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A Comparative Study of EEO in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh
ABSTRACT
This paper compares macro-economic data on female employment, legal and institutional structures, and organisational policies and practices of EEO in three countries in South Asia namely Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. The study suggests that despite somewhat similar legislative frameworks and organisational practices of EEO in the three countries, women in Pakistan appear to be relatively more disadvantaged in terms of income parity and participation in the formal sector. The study suggests that the joint effect of patriarchal cultural traditions (including a narrow interpretation of religion) and inadequate implementation of EEO laws may be constraining female employment in Pakistan.
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INTRODUCTION
International macro-economic data suggests that women’s employment rate in countries in South Asia is one of the lowest in the world, ranging from 19 to 26 per cent (MHHDC 2003; UNDP 2008). Although women's participation in economic activities is gradually increasing in all countries in South Asia, women’s employment in formal organisations remains very low (MHHDC 2000; World Bank 2007). In Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, women account for between 19 and 25 per cent of workers in the formal sector. The majority of workers in the formal sector are concentrated in unskilled and low-paid work in industrial and service sectors (UNDP 2008).
In the last two decades, countries in South Asia have introduced several economic and legal reforms related to EEO. However, the impact of such reforms on female employment remains less than satisfactory, generally representing an empty-shell or toothless tiger construction of EEO (Ali and Knox 2008; Hoque and Noon 2004). The aim of this paper is to explore key features of EEO for women in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, reviewing and comparing EEO for women from three different angles: macro-economic data on female employment, EEO laws and institutions, and organisational policies of EEO in the three countries. The next section presents macro-economic data on female employment.

MACRO-ECONOMIC DATA ON FEMALE EMPLOYMENT
Although female economic activity rate is gradually increasing in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, women still account for a small percentage of employees in public and private sector organisations, representing between 18 and 26 per cent of workers in the formal sector in these countries (Ali and Knox 2008; MHHDC 2000; UNDP 2008). Most of female workers are concentrated in unskilled and low-paid work in the industrial and service sectors. This section discusses macro-economic data on female employment and issues related to gender discrimination at work in the three countries.
In Pakistan, according to UNDP (2008), female economic activity rate for women aged 15 years or above is 32.7 per cent. Female economic activity rate as a percentage of male rate (for the same cohort) is 39 per cent. Female employment in the formal sector is approximately 19 per cent. Female employment in industry as percentage of total female employment is 16 per cent. However, the services sector accounts for 20 per cent of female employment. Women in professional jobs, such as legislators, senior officials and managers, represent only two per cent of professional employees. Out of total female employees, 26 per cent are employed in professional and technical occupations. Female unemployment rate as a percentage of total labour force in Pakistan is relatively high, i.e. 7.7 per cent, as compared to India and Bangladesh (which will be discussed later). 

A number of sociological issues, such as low female literacy and school enrolment and a persistently high fertility rate, point to the complex nature of female disadvantage in Pakistan. This situation is not much different from the situation of females in other Muslim majority countries (see Syed (2009) in this volume). Female primary school attendance is around 35 per cent, among the lowest in the world. Female labour force participation represents severe crowding into low pay, low-skill occupations (Ali 2007; Ferdoos 2005). Furthermore, the Pakistani labour market is highly segmented based on gender-role stereotypes, especially in urban areas where there is also widespread segregation between sexes. However, lately, there is some evidence that female participation rate in formal employment is gradually increasing. For example, the rate was recorded to be 18.9 per cent in 2008, increasing from 13.7 per cent in 1999-2000 (MHHDR 2003; UNDP 2008). Multiple factors are thought to have contributed to this increase in female participation, including: increased awareness of EEO, better educational opportunities, and changing social attitudes (Ferdoos 2005). Nevertheless, women’s participation still remains well below that of men’s. In other words, while average annual growth rate of female labour participation has increased slightly, the rate of growth has to go a long way to assume 'sustainable momentum’ (LFS 2005-06). 

In India, according to most recent statistics, female economic activity rate is 34 per cent. However, as percentage of male economic activity rate, female economic activity rate is 42 per cent (UNDP 2008). Female percentage of total employment (formal) is 26.8 per cent, of which 15.4 per cent of employees in formal manufacturing sector are women. The actual number of women engaged in manufacturing is much higher when home-based subcontracting is taken into account, but there are no official statistics available for such workers. Among total number of legislators, senior professionals and managers, women represent three per cent while 97 per cent are men. Women represent 20 per cent of technical staff (Global Gender Gap Report, GGGR 2008).

