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Marching for Labour Rights
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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused health and socio-economic crises that exposed the vulnerabilities
of poor health care systems and exacerbated inequalities across the globe. Millions of people
contracted the virus and navigated their way to survival amid poor pandemic health responses,
while nearly half of the global workforce or over a billion people face economic hit from the pandemic.
In Asia and the Pacific, many governments resorted to closing borders and implementing nationwide
lockdowns which resulted in an economic downturn and put jobs and livelihoods at risk. Women
workers, who are disproportionately represented in low-wage jobs, were hardest hit.

Even before the pandemic, many women workers have been burdened with long work hours and
unpaid overtime fees, poverty wages, lack of benefits and security of work, and poor and unsafe
working conditions. With the threat of COVID-19 and implementation of lockdowns and restrictive
policies, these dire working conditions were exacerbated, and women found themselves in a more
difficult situation than ever. Millions of women workers lost their jobs and livelihoods, while many
of those who were kept endured the poor working conditions and the risk of getting exposed to the
virus without proper protection.

Women workers knew too well that abuses would worsen and that their rights and safety would
continue to be compromised as health and socio-economic crises intensified. They knew that there
was no other option left but to collectively rise, resist and unite for their rights. Despite the challenges,
women workers organised and mobilised themselves to fight for those who have been retrenched
and suffered from wage cuts and unpaid overtime work. They collectively asserted their rights to
health and reproductive benefits and demanded accountability from both their employers and the
government. Women workers stood their ground amid threats and challenges. To them, the
women workers united will never be defeated.

This COVID-19 storybook narrates the plight of women workers in the time of the COVID-19
pandemic. It exposes how the neoliberal economic system, which prioritises profits over the
labour rights of women workers, has continued to fail and burden garment women
workers even during a global health emergency. But at the same time,
this storybook tells the story of women workers’ resistance, unity

and solidarity in facing the crises and fighting for their rights.



Two years have passed since the COVID-19 pandemic struck the world.

More than four million | In Asia and the Pacific, 22-25 million empli‘asy%d ﬂ
people died worldwide. 81 million jobs were wiped ’ persons were pushed |
out in 2020. into poverty. | |li

70% of these workers are women in the informal sector: agricultural workers, domestic and
home-based workers, and street vendors, who have no access to decent work.

Even with formal work, women suffered. In Bangladesh and Indonesia, experiences
of women garment workers further exposed the already inhumane conditions that corporations
and neoliberal economic system imposed upon them. Millions faced oppression, injustices and
discrimination, only made worse in the face of the pandemic.
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In fact, even against the backdrop of global health crises,
women garment workers’ wages were cut...

My husband and | used to earn
around USD 235 combined, but
now our salaries are only at
USD 118 in total.

| only bought rice for this month,
and we spent 1S days eating only rice,
mashed potatoes and vegetables.

" | can’t even afford my
L\ house rent anymore...

| barely have enough for
food and medicine.

threatened to lose their job

| was suspended from my job

without receiving any salary. My What | earn now is barely enough
husband was retrenched as well.

for our family. It is not enough.
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Our company has offered a very small My friends are afraid. It’s either they
severance pay to some of the workers A - accept it or get nothing at all.
who have worked for over 1S years in ? |

the company.
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) ,_i y & l 7’1’\!9 had to apply for a loan, but most of it
k\ g (| - {  was used to pay for my debts. With the
=y rest of it, we put up a small food cart
e : selling sausages to get by. /
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/ I’'m sorry, mother, | can’t /1t’s all right, dear, | will take \ | (but for how long will people’\ \
afford to send money to you out a loan so that you can at | keep giving us loans?

and my sister anymore... least come home.

Shiuli, Q= "N/ | N
Bangladesh y j \ L

These women, who already lack access to labour rights, comprehensive social protection
and government relief programmes, suffer immense financial crises that push them further into poverty.




At this state, they face the risk of starvation and COVID-19 infection while falling further into debt
5 -~ T h
W | used to be able to pay myN\ W | e — Now | have to keep runningy

house installments and needs _ from debt collectors... £

with my salary.

I need to lay people off because of the
pandemic. | had no reason to keep her
working here...

Women workers over the age of 40 are
near-sighted, physically weak, unable to
produce on time and have poor memory. /

dlsregardmg their co ntractual status, years of service, performance and qualifications.
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Even if they had been able to stay to work at their factories, their conditions remained harsh. —

Our production targets have increased as
much as 200% even though there have
been massive layoffs.

