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The ILO is a branch of the UN, with a tripartite structure comprising workers, employers, and governments.  Its mandate is social justice.  Since 1919 the ILO has set standards for maternity protection (MP) in the workplace.  The three MP conventions—1919, 1952, 2000—have similar aims:

· To protect the woman’s job and income security, and to prevent discrimination or harassment on the grounds of maternity;

· To protect the woman and her baby from negative health outcomes.

Maternity protection is a necessary prerequisite to equality of men and women in the workplace.  Yet “in all parts of the world, working women who become pregnant are faced with the threat of job loss, suspended earnings, and increased health risks due to inadequate safeguards for their employment…” (ILO, Report V(1), 1997.)

Discriminatory practices against women include: before hiring, requiring a commitment not to become pregnant; asking questions about a woman’s plans to have children; termination if a woman becomes pregnant, takes maternity leave, or wants nursing breaks; on returning to work, harassment, verbal abuse, transfer to lesser position, job loss.  A subtle problem is that “breastfeeding” tends to be omitted when protective measures for “pregnancy and childbirth” are discussed.

Notable features of the 2000 MP Convention (C-183)

Scope—women in atypical forms of dependent work are included.  This means that any woman who has an employer is covered, even if she is in the informal sector.

Maternity Leave is increased from 12 to 14 weeks.

Compulsory Postpartum Leave of six weeks is retained, but countries can change this if the tripartite parties agree.

Health Protection is mentioned explicitly.

Nursing Breaks are considered a right of women.

Job Protection—a woman can return to the same job or the equivalent after her leave.

Non-discrimination on the basis of maternity now covers a period after the return to work.

Costs of maternity protection are no longer the sole liability of the employer.

Recommendation 191 features increased maternity leave, breastfeeding facilities at or near the workplace, maternity leave for adoptive parents, and parental leave.

Ideas for action for groups that want to press for either ratification or improvement of existing MP laws:

Form a multi-disciplinary national working group with representatives of all the stakeholders

Carry out an analysis of the national situation—compare national laws to C183.

Develop plans of action, such as workshops, seminars, training for trade unions, employers’ groups, and women’s groups.

Advocate or lobby for better laws, implementation of existing laws, or ratification.