In Bangladesh, female economic activity rate is 42.4 per cent (UNDP 2008). Female economic activity rate as percentage of male is 61 per cent. Female percentage of total employment is 37.5 per cent. About 28 per cent of employed women work in production and transportation sectors and 15.6 per cent are employed in the service sector. Female to male ratio for labour force participation is 0.63. In the formal sector, 25 per cent of legislators, senior professional and managers are women. Only 10 per cent professional and technical workers are females. Women’s participation in the formal industrial labour force—especially the export sector—is rising. In Bangladesh’s garment industry, 90 per cent of the workers are women, and more urban women are now employed in the pharmaceuticals, electronics and fish processing industries (MHHDR 2003). While the garment sub-sector has certainly provided a new type of employment yet its contribution to the overall increase in female employment is small compared to other sectors (World Bank 2007). Between 1999 and 2006, women’s overall employment has grown more than twice that of men in various sectors in Bangladesh.
In what follows, I present an overview of macro-level challenges that women face in terms of gender segregation by sector, occupation, and remuneration. Gender discrimination in employment is explored in the formal sector of employment in the three countries.

In Pakistan, there is evidence of polarisation within women where compared to the extremely disadvantaged, under-educated women from poor socio-economic backgrounds, skilled women in urban settings of Lahore, Karachi and Islamabad have better access to education and employment opportunities (Syed, Özbilgin, Torunoglu and Ali 2009). However, employment stereotypes based on gender are commonplace. The Pakistani public and private sectors rank EEO low on their list of priorities as there is no substantive model for gender equality in Pakistani organisations (Naqvi 2003). Women’s disadvantage can also be witnessed by the fact that there are only 91 women per 100 men in the population, a sex ratio which is one of the lowest in the world.

India is a multifaceted society where no simplification could apply to the entire nation’s various regional, religious, social, and economic groups. Nevertheless, certain broad circumstances in which Indian women live affect the ways they participate in the economy. Though specific customs vary from region to region within the country, there are gender based different standards of behaviour which men and women are expected to carry over into the work environment. Women are expected to be chaste and especially modest in all actions (Dube and Palriwala 1990), which may constrain their ability to perform in the workplace on an equal basis with men.

Bangladesh, not unlike Pakistan and India, has a patriarchal society, which is characterised by male dominance, women's dependence and obedience to men, and each man's obligation to support his wife and children (Dube 1997). Bangladeshi women contribute substantially to their households and to the country's economy. The majority of female workers are largely involved in the informal sector. Within the formal sector, a large number of women work in export-oriented industries (e.g., garments), which is the major source of country’s foreign exchange i.e. 70 per cent (ADB 2001). A significant number of women also work as teachers, lawyers, journalists, government employees, and for non-government organisations (NGOs). Their activities, in turn, contribute to the transformation of traditional values and gender roles of Bangladeshi women.
Table 1 shows a comparative overview of female labour force participation as a percentage of male labour force participation in South Asia. Compared with the data of 1980, the gap between female and male labour force participation in 2008 has increased gradually in India and Bangladesh. However, in Pakistan, the gap between female and male labour force participation drastically decreased from 8 per cent in 1980 to 39 per cent in 2008. 
----------------------------------
Insert Table 1 about here
----------------------------------
The gaps in female/male labour force participation and employment are in part a reflection of the educational gaps between women and men in South Asia (MHHDR 2003). Table 2 shows literacy and major levels of enrolment ratios (female to male). In Bangladesh at primary and secondary level, gender gap does not exist. Pakistan has the lowest education gap when it comes to tertiary level education. In India, the enrolment ratio decreases as the level of education increases. For example, at primary level the ratio is 0.93. Further the ratio decreases from 0.80 to 0.70 at secondary and tertiary level enrolment respectively. Gender gaps in educational attainment testify to the existence of gender discrimination in building capability of women and providing them with equal opportunities for jobs and earnings.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 2 about here
----------------------------------

Women’s limited access to employment opportunities is best reflected in the gap between the unemployment rates of men and women (MHHDR 2003). Table 3 provides unemployment rates for men and women in South Asia. Women are almost two times more likely than men to be unemployed in Pakistan, while in India and Bangladesh it is 1.08 and 1.17 respectively.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 3 about here
----------------------------------

Similarly, the ratio of estimated female to male earned income in three countries suggests a high level of income inequality. For example in Pakistan this ratio is 0.29 which is near to India’s ratio i.e. 0.31 (UNDP 2008). However, in Bangladesh, the situation is less dire as the ratio is 0.46. India and Pakistan continue to hold some of the lowest positions in the Asian rankings, but on average both countries post gains relative to their own performances (in wage equality) in 2006 and 2007, signifying a positive trend (Global Gender Gap Report 2008). Table 4 below gives an overview of male and female employment in different major sectors in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. In all three countries agriculture is a major sector of employment for males and females. However, it is also important to note that although agriculture is a major sector in South Asia, female employment is not often visible in statistical data (MHHDR 2000). However, the focus of this paper is mainly on the formal sector in which female employment figures present an unequal representation of female workers.  Table 4 shows an interesting trend regarding female employment in major sectors in South Asia. In terms of formal employment, manufacturing sector is the largest employment provider for females in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. For example, out of total female employment 14.6, 10.1 and 17. 3 per cent females are working for manufacturing sector in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh respectively. Similarly, community, social and personal services sector also shows significant female participation in all three countries. All three countries reflect the similar pattern of female employment in different sectors.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 4 about here
----------------------------------
In the next section, legislative framework of EEO in the three countries will be discussed.

LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK OF EEO
This section offers a review of national constitutions, international instruments and the governing bodies of EEO in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. 
EEO Laws in Pakistan
Previous research shows that legal framework of EEO exists to a basic minimum level in Pakistan (Ali 2000; Ali 2007; Goheer 2003; Mullally 1995; Syed et al. 2009). The legislative framework includes the Constitution of Pakistan, its EEO and anti-discrimination laws, and the international conventions and related instruments ratified by Pakistan. Pakistan’s constitution places a ban on discrimination on the basis of gender (Articles 25 and 27) and provides that ‘steps shall be taken to ensure full participation of women in all spheres of national life’ (Article 34). In order to adopt a gender-neutral approach, Article 263 (a) states that ‘words importing the masculine gender shall be taken to include female.’ Several constitutional provisions undertake a positive obligation on the part of the state for affirmative action to improve the status of women. For instance, Article 25 (3) states, ‘Nothing in this article shall prevent the State from making any special provision for the protection of women and children.’ Within employment contexts, the Constitution requires the State to take special measures for the protection of women workers. According to Article 37(e), ‘The State shall make provision for securing just and humane conditions of work, ensuring that children and women are not employed in vocations unsuited to their age or gender, and for maternity benefits for women in employment.’

Pakistan has also ratified or signed a number of international instruments for the advancement of females in employment. Table 5 summarises these instruments. 

----------------------------------
Insert Table 5 about here
----------------------------------

However, there is no institution solely responsible for issues related to implementation and monitoring of EEO, which remains particularly neglected in the private sector. Table 6 offers a framework of institutions governing EEO (indirectly) in Pakistan.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 6 about here
----------------------------------

As discussed, Pakistan has taken a number of initiatives to improve female participation in the formal sector of employment. However the translation of EEO/affirmative action laws into practice remains in question (Ali and Knox 2008).

EEO Laws in India
The Indian Constitution sets out a number of fundamental rights, generally enforceable in the courts, which include equality before the law and equal protection under the law, and prohibition on discrimination by the State on a number of grounds, including sex. There are provisions to invalidate or prevent the making of laws which are inconsistent with these rights, however the State may make special provision for women and for the advancement of any socially and educationally ‘backward’ classes of citizens (Articles 13-15). 
Additional fundamental rights include equality of opportunity in matters of public employment and no discrimination in respect of any employment or office under the State on grounds including sex. All citizens also have the right to practise any profession or to carry on any occupation, trade or business (see articles 16 and 19(1) (g)).
The State is required to secure a social order for the promotion of welfare of the people in which social, economic and political justice informs all institutions of national life. In addition, the State must strive to minimise inequalities in income, and endeavour to eliminate inequalities in status, facilities and opportunities, not only amongst individuals but also amongst groups of people residing in different areas or engaged in different vocations. The State must also direct its policy towards securing that citizens, men and women equally, have the right to an adequate means of livelihood, that there is equal pay for equal work for both men and women, and that the health and strength of workers, men and women, are not abused (see Articles 38 and 39(a),(d) and (e)). India has also ratified or signed EEO related international instruments like Pakistan. Table 7 gives an overview of such instruments ratified by India.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 7 about here
----------------------------------

India has a number of institutions governing EEO in the country. Table 8 gives an overview of such institutions.
----------------------------------
Insert Table 8 about here
----------------------------------

Apart from institutions governing EEO in the country, there are also Workers' and Employers' Organisations and Workers' Representation institutions. These include Works Committee, Grievance Settlement Authorities, All India Coordination Committee of Working Women, Women in Public Sector (wing), Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), All India Organisation of Employers and Indian Merchants’ Chamber Ladies Wing. The main activities of such organisations involve issues like dispute settling, maternity benefits, equal remuneration, crèche and other facilities, participation of women in trade union decision-making, development of a database and information network, training and development, including entrepreneurial training and awards delivery for women who have excelled in their fields.