The burdens are heavier on those who
remained.

A surge of production targets as Iockdown pohmes Ioosened long hours, extreme fatlgue
women have faced these difficulties even before the pandemic.

" Even before the pandemic, medacme‘\
have been like “snacks”. Women workers
take them just to keep their bodies
from falling apart, because they work
overtime without pay!

Much of these things contribute
to women’s burnout.

Not only that, the pressure
to reach daily targets is higher
than before.

Why are you so slow? Finish the
target! You will not leave until
you’re done!

"We have to oversee any problem,
B\ standing for eight hours straight.

Now, it's even worse.



Yet, the companies would not even provide for Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
in the workplace. No Personal Protective Equipment. No mental health services.
No sexual and reproductive health services.

Is this all? , v\ T . = We had to sew masks ourselves, because the \
 For the whole month: g company won't provide them, even if it is their )
\ obligation!

Women workers remain vulnerable to potential virus transmissions, because no preventive
measures are observed.

We have also requested for a weekly \
disinfection, but they only spray
disinfectant every two weeks. £

No disinfection.




Meanwhile, health facilities are overwhelmed.
We're always exposed to the virus, and our only
option is to self-isolate for 14 days or more.

Then they would reguire us to take
antigen tests that we have to pay
for ourselves.

; Often we are J‘eft to fend for ourselves,
>{ so we decided to buy oxygen tanks, food and '\
_\ medicines for ourselves. But oxygen tanks are
I‘%ﬁx hard to find and expensive.

So much of women’s needs have been neglected, even before the pandemic began, and
this rings true for their reproductive health needs. Instead of supporting women workers

You should just resign. We can’t cover
for the costs of your childbirth
and other matemity needs.

childbirth through arisan”. Although it’s not much,
it can make our burdens less heavy.

o reme——— —7 We organised ourselves to help each other with the
We protested and fought for our rights! \

*arlsan an Indonesian social actlwty centered around gathering money in a more sociable and enter‘talning manner.



' am -sho-u!derfng much of the burden.s now '.
since | lost my job.

"When my husband lost his job,

r | became the breadwinner,

M\ but the burden of care work still |
falls on me.

A survey in Indonesia revealed that women
spent more than three hours per day for
unpaid care work, much higher than that of
men.

91% of 557 women workers in Bangladesh
reported that they do more care work now.

There is a disbalance in the care
arrangement amongst family members, as

patriarchal mindsets perpetuate unpaid care ) -—— " \\
burden on women. = X g - X
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Then | also have to pay my

Even at work, | worry about my Every time there’s an mother for taking care of my
children, | monitor my child’s online assignment, | forward it to his | child. | really can’t stop working. /

schooling through WhatsApp. father, who is at home. A They are all relying on me.
— . <

The stress and burdens only escalate from there. / 8,

In Bangladesh, 4, 249 women in

27 out of 64 districts have been

subjected to domestic violence
since the pandemic began.

Apét half o\ domestic violence
2 survivors are subjected to
La_v&emotional abuse, physical abuse,

sexual abuse, or both physical
and sexual abuse.

He has become increasingly
violent since he lost his job.

"I filed a case to the police, but they N h)lrlyen he returned, he
didn’t find him because he disappeared convinced me not 1o push
for two and a half months. through with the report...




For decades, these injustices have been entrenched in the system of our society.

Governments have aligned their
interests with corporations, instead of
with the people. Their policies such as
privatisation, deregulation and
llberallsatlon have armed corporat

Governments imposed Special Economic :

Zones, supported by International
Financial Institutions, to regulate unfair
practlces in the garment supply chain.

These only created mﬁe spaces for

further exploitation: violation of workers'

rights, low wages, precarious working
conditions, prohibition of freedom of
association, and restriction of protests and
strikes — all in the name of profit. —Q\

And as soon as women workers demand for their needs, military forces used
by companies intimidate and harrass them to prevent them from organising,
and employ violence against trade unionists and labour rights defenders.



Meanwhile, patriarchy has constructed gender roles that burdened women with
caregiving responsiblities, whether paid or unpaid.

Th:s is aH you
A should be doing. /

we have no heip""
to give you. A

of the children even if
ou have work.

Through Iayers and layers of multiple and intersecting discriminations against
their gender, national and ethnic origins, descent, race, religion, age and class.

