CWU Women representatives at Policy making forums in Post Office Ltd (POL)

Discussion document
Introduction

Whilst much of this document may apply to other sections of the CWU the document is concerned specifically with the situation that pertains regarding CWU representation in POL.

It aims to raise awareness of the lack of CWU women representatives at senior level in POL, the reasons for this, and also examine ways in which this can be addressed.

Prior to the introduction of the 2010 POL IR Framework Agreement, the C&CH National Officer had established a policy of inviting Territorial Chairs to attend the monthly Territorial Counters Representatives briefings.  All nine TCRs were male.  Fortuitously extending, albeit informally, the invitation to TCCs enabled three women who had been elected TCCs to attend this policy influencing forum and therefore able to have input into helping formulate and shape contemporary policy.  Whilst the TR briefings are not decision making forums, they have a mature relationship with the PEC and are the field force that influences day to day policy within POL.

The abolition of the TCC position as part of the much improved 2010 IRFA has had the unintended consequence of reversion to the situation where this leading forum now consists solely of male TRs.

This is obviously a contentious situation and one that many are looking to change including the C&CH National Officer who strongly advocates equality and inclusion within the CWU structure.  He has been extremely proactive and a forerunner within the union in establishing policies which increase  benefits for members on maternity leave, paternity leave, family friendly duties as well as championing the way for part timers.  He is also the only Officer in this union that has two women Policy Advisors in a job share.

Background

Statistics:  

POL - At Director level there is significant women participation with half of the Directors being women.  This is an enormous change from the male dominated executive of ten years ago. 

CWU -  At PEC level, of the 17 annually elected members, 17% are women which is   comparable to the female membership which is around 20% 

 Territorial Rep level within POL, of the 9 TR’s, 0% are women even though the workforce consists of  71.2% female and 28.8% male (2009 figures).  These figures clearly show that this level of representation is not reflective of its membership.  Even at Area level, the percent of women reps is still only 40% (see table below).

Gender Distribution of employees/members in POL 

	Gender
	Number working in POL
	% working in POL
	Union members
	%  in the union

	Male
	            1514
	          28.8%
	      1239
	         82%

	Female
	            3743
	          71.2%
	      3138
	         84%


(Data collected at the end of 2009)

Gender Distribution of CWU Representatives in POL

	
	Female

AR’s
	Male

AR’s
	% of Female reps at local level
	TR’s
	% of Female 

Reps at Territorial level

	Western Territory
	    2
	   2
	50%
	2 x Male
	0%

	Northern Territory
	    4
	   2
	66.6%
	4 x Male 
	0%

	Eastern Territory
	    2
	  8 
	20%
	3 x Male
	0%

	Total
	8 


	12


	40%
	9
	0%


  (Data since the introduction of the new IR Framework 2010)

TUC Policy
The TUC recognises the need for diverse groups to have ‘their voices heard and listened to’ in policy making forums and within the Trade Union structure.  In the ‘TUC Charter for Equality for Women within Trade Unions’, it includes in its recommendations that unions should be encouraged “to ensure women’s representation on decision-making bodies either through the creation of additional seats or by co-option and acknowledged that various forms of positive action would be required if women are to play a full role in the life of the union movement.”

CWU Rules
The CWU has incorporated this within its rulebook,

Rule 2.5 states

“To promote and encourage proportionality and fair representation of all members, in industry, the Union and society in general”

Rule 2.6 states

“To actively identify any cause or barrier that prevents the Union being fully representative of its members.  This shall include positive action in favour of women and ethnic minorities until such time as the Union is satisfied that its structure reflects and supports the gender and racial balance of the members it represents

Obstacles to leadership

Although there have been major gains numerically of women representatives at local level, there is still a need to encourage women to take on leadership positions.  There are many deeply embedded reasons why obstacles exist that prevent natural progression within the trade union movement.

1.      Family responsibilities and interrupted careers – women’s disproportionate responsibilities for childcare often results in an interrupted pattern of waged work, and thereby less access to union leadership positions.  People that achieve the highest elected positions in union office often begin their careers early in the union and usually have uninterrupted careers as they progress to more responsible positions.

2.      Union workaholism prevents younger women becoming active in the union as the heavy workload with high expectation of sacrifice is unrealistic for women with childcare and domestic responsibilities

3.      Masculine union cultures and traditional stereotypes – The dominant masculine cultures inside unions works against women’s inclusion.  Often women union leaders are treated with a lack of respect and experience social punishments such as laughter, baiting and negative labelling and rampant stereotyping of women leaders exacerbate the problem (results of a research study Dorgan T & Grieco M (1993):Battling against odds: The Emergence of Senior Women Trade Unionists: Industrial Relations Journal 24 (1993)
4.      Another obstacle women need to overcome is that male dominated hierarchies have a vested interest and therefore feel under threat by positive action initiatives which aim to redistribute power

5.      Shortage of female role models in higher ranking positions and lack of visibility of women in position of power fails to encourage women participation and activity.