EEO Laws in Bangladesh
The Constitution of Bangladesh embodies the principle of gender equality, prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex and promotes equality of opportunity for women to participate in politics and in public life. It also provides for special provisions for women as a particularly disadvantaged group.
The Constitution assures that the State shall aim to promote a society in which the rule of law, fundamental human rights and political, economic and social freedom, equality and justice, will be secured for all citizens. Similarly, in local Government institutions, the State must encourage and promote the representation of women.
According to Article 10 the State will work to ensure the participation of women in all spheres of national life. Further the constitution affirms the right to work, at a reasonable wage (Sub-article 15 (b)). The constitution also upholds the principle of equality of opportunity (Article 19). Citizens must be paid for work on the basis of the principle from each according to his abilities to each according to his work (Article 20).
Article 28 outlaws discrimination on the grounds of, inter alia, sex; reaffirms women's equal rights in all spheres of public life; and allows for special provisions in favour of women's advancement. Article 29 assures non discrimination in the employment for all citizens and special provisions for adequate representation of the population within the service of state.
The EEO legislation in Bangladesh involves different domestic labour laws such as The Maternity Benefit Act, The Maternity Benefit (Tea Estates) Act, The Factories Act and The Factory Rules. It is worth noticing that unlike Pakistan’s and India’s Constitutions, Bangladesh visibly mentions equality of opportunity in employment for all citizens in the constitution. However, EEO is emphasised only in service sector of state and not in private sector. Table 9 gives an overview of EEO related international instruments ratified/signed by Bangladesh.
----------------------------------
Insert Table 9 about here
----------------------------------

Bangladesh also has institutions responsible for governing EEO related laws and issues in the country. Table 10 shows the institutions governing EEO in Bangladesh.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 10 about here
----------------------------------

Bangladesh also have number of Workers' and Employers' Organisations such as Bangladesh Employer's Federation, Garment Sector Union and National Labour Law Commission.
In the late 1990s, the government of Bangladesh took the initiative to develop a legal act regarding women discrimination and finally in 1995 the ‘Oppression of Women and Children (Special Enactment) Act, 1995’ was introduced.

ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES OF EEO
In this section organisational policies related to EEO will be explored briefly, with example of EEO policies in private and public sectors and also in MNCs. 

Organisational Practices in Pakistan
The implementation of EEO laws in Pakistan seems to be a major challenge, requiring greater political will to make the best use of all human resources and also to offer social justice to all citizens, both women and men. For example, it is a legal obligation in Pakistan, for employers to provide childcare support facilities in organisations employing above a specified number of workers (ILO, 1994: 31–35). Enforcement of such requirements, however, is notoriously and openly lax. As a result, many women with small children, particularly those without appropriate family support, cannot continue their employment because there is no one to look after their children. This lack of legal implementation is yet another challenge in a society where stepping out of the four walls and entering the male order of work may reduce a woman to an object of ridicule (Syed 2008).
EEO policies in organisations in Pakistan is an under researched area. However, the degree to which EEO is employed in organisations varies sector to sector. For example multinational companies (MNCs) do have formal EEO policies in Pakistan. Some has recently established policies. For example, Nestle Pakistan labels itself as a Family & Female-Friendly Organisation. The organisation has recently ‘set up a day-care centre, and have established a ‘Comprehensive Maternity Benefits Scheme’ for its female employees (Nestle Pakistan, 2007). Further the organisation has also introduced ‘fair remuneration structures’ (benchmarking of Nestle employees pay against other competitive organisations). Another example from MNCs is Citibank Pakistan. Recently the organisation celebrated International Women’s Month to create awareness regarding women’s rights at workplace. According to Aftab Ahmed, Country Business Manager of Citibank Pakistan, the organisation possesses ‘more than favourable female employment rate of 30 per cent versus two per cent nationally within the corporate workforce, strong representation on our management committee, and our employee-focused policy framework’ (Citibank 2008). Citibank Pakistan has also initiated a number of progressive, female-friendly programs such as best-in-class maternity, flexible work and employee assistance schemes. Citibank also actively strives to increase the percentage of women it hires, already among the highest in the industry. In 2007, "Times/Aurora Top 50 Places Where Women Want to Work" named Citibank the winner in the diversity category (Where women want, 2007).
In Pakistan’s private sector, formal EEO policies are usually found in large organisations. In manufacturing sector (which is the largest formal female employment sector) large organisations of over 5000 employees usually have EEO policies. For example, Nishat Chunian Ltd (NCL), a large textile and clothing factory (over 6000 employees), call themselves an equal opportunity employer, where recruitment is made on the criteria of dedication, commitment, capability and determination (NCL 2008). Similarly, Kohinoor Maple Leaf Group (KMLG), mainly producing textile and cement, claims to be one of the oldest and biggest manufacturing group of textile and cement in Pakistan is ‘an equal opportunity employer with policies to ensure there is no discrimination on the basis of cast, creed, sex and religion’ (KMLG 2008).
The degree to which EEO policies in semi-government and government organisations in Pakistan is implemented varies. For example, Small and Medium Enterprises Development Authority (SMEDA) is a semi-govt organisation. The organisation has formal employment policies document which includes EEO laws such as maternity benefit and equal remuneration.   All government departments are presumably responsible to follow the established EEO laws and policies. According to the latest Pakistan’s CEDAW report (2003):
All public sector agencies have established practices, procedures, and recruitment rules with regard to employment including that of women. Recruitment rules specify the nature of the job, role and responsibility of the position, nomenclature of the post, qualification and experience required, and age according to the job requirements. These do not discriminate on the basis of gender. (p 69)

