard. Women 
know best about their 
needs so why should 
men always talk on 
their behalf



  Salina was elected as a member of the union executive committee before the 
union was registered and organised a successful recruitment campaign to 
encourage women to join

  She was concerned after a few months, that women members were not 
getting involved in union activities, they came to meetings but did not speak 
out

  Then at a meeting on sexual harassment, she noticed a young woman, called 
Farhana, who asked a lot of questions and was prepared to share her story

  After the meeting, she approached Joan and to see if she could help with 
handing out some leaflets about OSH issues for women and explained that 
too many women were experiencing repetitive strain injuries in the cutting 
room. Farhana agreed and helped to organise the meeting

  The meeting was successful and  Salina  asked Joan if she would like to stand 
for the position of workplace representative in the area she worked in. 

  Farhana said yes but was worried that she did not know what to do.  Salina  
agreed to sit with her and explain everything and assured her that there 
would always be someone to help. She gave Farhana some materials to take 
home to read

  A few days later Farhana agreed to run for the position and became a 
successful workplace representative

  After this, other women could see how much better it was to have a woman 
representative and more came forward and offered to do things to help the 
union

Structures and positions
 A women’s committee that reports directly to the Executive Committee
 Senior elected positions that only woman can stand for
 A quota for participation in meetings, education programmes and conferences
 Education programmes for women to build confidence and skills
 A position/s for women representatives on all negotiating committees
 Appoint a women’s officer to coordinate gender equality activities
 Setting the quota and positions depends on the percentage of women in the 

workforce

27

Motivating members to become active: A case study
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Important Rule
If 80% are women
   A senior position for women is the President or General Secretary
   The quota for attendance is 60% women
   The workplace representatives must be women, if 80% of the workers in that 

area are women

Setting up new structures means changes to the union constitution
   The executive committee prepares a draft proposal to put to women members 

who vote for or amend the proposal at an ordinary meeting
   Women can request that some proposals are piloted before the AGM, for 

example the women’s committee
   All women members are informed of the changes and encouraged to the attend 

the AGM
   The proposal is put to the AGM for a vote
 The constitution is then amended and it is the Executive Committee’s 

responsibility to ensure that the new structures and clauses are implemented.

Setting up a Women’s Committees
A women’s committee provides a safe space for women to raise and discuss the 
issues that concern them. This encourages women to participate in the union and 
go on to take up leadership positions.

A committee needs
   Clear terms of reference stating what it 

can do and how it operates
   A process for electing women to the 

committee 
 To be recognised in the decision- 

making structures of the union 
constitution

In a factory with 6 major work areas, the 
members in each area will elect a woman 
to represent them on the committee.

Key Points
 A women’s committee talks 

about all areas of a unions 
work, not just those affecting 
women

 Women representatives should 
be able to input into all 
debates, whether on the 
economy, trade union rights, 
wages, legislation or any 
industrial issue
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Communicating and involving women members and workers
   Plan campaigns on gender issues and contribute to other union campaigns
   Hear complaints of women workers and take up grievances, if requested and 

take up cases with management
   Monitor incidents of direct and indirect discrimination in the workplace by 

carrying out surveys
   Organise education programmes for women members, to introduce them to the 

union, provide skills and knowledge to stand for positions, to discuss union 
policies to ensure that gender equality is included in all policy areas

   Organise activities for International Women’s Day and participate in lobbying 
government for ratification of the ILO Conventions

   Set up women networks in a factory and between factories to assist women 
members to communicate with each other

   Produce materials and information to support women workers and keep them 
informed

Using a survey to negotiate a demand
  The Employer is not providing a room for children under 6 years old, as 

required by law, because ‘no one will use it’ and ‘we do not have room for an 
outside area’

  A member has complained that she is always in trouble because she cannot find 
anyone to look after her 10-month baby boy and 4-year-old girl as a result she 
is always late for work.

Essential tasks for the Committee

Discuss and debate all issues and problems concerning women and make reports 
and recommendations to the Executive Committee

Elect delegates to attend and raise motions at General Meetings and the AGM

Advise the OSH Committee on women’s health and safety problems and ensure 
there are women OSH representatives sitting on the joint OSH committee

Contribute to all policy areas to ensure gender equality issues are integrated / 
mainstreamed

Select the women representatives on CBA negotiation teams and dispute 
resolution processes
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The Committee decides to
  Conduct a survey of the members to see how many will use the facility
  Investigate whether there is adequate room for an outside area

The survey results
  50% of women with children under 6 years old said they would use the facility 

at least 3 days a week
  There is an outside unused space at the rear of the factory that could be cleaned 

up and used as a play area

The committee called a meeting with management to present the findings of 
the survey and the area for an outdoor play area space 

They informed management
  You are breaching the law and penalising women who find it difficult to make 

child care arrangements 
  The cost of setting up the room and cleaning the area would cost less than 

having women come late to work
  They will call in the Labour Inspector if the situation is not rectified

The employer agreed and one month later the women had a clean and light room 
with access to the play area, food and clean water and a trained child care giver to 
look after them. The room is regularly used by many of the women with little 
children.

