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We arrived from 
A A A A A A A A everywhere and 

from places in 
between.. . . Women who shared a 
vision of making this world a better 
place to live in. And despite the com- 
plexity of the political issues and the 
diversityofour cultures, aglobal Plat- 
form for Action (PFA) was adopted to 
accelerate the progress towards equal- 
ity for women everywhere. But the 
question remains. Will governments 
fulfil1 their commitments or simply 
put the promises they made in Beijing 
on the backburner? 

As a member of the federally- 
funded Canadian Beijing Facilitat- 
ing Committee, I joined 39 other 
women from various Canadian NGOS 

representing community, social, la- 
bour, and non-profit organizations. 
Our objectives were clear. First, in 
the weeks leading up to the Beijing 
gathering, we set out to encourage 
and prepare Canadian women to play 
an active role in the Forum. Sec- 
ondly, we shared information, par- 
ticipated, and lobbied members of 
official government delegations at- 
tending the United Nations Confer- 
ence. Finally, (andmost importantly), 
our third objective was-and contin- 
ues to be-to ensure that the Cana- 
dian government complies with the 
commitments made in Beijing. 

The two-week long gathering of 
30,000 women from 189 countries 

(including 500 Canadian women) 
focusing on women's issues was in 
stark contrast to the location of the 
Conference. Set in China, a country 
with an appalling human rights 
record, the Conference felt the strain 
of conflicting idealogies. Complaints 
about heavy-handed Chinese secu- 
rity and officials' intimidation of par- 
ticipants unfortunately marred the 
Conference. Nevertheless, although 
heavy rains and the location of the 
NGO Forum (some 80 kilometres 
north of Beijing) were also obstacles 
we had to deal with on a daily basis, 
our efforts to build networks and 
raise awareness on major issues such 
as domestic violence, one of the lead- 
ing causes of female injuries in al- 
most every country in the world, 
were successful. 

NGO Forum 

We had the choice of attending 
any of the hundreds of daily work- 
shops and plenary sessions. The hand- 
book describing the workshops was 
about the size of a telephone direc- 
tory of a small town. - ~ a c h  of the 
workshops were developed around 
one of the Conference's 12 priority 
areas: the globalization of the - 

economy, the environment, peace, 
poverty, health, human rights, vio- 
lence, education and training, politi- 
cal participation, the girl child, the 
media, and mechanisms for the ad- 
vancement ofwomen. Conducted by 
women from around the world (in- 
cluding Canadian women), the work- 
shops provided us with an opportu- 
nity to engage in vivid discussions. It 
became clear during theseworkshops 
that problems experienced by Cana- 
dian women are not so different than 
those experienced by women around 
the world. 

Because of the great success of the 
Women's March Against Poverty held 
last summer in the province of Que- 

bec, our facilitating committee pro- 
posed that a similar march be organ- 
ized internationally in the year 2000. 
The idea captured the imagination of 
many and support for the march is 
gaining momentum worldwide. 

UN Conference 

After the NGO Forum on Women 
came the UN Conference in which 
official government delegations gath- 
ered to debate issues and make com- 
mitments on behalf of their country 
that would be drafied into the PFA. 

Although the United States and Aus- 
tralia made significant commitments 
and took measures to improve wom- 
en's rights in their respective coun- 
tries, the Canadian government lim- 
ited itself to boasting of its past ac- 
complishments and of its recent Fed- 
craf Plan fir  Gm& Equality. 

This plan is interesting because it 
clearly stipulates that all future gov- 
ernment policies will be assessed for 
their impact on women before being 
introduced. The document states: 

In order that public policy not 
discriminate against women, it 
must be analyzed to determine 
whether its impacts will be dif- 
ferent on men and women. Since 
June 1995, the federal govern- 
ment has adopted a policy re- 
quiring departments and agen- 
cies to conduct gender-based 
analysis of all future policies and 
legislation where appropriate. 
(swc 1995, 17) 

This pledge is clearly in contradic- 
tion with the right-wing agenda cur- 
rently being carried out by the federal 
government-massive job cuts in the 
federal public service, reductions to 
Unemployment Insurance, and the 
dismantling of our social safety net. 

According to the 1995 United Na- - 
tions survey known as the "human 
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development index," Canada rates as 
the first country in which to live- 
unless you're a woman. Then we 
stumble down to ninth in the world. 
The m report states that "over the 
past 20 years, doors to education and 
health opportunities have opened 
rapidly for women but the doors to 
economic and political power are 
barely ajar" (United Nations 76). 

That is why one month after the 
Conference, the Public Service Alli- 
ance of Canada launched a human 
rights day postcard campaign ad- 
dressed to the Canadian Prime Min- 
ister demanding that the federal gov- 
ernment, a signatory to the m Dec- 
laration of Human Rights, play a 
leadership role in returning our coun- 
try to an economic and social path 
that protects and expands human 
rights. 

Another issue that will push wo- 
men further backis the largest down- 
sizing program ever engaged in 
Canada. The government will cut 
45,000 jobs in the federal workforce 
over the next three years. Women 
who have been ghettoized for in 
low-paying clerical and secretarial 
positions are in the most vulnerable 

position. Ironically, only a month 
after the federal government adopted 
its policy of "gender-based analysis, " 
it started issuing surplus notices to 
public service workers. Where was 
the gender-based analysis? 

And finally, despite thefederalgov- 
ernment's rhetoric to the world about 
the need for justice and equality to all 
women and the fact that pay equity 
legislation was introduced in Canada 
in 1977, the federal government 
refuses to abide by its own law and set 
an example for other employers by 
rectifying the wage gap between men 
and women in its own workforce. At 
the Public Service Alliance ofCanada 
we have been involved in a ten-year 
battle to obtain pay equity for 65,000 
workers in female-dominated occu- 
pations in the federal public service. 
The federal government continues to 
deny women equal pay and goes even 
further by slowing the lengthy legal 
process by using every trick in the 
book. This battle is still not resolved. 

As a woman, Beijing was a tremen- . - 
dous and rewarding experience. As a 
trade unionist representing federal 
public service workers, I strongly be- 
lieve that Canada still has a long way 

to go before it can boast of its accom- 
plishments on women's issues in this 
country. 

So far, the ink that Canada has 
used to sign the pay equity legisla- 
tion, International Labour Organiza- 
tion (ILO) conventions and United 
Nations treaties seems to disappear 
when comes time to put them into 
practice. 

Nycolr Tunnel is First Executive Vke- 
President of the Public Service Alliance 
of C a d ,  responsiblr for women i 
equality hues. She has been involvedin 
the labour movement for 15 years. 

References 

Status ofwomen Canada (swc). Gen- 
der-Bared Analysis: A Guide for 
PolicyMaking. Ottawa: SWC, 1996. 

Status ofwomen Canada. Semngthc 
Stage$?- the Nmt Century: The Fed- 
eral Plan $r Gender Equality. Ot- 
tawa: SWC, 1995. 

UnitedNations. Human DeveLopment 
Report 1995. New York: United 
Nations Development Program, 
1995. 

VOLUME 16, NUMBER 3 