Organisational Practices in India
Indian provisions for EEO address a relatively limited set of causes of discrimination only among their public sector of employment (Orife and Chaubey 2001). India has yet to develop a comprehensive set of legislation and enforcement mechanism to ensure EEO for all its citizens.
Even when women occupy similar positions and have similar educational levels, they earn just 80 per cent of what men do, though this is better than in most developing countries (Dunlop and Velkoff 1999). The public sector hires a greater share of women than does the private sector, but wages in the public sector are less egalitarian despite laws requiring equal pay for equal work (Madheswaran and Lakshmanasamy 1996). However, MNCs are making effort to advance awareness and female employment.
Although India’s formal sector is male dominant, an increasingly large number of companies are taking steps to make it more gender-diverse (Agrawal 2006: 88). Multinational Corporations (MNCs) using affirmative action and diversity management practices within their operations. Such initiatives have improved employment opportunities for women, reaching around 20 per cent of the MNC workforce through diversity initiatives (Haq 2009). For example, Coca-Cola’s Women Operational Trainees, GE’s Women’s Network launched in 2002, Motorola’s County Diversity Council for India, Cisco’s 18 per cent female workforce, Pepsi’s flexible work-life balance initiatives and so on, have all made it reputable, and quite a status symbol, for Indian women to seek out employment outside their homes. However, there are no comprehensive data available on the employees of these MNCs. Clearly, there are different forces operating on the public and private organisations in India.  Despite above mentioned initiatives by MNCs to improve female employment status, women at management level in India face inequality of opportunity (Gupta and et al. 1998). 
Working women of all segments (public, private or MNCs) of Indian society face various forms of discrimination including sexual harassment. Even professional women find discrimination to be prevalent. Two-thirds of the women in one study felt that they had to work harder to receive the same benefits as comparably employed men. It is notable that most of the women in this study who did not perceive discrimination worked in fields (e.g., genecology) where few, if any, men competed against them (Liddle and Joshi 1986).

Organisational Practices in Bangladesh
In Bangladesh over the last three decades emphasis has been given on ensuring gender equality and mainstreaming gender issues through various policies and strategies to ensure employment of women in various professions (Jahan 2007). Recent years have witnessed an increasing awareness of women's productive roles, mobility, and their contribution to development in Bangladesh (ADB 2001). Gender issues have increasingly become a predominant theme of the worldwide development discourse ever since the First World Conference on Women in Mexico (1975). Three years after the Mexico Conference, Bangladesh was one of the first developing countries to establish a Ministry of Women’s Affairs in 1978. Government's commitment to both national and international pledges and intensive efforts by national and international development agencies, paved the way for the advancement of women's position and status in society. However, in spite of these achievements, the majority of women in Bangladesh have yet to be empowered to participate actively in the social, cultural, economic, and political life of the country. Gender discrimination is widespread in all spheres and at all levels, as indicated by statistics on education and employment.

A research study based on survey of government and private sector employees in Bangladesh found that men and women ‘old-age’ views about female employment are changing (Andaleeb 2009). For example, both groups hold similar views about female participation in decision making. However, organisational climate is one of the areas where women find it less convenient than men to work with (male) colleagues and superiors. Andaleeb (2009) suggests that
... organizations in Bangladesh today are perhaps better disposed to use the different strengths that both groups (male and female) bring to their work environment. The improved synergy and harmony derived from the new realities and emerging opportunities can help organisations better achieve their goals. 
A quota system was recently introduced for female recruitment in the public sector. Ten and 15 per cent quotas were reserved for women gazetted[footnoteRef:2] and non-gazetted jobs. Existing studies suggest that this is one of the major contributing factors for increasing female participation, although quota fulfilment is far short of the target (only 5 percent and 8 percent of quotas for class I and class II officers have been filled) (Jahan 2007). A small number of women are found in the administrative, managerial, professional, and technical services of government (ADB 2001). Further in public sector, ‘Bangladesh Army’ is also practicing EEO approaches in commissioned officer recruitment and selection. Women have to perform the 18 months training together with men to get qualified in the commission rank. Women are getting equal salaries like men and they are also getting promoted according to their performance (Chowdhury 2008).  Although men and women are treated equally in every steps of recruiting, training, promotion, transferring, salaries and compensations, sick pay, women also get the opportunity of maternity leave because it is their right to take a vacation in that time (Chowdhury 2008). [2:  The employees whose appointments, transfer, promotion, posting and so on, are notified in the official gazette (a public document published periodically by the government) are known as gazetted officers.] 