Rules for the Union Executive
Collect and report disaggregated statistics on female and male participation 
   Attendance at meetings
   Education programmes
   Conferences
   The number of union elected positions filled by women 
   Workforce numbers

Take action if the statistics show that women’s participation is less or men are 
continuing to hold the majority of elected positions in the union.
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Background
June 21, 2019 will be remembered as a great milestone in the history of the labour 
rights of the world and the women’s empowerment movement. Because on this 
day, the International Labor Organization (ILO) in its centennial International 
Labor Conference session adopted the Convention on ‘Eliminating Violence and 
Harassment in the World of Work (C-190) and its accompanying 
Recommendations (No. 206)’. Earlier, in the same session, the ILO adopted its 
centenary declaration on the "Future World of Work", which made a clear 
commitment to creating a workplace free from violence and harassment. The 
Violence and Harassment Convention, 2019 specially addresses the issue of 
gender-based violence at the workplace.
Definition
Violence and harassment
A range of unacceptable behaviors and practices, or threats thereof, whether a 
single occurrence or repeated, that aim at, result in, or are likely to result in 
physical, psychological, sexual or economic harm, and includes gender-based 
violence and harassment.
Gender-Based Violence and Harassment
Violence and harassment directed at persons because of their sex or gender, or 
affecting persons of a particular sex or gender disproportionately, and includes 
sexual harassment. 
  Gender-based violence disproportionately affects women and girls
  Tackling its underlying causes and risk factors is essential
Scope of the Convention C190 
The Convention applies to all sectors, whether private or public, in the formal and 
informal economy, and whether in urban or rural areas.
The Convention protects workers and other persons in the world of work:
Employees as defined by national law and practice, persons working irrespective of 
their contractual status, persons in training, including interns and apprentices, workers 
whose employment has been terminated, volunteers, jobseekers and job applicants, 
individuals exercising the authority, duties or responsibilities of an employer
Role of Workers Organizations
The Convention adopted an inclusive, integrated and gender responsive approach. 
While the Convention clearly articulated the role of its tripartite constituents, the 
role of workers organizations is described on the main chapters, namely: (I) Core 

International Labour Organization’s (ILO) Convention on
Eliminating Violence and Harassment in the World of Work (C190)
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Principles (II) Protection and prevention (III) Enforcement and remedies (IV)  
Guidance, training and awareness raising.
Few relevant clauses are follows:
  Each member shall adopt, in accordance with national law and circumstances 

and in consultation with representative employers’ and workers’ organizations 
(ref. article 4.2)

 Each member shall recognize the different and complementary roles and 
functions of governments, and employers and workers and their respective 
organizations, taking into account the varying nature and extent of their 
respective responsibilities (ref. article 4.3)

  Each Member State (Government), should identify the sectors or occupations 
and work arrangements in which workers and other persons concerned are 
more exposed to violence and harassment, and taking measures to effectively 
protect such persons  (ref. article 8b and c).

Important Aspects of the Recommendation (206)
The support, services and remedies for victims of gender-based violence and 
harassment referred to in Article 10(e and f)) of the Convention should include 
measures such as: 
  Support to help victims re-enter the labour market; 
  Counselling and information services, in an accessible manner as appropriate; 

(c) 24-hour hotlines; (d) emergency services;
  Medical care and treatment and psychological support; 
  Crisis centres, including shelters;
  Specialized police units or specially trained officers to support victims. 
  Develop and organize awareness raising materials and training for the workers 

and other relevant stakeholders
  Leave for victims of domestic violence; 
  Flexible work arrangements and protection for victims of domestic violence;
  Temporary protection against dismissal for victims of domestic violence, as appropriate, 

except on grounds unrelated to domestic violence and its consequences; 
  The inclusion of domestic violence in workplace risk assessments; 
  A referral system to public mitigation measures for domestic violence, where 

they exist;
  Awareness-raising about the effects of domestic violence

For more information visit:
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/--publ/docume
nts/publication/wcms_721160.pdf

Key Points

Key Points
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