These forms of violence against women heavily affect their health and well-being.



The only way forward is to fight.

How can you let these workers go in
the middle of the pandemic?

We will not stop until you
listen to our demands!

A

gain and again, we lobbied with the
authority not to retrench workers.

We continued to resist. As a result, Vision Garments reinstated a
total of 18 people, including two disabled women workers, in June
2020. The rest were re-employed between August and September
2020. Similarly, 57 people were re-employed by another company.




Women workers must unite and struggle together. "

FIGHT 02

They are only using the pandemic to ok Flla

further exploit us! They have cut down
our wages by S0%, saying that it’s

because of massive order cancellations!

But this is just their manipulation tactic!

We must demand these brands and
companies to be held accountable!

Yes, what if the factorg
closes down?

We W'H, all We resisted and pushed for our demands. At the end,
lose: our Jobs... y the company gave in: no wage cuts.
SN Tt = e

We also found out that our members
did not receive social assistance
from the government.

(01" course, we could not let that be. We provided emergency reliefs...

|

A= =




Women must stand up and strive for their rights. 0

We found out then, that instead of giving
out packages worth IDR 650, 000
(USD 45) per household, the packages
were onlg worth IDR 150, 000 (USD 11)]

...and then, together with the Indonesian LSS
Legal Aid Institute, we filed complaints
and demanded for transparency from the
government, so that they will rechannel
their social assistance to workers.

\

They would alternate the disbursements as
well -- one month they will give the package,
and then the next, they will not.

Losing a job is the first. Economy and health
would not be confiicting had our basic needs
been guaranteed, and yet the government does
| not quarantee it. Second, the government does
|| »ot provide health facilities. Third, the attitudes
and actions of political elites and oligarchs have
shown their lack of empathy for the people.

> TN : — They say whatever they like; their
! statements are clueless, and their policies
e\

do not heed the needs of the people!
/ Here in Bangladesh, there has been a
| of corruption regarding the distribution of
relief provided by the govemment

" If they would only take the initiatives
and right steps with the help of the
National ldentity Card, they would be able
to select real impoverished people so that
relief will reach door to door.




Waves of change are in the hands of women. & | %
E oM _ : ! L e

Women suffer from various gynaecological
problems. We demand the government to

establish quality health centres in the
factory areas where we can get health
services at a lower cost!

We demand for the government to support \
those who have lost their jobs, either to get
another job or to support their businesses!
The Department of Inspection for Factories
and Establishments and Ministrg of Labour

Reszstance will not die in Indonesia. We have taken matters mto our own hands
by forming an emergency COVID-19 committee.

The pandemic did not weaken feminist solidarity. When

the committee couldn't distribute food and medicine,

other women rights organisations helped them cook
and distribute food to union members. J

We demanded for payment of attendance
bonus, maternity leave and annual leave,
from our company. The authorities scolded
and threatened us, so in response,

we refused to go to work.

The factory closed down, and even when
it re-opened, we did not return until our
demands were met and put in writing! /
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And our movement was successful! The workers
at our factory were given annual leave money for

2019 and 2020, and seven pregnant workers
were given maternity leave and benefits.

We also won in our negotiations to get paid leave,
and the factories stopped suspending workers!

J O T
Our company imposed a policy without consulting the workers. It would not sit well with us!

|~
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But 6AM for the first shift is too
early. We have so much to do at home
with our kids before going to work.

N How can they add a Saturday work-day
shifts for workers?

and not count it as overtime?

-
-

Negotiating while organising workers isn't
easy. Our union is in charge of handling
the cases.

REPORT

But we have entered the second stage of neqotia- "\
tion. No agreement has been reached because the
owner refuses to see us. But we will continue to
assert our rights despite the limitations brought
about by the pandemic! /
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Even in the face of oppression, attacks and suppression, as well as the ]

global health crises that exacerbated existing mequahtles and bufréens
carried by women <

Ensuring safe and healthy working conditions,
especially now with the pandemic, is key
to creatmg a conducive work environment for

\ women workers

Every opportunity to strengthen the fight 3
and assert for what is right for women
must be seized.




There is hope in the power of women, who will pave the way to realising 19

women workers’ rights to decent work, to speak out and to organise.

o A—

iment justice has been long,
is rightfully theirs.



This feminist COVID-19 Storybook is produced based on the stories from APWLD
partners, members and their communities, including:
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