Garment sector is a major female employment provider in Bangladesh. However, the equal rights in the sector are not fully achieved yet. For example, female workers face very harsh conditions in the garments sector. The salaries are low paid and women are not able to achieve basic necessities for their children and their selves (Brown 2004). Despite harsh opposition, garment workers in Bangladesh have had some success unionising. Workers shut down production on May Day in 2001, winning their first paid holiday. In July of 2004, through strikes and publicity, workers won an unprecedented four-week paid maternity leave. In garment sector Women Recruiting Campaign has successfully recruited women workers as union members in the garments sector through a 1 + 1 recruitment policy whereby each union member is responsible for recruiting a new member.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Although there are certain similarities and differences among the three countries regarding legal institutions and policies of EEO, gender discrimination at work seems to be a common characteristic. Table 11 summarises the similarities and differences of EEO in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh.

----------------------------------
Insert Table 11 about here
----------------------------------

Labour markets in South Asia are indeed predominantly male. Female face is visible only in one-third of labour force, and in one-fifth of employment. In most sectors, women in general occupy the lower rank, earn the lower wages and have little recognition of their significant contribution to family, society and to the economy. Women’s employment in export oriented industries, e.g. in garment sector in Bangladesh, although critical for income and empowerment of women as well as families, may have created conditions that need to be investigated seriously for the sake of EEO at work.
  
There seems to be a common trajectory of female disadvantage in employment and economic participation in the three countries. Female employment in the informal sector, such as agriculture, is high as compared to the formal sector. However, female participation in the informal sector is often invisible in statistics. Also, literacy rates in the three countries are quite low as compared to other developing countries. India’s female literacy level is, however, increasing and this may positively affect female employment in the formal sector. Among the three countries, Pakistan has the lowest participation of women in the labour force and employment (i.e. the formal sector). This is not surprising considering the strong feudalistic and patriarchal structure of Pakistani society (MHHDC 2003). Similarly, the unemployment gap between males and females is quite high especially in Pakistan as compared to India and Bangladesh. Income gap in Pakistan is also one of the highest when compared to India and Bangladesh. One reason for this could be relatively weak implementation and governance of EEO laws and policies in Pakistan. 

In terms of issues related to EEO laws, although basic legislative framework of EEO for women exists in all three countries, India and Bangladesh have relatively strict and clear EEO laws as compared to Pakistan. For example, India has sexual harassment law which levy two years sentence. However, while this paper is being written, Pakistan has recently passed a bill on sexual harassment at workplace (Cabinet approves bill… 2008). Similarly, the Constitution of Bangladesh uses unambiguous language for laws related to EEO in service sector (Article 29). Pakistan on the other hand does have domestic legislative framework of gender equality, however, some laws are contradictory to EEO which can be considered a barrier towards better equality at work (Ali 2007). One of the reasons could be the amalgamation of religion and cultural practices which is also reflected in the Constitution of Pakistan. 

The study suggests that there are international pressures (e.g., from ILO and UN) to implement EEO in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh (see Tables 5, 7 & 9). These countries have ratified several international instruments of EEO. For example, CEDAW and ILO conventions related to employment discrimination, equal remuneration, night work and underground work are ratified by these countries. However, implementation of such laws has not yet been achieved fully as is obvious from gender disparity in employment outcomes. 

The study also suggests that in some aspects, the three countries have very similar protective legislation towards female employment. For example, all three countries prohibit women work at night. Similarly, women are not allowed to work near machinery in motion. There is a blanket prohibition on underground work for women in these countries. One of the reasons for this similar protective legislation for women could be the legacy of British rule, and the commonality of patriarchal traditions and cultural norms. Pakistan, India and Bangladesh were under British colonial rule before becoming independent states. The after-effects are still institutionalised in the labour markets. For example, labour laws such as Factory Act 1931 from British rule are still common and partially in practice in these countries. The revision of such protective laws may be necessary to achieve better gender equality at work.

Apparently, when it comes to institutions governing EEO in the country, India seems to fare relatively better than Pakistan and Bangladesh. India’s monitoring system for EEO is spread in all major ministries and government departments as compared to Pakistan and Bangladesh. This could be one reason that India has relatively narrow income gap and also high level of education for women. Pakistan does not have a single solely dedicated institution to govern EEO in the country. 

