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How do women contribute to world trade?

Women are important economic actors.  Today, 54% of working age women are in the labour force. In 1960, women's participation in the formal labour force was only 33%.   These statistics do not come close to telling the whole story though.  They do not include women working in what economists call the informal and household sectors.  In plain English, that means women whose work is not “recognized, recorded, protected or regulated by public authorities”, or women who are caring for their children (and thus providing the next generation of economic actors).  The ILO has estimated that if only the value of unpaid work that is done by women were counted, global output would be almost 50% greater.

Trade liberalization has had a particularly striking effect on the number of women working in developing countries’ manufacturing sectors.  According to the ILO, export-oriented industrialization is associated with a rising share of women’s manufacturing employment - especially in the textiles, apparel and electronics sectors.  Some 70-90% of the workers employed in export processing zones (EPZs) are women.  Women also produce more than half of the world’s household goods and their share of informal employment generally matches or exceeds men's.  

In the more traditional agricultural sector, the FAO has estimated that women may produce over half of the world’s food.  

As economic actors, women wield their pocketbooks as well as their diverse skills: women are significant consumers as well as important producers.  As consumers, they typically make purchasing decisions for themselves as well as their families, compounding the economic impact of their decisions.

How are women affected by world trade?

Like virtually all economic actors today, women are greatly affected by world trade.  New paid employment opportunities, for example, can enhance women’s autonomy.  They can also offer women greater negotiating power within households and communities.  Over time, this is likely to lead to improved social status, self-confidence and awareness of rights.  Recent studies, however, suggest that this interface is generally more problematic.  Much as the relationship between trade liberalization and poverty is now widely recognized to be complex and controversial, there is growing evidence that trade liberalization can have both positive and negative effects for women.

What kind of evidence exists?  Studies to date have basically focused on three questions: 

· How does trade liberalization affect women’s employment opportunities, income and consumption?  

· What impact does trade expansion in specific industries and geographic locations have on women?  

· Does trade have non-economic implications for women’s well-being, rights to human potential and freedom from poverty?  

The results of these studies present a varied and inconclusive picture.  It is one, nonetheless, that must be considered.  The following are just a few of the reasons why:

Women have gained new jobs in the export sector, but these jobs may be socially problematic.  According to UNCTAD, workers in EPZs put in hours that are 25 percent longer than in other firms.  Women working in these zones, in turn, are paid 20 to 50 percent less than men.  This has increased the overall wage gap between women and men and decreased the prospects for closing this gap.  It may also be reinforcing gender bias in the labour market.

Imports can displace local production that was an important source of livelihood for some households. In the agricultural sector, women produce 90% of the food for home consumption in the developing countries.  But they are small-scale producers.  Trade liberalization, by introducing import competition, tends to advantage larger producers.  The market access opportunities that it creates, in turn, can be difficult for women to take advantage of.  This is because in many societies they have limited property rights and lack access to things like credit, modern technologies and marketing expertise.   

Finally, tariff reductions and the elimination of import licensing requirements reduce government revenues.  This could indirectly compound any existing gender inequalities by limiting governments’ discretion to introduce policies to remedy them.  More generally, it might also reduce the capacity of governments to provide services or safety nets for the most vulnerable.  

What has the WTO done to date to include women? 

What has the WTO done to date to factor women’s needs’ and concerns into trade policies. The answer is, very little. Trade policy is made on the basis of an assumption that trade policy and trade liberalization are gender neutral.  
This assumption needs to be reassessed and examined in the light of evidence, increased involvement of women in the global economy, and the growing importance of the WTO in regulating trade policy.  
How can women be included more fully in the formulation of trade policy? 
Governments could begin by respecting their existing commitments to gender equality and mainstreaming.  Virtually all WTO Member states have endorsed the UN’s Beijing Platform for Action.  This legal instrument is the international reference point for governmental commitment to women's advancement and gender equality. It obligates governments to promote active and visible policies of integrating gender perspectives in all their policies and programs.  It also requires that they take actions to correct any imbalances that a policy might create.  This includes economic policies.  

Subsequent UN resolutions place responsibility on international organizations – including the WTO – to support government efforts to achieve the objectives of the Beijing Platform.  They also provide for the mainstreaming of a gender perspective into all policies and programs of the UN system.  
Early examination of the issue of gender mainstreaming could provide guidance for the on-going implementation of existing trade rules and ensure that development of future trade rules would be gender-neutral, thereby leading to a strengthened WTO.