6.      Structural hurdles – Difficult for women to progress and address the balance as incumbent is already in a good position and has greater access and resources

Challenging Attitudes

Many women struggle with ‘affirmative action positions’ and use the argument that it is discriminatory to have special measures for women and that women can achieve equality based on merit.  This ignores the fact that ‘equality based on merit’ can only arise when specific obstacles to women outlined above are overcome.  This highlights that there is still a lot of work to do in our union to raise awareness about systemic barriers for women.  It is essential that we raise consciousness of the social, economic and political oppression of women workers/activists.

In order to broaden representation and inclusion at all levels of union leadership, unions must challenge the culture and hierarchies.  This can only be done by strategic ‘positive action’ as per CWU rules.  They need to be pro-active and encourage visible female activists at all levels as well as challenge the male dominated view of the world.

Women should not be sidelined or marginalized in separate groups..  The objective should be to work together to tackle sexism and segregation.  The objective is more women representatives in mainstream industrial relations dealing with all industrial relations issue from a women worker’s perspective and experience.

There is a need to revitalise and illuminate trade unionism.  An all male representative level within the union risks being perceived by the employer as an antiquated, stereo-typical and outdated institution that has failed to progress with contemporary society.

Way Forward in POL

As stated earlier in this document, CWU in POL is disproportionately male at senior level.  This has been exacerbated by the fact that since the introduction of the 2010 IR Framework Agreement, female participation at the higher decision making bodies has actually been reduced to zero.  The union needs to be pro-active in encouraging women to join and become active at all levels of trade union representation.  The way forward is to achieve ‘positive outcome’ not just ‘positive opportunity.’  There are a number of ways of doing this so I have listed ideas below but this list is obviously not exhaustive.

1.    Reserved/Designated Seats – Of the nine TR’s, there could be ‘x’ amount reserved for women i.e one in each territory – This is a radical way forward at this stage and unlikely to gain support within the mainstream union.

2.    ‘Territorial Chairs’ – One from each group and not gender specific.  However though this may lead to women taking up the positions, there is no guarantee.  Also, this union would not be transparent about its need to encourage and include women at ‘policy making’ forums.

3.     Proportionality – Leadership in proportion to their numbers in the membership - This would be extremely radical and unrealistic in the CWU at this stage. There are not enough experienced women reps in POL to warrant this type of action.  It does need to be noted however that proportionality is at the heart of UNISON’s constitution.  It combines proportionality with fair representation of all groups in the union including women, black, gay and lesbian and disabled members

4.      ‘Added Seats’ – This is less controversial and not so politically explosive.  No-one would need to relinquish their seat and the ‘added women seats’ would be an ‘addition’ and therefore a complementary bonus.  This could be done as elected or co-opted positions from within the territories..  This is the preferred method of the C&CH National Officer, who recognised the unintended detrimental impact on women’s’ involvement in union leadership resulting from the new structures.  Addressing the TCRs and TCCs at a briefing immediately prior to the national briefing on the new IRFA, he announced his intention to move as soon as possible to the introduction of co-opting one women AR from each territory to attend TR Briefings.

There is an important precedent for this as far back as the 1998 “National Agreement between POCL & CWU on Health & safety Representation and Health and Safety Committees”.  Section 9 of that agreement Health and Safety Committees  includes the following:

“Because of the high ratio of women working in POCL, a woman representative from the union may also attend where this interest is not represented by the above attendees”
It is important to avoid ‘tokenism’ at all costs and therefore a ‘rotation of women reps’ would be detrimental to the equality argument.  The lack of consistency in attendance would result in women reps failing to keep abreast of issues and therefore hinder their abilities to contribute at policy making forums, and it should be recognised that there are differing levels of capability within this group.  Furthermore this would simply reinforce the view of some that that these forums would not benefit from any kind of positive action.

Although it could be some female activists may see ‘positive action’ seats as an admission of defeat for their bid for  equal treatment within the labour movement, the reality is that there are many barriers that women have to overcome that male colleagues are not subjected to.  Until there is a level playing field socially, politically and economically, positive mechanisms need to be put in place to increase the chances of an ‘equal outcome’.  

Progressive leadership can play an important role in promoting equity and union transformation and it needs to be recognised that changes in union policies, practices and priorities is bound to be faced with persistent resistance.    However bearing in mind the majority voice is ‘male’ it will take strong leadership and sympathetic activists to stand up and be counted in order to overcome such opposition. 

Final note

Although this document is focussed on ‘Gender equality,’ it would be remiss not to highlight that ‘ethnic minorities’ are also greatly under-represented in the POL leadership.  Dealing with this is an even more formidable task as there are no ethnic minority ARs and to redress this we have to start from the bottom up at local Branch level. This union needs to look at ways of addressing all of the demographic disparities as this is the only way that we can truly be representative of our membership.