At the organisational level, the three countries have different situations of EEO. For example, in Pakistan the implementation of EEO policies varies in different sectors (MNCs, private, government and semi-government). From available information it can be noted that MNCs in Pakistan are progressing towards better gender equality environment through organisational practices. In the private sector, mainly large scale manufacturing factories [at least] call themselves equal opportunity employers. According to the Constitution of Pakistan, all government sectors are theoretically responsible to implement EEO in their respective departments. Similarly, In India and Bangladesh, the degree to which EEO policies are employed varies from sector to sector. For example, MNCs are making effort to improve gender equality at work by adopting policies and practices such as EEO, affirmative action and diversity management. In India, large private organisations are taking initiatives to improve female employment. Garment sector in Bangladesh is the largest female employment provider. The Bangladesh government facilitates infrastructure, such as by providing access to trade unions to fight for their rights, however, employers also are in position to exploit. 

From a sociological perspective, the study suggests that religion cannot be considered to be the only factor responsible for lower female employment. This is because India is a secular country with a Hindu majority population, Pakistan is an Islamic republic with a Muslim majority population, and Bangladesh is a secular country with a Muslim majority population. However, what seems to be common in these three countries is an unrelenting alliance of patriarchal traditions and gender in-egalitarian interpretations and practices of various religious or/and tribal codes. Indeed, the study revealed that despite similar legislative frameworks and organisational practices of EEO in the three countries, female employment in the formal sector in Pakistan is the lowest in the region. Women in Pakistan are relatively more disadvantaged in terms of income parity and unemployment. The study suggests that the joint effect of patriarchal cultural traditions, narrow interpretation of religion, and inadequate implementation of EEO laws are constraining female employment in the formal sector in Pakistan. 
In conclusion it seems that cultural and traditional variables are more explicative than structural variable, like the colonial process, in the discrimination of women in labour world
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TABLES

Table 1: Female labour force participation rate as percentage of males, 1980-2008
	
	1980
	1990
	2000
	2008

	Pakistan
	8
	14
	18
	39

	India
	54
	48
	50
	42

	Bangladesh
	77
	75
	64
	61


Source: UNDP 2008; ILO 2001

Table 2: Gender gap in education 
	
	Adult literacy rate (female rate to male rate)
	Primary enrolment ratio (ratio of female rate to male rate)
	Secondary enrolment ratio (ratio of female ratio to male ratio)
	Tertiary enrolment ratio (ratio of female ratio to male ratio)

	Pakistan
	0.55
	0.76
	0.74
	0.88

	India
	0.65
	0.93
	0.80
	0.70

	Bangladesh
	0.76
	1.03
	1.03
	0.53


Source: UNDP 2008

Table 3: Female and male unemployment rates and their ratios
	
	Female
	Males
	F/M ratio

	Pakistan
	12.80
	6.60
	1.90

	India
	5.30
	4.90
	1.08

	Bangladesh
	4.90
	4.20
	1.17


Source: The Global Gender Gap Report 2008 Drce: MHHDC, 2000

Table 4: Major sectoral composition of employment by gender (2006)
	Sector
	Pakistan
	India
	Bangladesh

	
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female

	Agriculture/Fisheries
	36.0
	64.2
	53.1
	74.8
	49.8
	58.7

	Mining
	0.01
	0.01
	.07
	0.3
	0.2
	0.0

	Manufacturing
	14.0
	14.6
	11.5
	10.1
	7.6
	17.3

	Utility
	1.0
	>0.01
	0.4
	0.0
	0.3
	0.1

	Construction
	7.5
	0.3
	5.7
	1.7
	4.2
	1.0

	Trade, Hotel, & Restaurant
	17.3
	1.9
	13.1
	4.3
	18.6
	2.5

	Transport, Storage, &
Communications
	7.3
	0.4
	5.2
	0.4
	8.7
	0.3

	Finance & Business
	1.1
	<.0.01
	1.6
	0.5
	0.6
	0.2

	Community, Social, &
Personal Services
	15.7
	18.4
	8.7
	7.9
	9.9
	20.1

	Total
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0



Table 5: International instruments ratified by Pakistan
	Conventions
	Ratified by Pakistan on


	ILO Underground Work (Women) Convention, 1935

	25 March 1938

	ILO Night Work (Women) Convention (Revised), 1948
	14 February 1951

	ILO Freedom of Association and Protection of the right to organise Convention, 1948
	14 February 1951

