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Employment Equity and Racialized Women

Employment Equity aims to achieve equality in the workplace so that no person is denied employment opportunities or benefits for reasons unrelated to ability. In the fulfillment of that goal, EE also serves to correct the conditions of disadvantage in employment experienced by women, Aboriginal persons, members of racially visible groups, and persons with disabilities.

Canada's diverse population plays a substantial role in enabling Canadian businesses to compete efficiently in the global economy. Having access to the perspectives and skills of Canadians of different cultures and backgrounds gives employers a competitive advantage. Embracing diversity has also become more important as Canadian labour market growth increasingly depends on immigration. Employment equity is an effective tool to help employers achieve these goals.

As many working baby boomers begin to exit the workforce, shortages will arise in both skilled and unskilled occupations in many sectors of the Canadian economy. A large number of new workers will need to be integrated into Canadian workplaces. For the Canadian economy to maximize labour force participation and remain efficient within the world economy, it will be essential to have workplace practices that welcome and take advantage of the skills of all, including individuals from designated groups which have historically faced particular employment barriers.
In this document, “racialized women” refers to women who experience racism because of their race, skin colour, ethnic background, culture or religion. It includes women of colour, Aboriginal women, and ethnic, linguistic, religious or cultural minorities. These women have different cultures, histories, religions, family norms, life experiences, and are subject to different stereotypes and racism. They are made to feel different because of their racial/ethnic background. 

The extent to which racism is alive, well and wreaking its deeply harmful effects on racialized women raises a serious concern. These women are highly diverse, and the manifestations of racism affect them differently. Most encounter subtle and systemic barriers, including “glass ceilings” and other limits on their ability to participate fully in society. 
Systemic discrimination against women impoverishes not only women but society as a whole. It is well established that labour markets without appropriate social safeguards 
will not lead to equitable economic growth. Systemic gender inequalities permeate all aspects of women’s work lives, including whether they obtain work at all. At work, they are often segregated in very low paid, insecure, part-time and precarious jobs that carry a high risk of unemployment and provide limited access to benefits and prospects for advancement. These women are denied access to higher-paying male work and paid much less than men.
A few token racialized women in positions of power does not mean that things are better for all racialized women, or that racism and sexism no longer exist. Many of these women have worked very hard to get where they are, and a lot have not reached their goals because racist attitudes and structures are barriers.
Racialized women with higher wages and prestigious jobs (doctors, lawyers, university professors) may not experience racism in the same way as others who are cleaners, sales clerks and factory workers. While these women may be pressured to remain silent about racism, racialized women who work on contract, in temporary jobs, or high-turnover low-wage jobs may have little or no real access to ways of effectively addressing racism.

It is important to understand that racialized women are not passive victims, but at the same time, they do not have sole responsibility to eliminate racism and sexism. The efforts of racialized women to create a society, in which everyone is safe, respected and has equal social and economic status must be supported by all. 
In 2005, about one in seven working age women in Canada was a woman of colour and 80 per cent of women of colour were immigrants. In 2005, even though the economy was doing quite well, 9.3 per cent of women of colour were unemployed, compared to 6.6 per cent of the working age population as a whole.

The overall gender pay gap in Canada is the fifth largest in the advanced industrial (OECD) countries. The situation is more serious for racialized women who face barriers and have to overcome inequalities based on race.

Racialized women earn less money. The average annual income of women of colour was $12,000 lower than that of the whole population in 2005. The average income of a woman of colour was $23,369. 
Racialized women working full-time for the full year earned an average of $37,932. This was 64.8 per cent as much as men working full-time for the full year who earned an average of $58,537.

Racialized women are more likely to find themselves working non-standard working hours. Only 41 per cent of women of colour worked full-time all year long in 2005, as compared to 51 per cent for the entire population that was employed during that year.
As well, racialized women share the burden of working women in general by working more unpaid hours than men. Where 40 per cent of employed women spend more than 14 hours on unpaid housework per week, only 12 per cent of men do so. 
Racialized women continue to invest in post-secondary education. In 2005, 35.1 per cent of women of colour working full-time for the full year had a university degree, up from 28 per cent in 2000. More than four out of 10 (42 per cent) women of colour aged 25 to 44 working full-time all year long have a university degree. Nevertheless, the pay gap is even greater for university-educated women of colour, who earned just 55.3 per cent as much as university educated men in 2005.

While 72.3 per cent of men are working or actively looking for work (this is the labour force participation rate), 62 per cent of racialized women are active in the labour market.

In the federal public service, racialized workers represent 8.6 per cent, which is lower than the 10.4 per cent labour market availability (LMA) statistic that the government uses. The Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC) argues that the LMA rate should be closer to 12 per cent. The federal government's LMA is based on the 2001 Census and is therefore outdated. It excludes non-citizens even though the vast majority of these obtain their citizenship within three years. Furthermore, by 2017, racialized Canadians will reach 20 per cent of the population.
As for women, although they comprise 53.5 per cent of workers, they are under-represented at the executive levels (39 per cent). The PSAC also argues that it is typical in our culture for women, as parents, to be required to strike a balance between family and work demands. The failure to identify such policies as inflexible work schedules as barriers to the hiring and promotion of women is again, the failure of employers to meet their employment equity obligations.

The principle of Employment Equity must be guaranteed, requiring equality of opportunity and treatment in employment and occupation for all women, including those who are disadvantaged on the basis of race, colour, indigenous status, religion, disability, political opinion, national extraction or social origin.
· Employment Equity is a fundamental labour and human rights standard.
· Governments must enact EE legislation in the public and private sectors and provide the necessary resources to safeguard the rights of all workers.
· In preventing employment discrimination, the multiple intersecting forms of discrimination experienced must be taken into account.

· Women’s right to free choice of employment, the right to advancement, job security, equal benefits and conditions of service, and the right to receive vocational training and retraining must be ensured.

· Unions must be afforded an active role in promoting Employment Equity.
· Working mothers must be free from discrimination and governments must promote programs and policies that enable women and men to reconcile their work and family responsibilities. Family support services and flexible working arrangements should be provided by employers.
Employment Equity with a focus on reducing barriers to racialized women needs to include anti-racism training for managers and staff, and gender-sensitive anti-racist recruitment and training practices.
Bargaining equity is not without its challenges. Human rights issues don't traditionally fare well in the process – particularly when employers, who don't often see human rights as a priority, arrive at the table with inflexible bargaining positions. Equity must remain an integral part of our Union’s vision.

"Investing in women's capabilities and empowering them to exercise their choices is the surest way to contribute to economic growth and overall development.” – United Nations Development Report, 1995.
​​​​​​​​​​___________________________
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