
a global average of about 19 per cent of union 
membership (Figure 4.8). Union membership 
for women is strongly linked to a lower 
gender wage gap (Figure 4.9), demonstrating 
the connection between collective action 
and better private sector accountability 
to women.

With ever-growing numbers of women in 
the paid labour force, unions are intensifying 
efforts to recruit them. Successful campaigns 
to organise women workers have been run 
by the Council of Trade Unions in Australia, 
the National Organisation of Trade Unions in 
Uganda, the Confederación de Trabajadores 
de Honduras and the Confederación Sindical 
de Comisiones Obreras in Spain, among 
others. In each of these cases, the organisa-
tion focused on a single issue of importance 
to women, such as gender gaps in pay, pro-
tection for mothers, or child care.15

Growing numbers of casual and home-
based workers are also organising for their 
rights. In 1996, the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) adopted the Convention 
on Home Work16 as the result of a long 
campaign17 led by SEWA (Self Employed 
Women’s Association) in India, the world’s 
largest union of women in informal work, 
and coordinated by HomeNet, an interna-
tional network for home-based workers.18 
So far, the Convention has been ratified by 
only five governments — Ireland, Finland, 
the Netherlands, Argentina and Albania 
— but in principle it provides a platform to 
demand accountability for the world’s esti-
mated 300 million homeworkers.19

In India, where a large informal economy 
employs the vast majority of workers, SEWA 
has developed a model of organising that 
addresses women’s unpaid work in care-
giving as well as their paid work in the 
labour force. With a membership of almost 
one million women,20 SEWA is now formally 
recognised as a trade union and is an affiliate 
of the International Trade Union Congress.21 
Elsewhere, on May 1, 2006, organisations 
of home-based workers in Asia, Europe and 
Latin America announced the formation of 
the Federation of Homeworkers Worldwide 
to demand equal treatment with workers in 

 Chapter 4: Markets 61

Women Dominate 
Employment in Most Export 
Processing Zones
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Note: * Data for Haiti is for apparel only. 

Source: ILO (2007).

Export Processing Zones: 
An Increasing Trend
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