	UN Convention on the Political Rights of Women, 1953
	7 December 1954

	ILO Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958
	24 January 1961

	UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979
	12 March 1996

	ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951
	11 October 2001



Table 6: Institutions governing EEO in Pakistan
	Legislative and administrative institutions
	Courts and tribunals
	Information and research institution

	· Ministry of Labour Management and Overseas Pakistanis
· Directorate of workers’ education (DWE)
· National Commission on the Status of Women
· Ministry of Women Development, Social Welfare and Special Education
· Pakistan Law Commission
· Federal Ombudsman

	· The Supreme Court of Pakistan
· High Courts
· Federal Shariat Court
· Special Courts
· Subordinate Courts
· Administrative Courts and Tribunals

	· Employment Exchange
· Women Workers’ Centre


Source: International Labour Organisation (ILO)

Table 7: International instruments ratified by India
	Conventions
	Ratified by India on

	ILO Underground Work (Women) Convention, 1935
	25 March 1938

	ILO Night Work (Women) Convention (Revised), 1948
	27 February 1950

	ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951
	25 September 1958

	ILO Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958
	03 June 1960

	UN Convention on the Political Rights of Women, 1953
	1 November 1961

	UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979
	9 July 1993

	ILO Employment Policy Convention, 1964 
	17 November 1998




Table 8: Institutions governing EEO in India
	Legislative and administrative institutions
	Courts and tribunals
	Information and research institution
(Ad-hoc Institutions)

	· Prime Minister’s Office
· Ministry of Human Resources
· Ministry of Labour
· Ministry of Rural Development
· Ministry of Education
· Ministry of personal, public grievances and pensions
· National commission for women
· National development council
· National human rights commission

	· Supreme Court
· State High Courts
· Human Rights Courts
· Labour Courts
· State District and Session Courts
· Industrial Tribunals
· Courts of Inquiry
· Boards of Conciliations
· Grievance Settlement Authorities

	· Committee of the Status of Women in India (1971-74)
· National Commission on Self Employed Women and Women in the Informal Sector (1987-88)
· National Commission on Rural Labour (1991)
· National Commission on Labour (1966-69)





Table 9: International instruments ratified by Bangladesh
	Conventions
	Ratified by Bangladesh on

	ILO Night Work (Women) Convention (Revised), 1948
	22 June 1972

	ILO Underground Work (Women) Convention, 1935
	22 June 1972

	ILO Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958
	22 June 1972

	UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979
	6 November 1984
(acceded)

	ILO Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951
	28 January 1998

	UN Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966
	5 September 1998
(acceded)




Table 10: Institutions governing EEO in Bangladesh
	Legislative and administrative institutions
	Courts and tribunals
	Information and research institutions

	· Ministry of Women and Children's Affairs
· Women In Development (WID) Focal Points in Different Ministries
· Inter-ministerial Coordination and Evaluation Committee
· Department of Women's Affairs
· Jatiya Mohila Shangstha (JMS - National Women's Organisation)
· Prime Minister's Office
· National Council For Women's Development (NCWD)
· Ministries of Local Government, Rural Development and Cooperatives, education, home affairs, defence and information


	· Supreme Court
· Labour Courts
· Lower Courts
· Family Courts











	· Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS)
· Bangladesh Institute of Labour Studies (BILS)
· Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS)














Table 11: EEO in South Asia: A cross-national comparison
	

	Similarities
	Main differences

	
	Pakistan, India and Bangladesh
	Pakistan
	India
	Bangladesh

	

Macro-economic data

	-High LFPR in agriculture
-Low female employment in the formal sector
-High unemployment rate as compared to males
-Highest income gap
-Concentration in low paid jobs
-Low level of literacy
	-lowest female employment in the formal sector
-Highest income gap between male and female workers
	-Narrow income gap between male and female workers
	-Highest female employment in manufacturing sector

	Legislative structure of EEO
	-Protective legislation for women
-EEO laws for public sector
-Private sector ignored
	- EEO laws are contradictory
-Under certain conditions private sector comes under EEO laws
	-Existence of sexual harassment laws
-EEO laws only for public sector

	-Clear language of EEO laws
-EEO laws only for public sector


	· Implementation of EEO laws/policies
	-Weak implementation of EEO laws/policies
-Private sector is ignored
	-No specific institution to look after EEO issues
	-Numerous governing bodies for EEO

	

	· International instruments
	-CEDAW
-Equal remuneration
-Discrimination at work
-Night work for women
-Underground work for women
	
              ----
	
               ---
	
             ---

	EEO in organisations


	-MNCs taking initiatives such as AA and diversity management to improve female employment
-Large private companies claim to have EEO policies
-Public sector directly comes under EEO laws and policies
	
	-Fast growth of the formal sector results in increase in female employment
	-Garment sector is the biggest female employment provider
-Female employees access to unions 
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