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In the Philippines, as in most countries in the Asian region, poverty has a woman’s face.


Josie, in her thirties and a single mother with two kids, used to work as a trimmer for a Korean garments company in Cavite.  She was laid off after the business starting losing money.


Struggling to keep herself and her children fed and clothed, she now works as a waitress in a KTV nightclub, earning a thousand a month aside from the measly tips she occasionally receives from customers.


Nora, a mother of five, worked as a secretary in a rent-a-car firm before the peso collapsed in 1997.

Today, jobless and recently widowed, she walks in and out of office blocks selling biscuits, earning P150 per package.  Her market is limited to large offices with people who can afford a little luxury.  Sometimes she does clerical work to make ends meet.  She hopes that one day, she might get a stable job to support her family.


Like Josie and Nora, thousands of Filipino women are struggling to keep their families alive amid discrimination and oppression.

Last June, Committee on Women chair Josefina Joson, along with other, legislators proposed another pro-women bill.

The bill, known as the “Women Empowerment Act of 2002” aims to provide a number of appointive positions in the national and local government to qualified women.

It proposes to reserve for women at least one-third of positions in the Cabinet, in government-owned and controlled corporations (GOCC’s) and financing institutions, state colleges and universities and local government units.

One-third of government undersecretaries, assistant secretaries, ambassadors, prosecutors, directors and division chiefs should also be women.

The bill also requires political parties to reserve one-third of their municipal and provincial slates for women.

Also, in cases where there is more than fifty percent of the women population occupying technical positions in departments, offices, bureaus and agencies, the secretary or the head of the agency shall be a woman and the proportion of one-third shall be increased to two-thirds.

The bill also seeks to establish all-female units in all police stations to attend to victims of rape, battering, incest and other crimes against women and chastity.  For this reason, 30% of the Philippine National Police (PNP) force would have to be women.

All affected offices would also be required to orient their employees on gender and development.

A third of scholarship grants, fellowships and training given by the government, either in the Philippines or abroad, should also be set aside for qualified women.

The National Commission on the Role of Filipino Women, in coordination with the Civil Service Commission, the Commission on Elections, the National Economic Development Authority and the PNP, would draft the guidelines needed to implement the provisions.

The bill also proposes that violators be given a fine of not less than P50,000 or imprisonment from one to six years.

Rep. Joson believes that the bill is not a curtailment of men’s rights or an accommodation for women.  According to her, it only asserts that gender is not a determinant in one’s capacity to serve.

Quite a number of working women remain underpaid, undervalued and underemployed, as shown by the Bureau of Labor and Employment Statistics (BLES).

BLES found out that there were more men joining the labor force than women from 1987 to 1997.  Women workers accounted for about one-third (37%) of the total labor force in 1987, numbering 8.5 million.  Ten years later, the fraction of women in the workforce remained relatively unchanged at 37.7%, although the number increased to 11.4 million.  The number of working men stood at 14.4 million and 18.8 million in 1987 and 1997, respectively.

The labor force participation rate (LFPR) of women increased by a measly 0.6% in the 10-year period.  So for every 100 women of working age, only 49 are considered economically active.  The rest are either housewives, students or retirees.   The male LFPR, however, has remained above 80%.

The figures released by the National Statistics Office showed that the LFPR of women is now at 55.3% while that of men is at 84.5%

The 30% gap remains even if the Constitution clearly recognizes the role of women in nation building and ensuring the fundamental equality of men and women in the society.

Legislators have enacted several gender-responsive laws over the years.  These include RA 6949 which declares March 8 of every year as National Women’s Day. RA 6275 which strengthens the prohibition of discrimination against women with respect to terms and conditions of employment, and RA 7192 which emphasizes the role of women in development and nation-building.

RA 7192 demands that a substantial portion of official development assistance funds received from foreign governments and multilateral organizations be set aside and utilized to support women-oriented programs and activities.

Government regulations will also be reviewed and portions found to be biased in terms of gender will be revised.

The law also ensures equal membership to clubs, admission of qualified women to military schools and women’s entitlement to voluntary PAG-IBIG, Government Service Insurance System or Social Security System benefits.

Rep. Darlene Antonino-Custodio of the 1st district of South Cotabato believes that putting women empowerment into legislation is not necessary.

“I believe in equality and when you say equal, it has to be completely equal.  You don’t see whether he or she is a an or a woman, you just see the qualifications.  If you see that a woman is qualified, then there should be no discriminations,” she explains.

She also adds:  “If there’s a minimum (number of positions to be reserved for women), one-third, for example, but you don’t get the cream of the crop—you don’t get women who are able, women who are dedicated—then that would backfire on women.  I really think there are women who are qualified and who will get these positions even without (government) intervention.”

“I think women empowerment has come a long way, from the time when women were not allowed to study or to pursue college degrees, from the time they weren’t allowed to become professionals, and these required not laws, but basically, it required time in order for a few good women to really step up and show that women can (succeed), that women are empowered,” Custodio says.

Like some of the bills concerning women that take eternity to pass, the bills, which is on its third reading may need all the tenacity and creativity of the women legislators pushing for its approval.

