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WORKERS IN STRUGGLE

It’s International Women’s Day 2021, a
day ‘as union as May Day’. In this issue we look at a brief history of IWD,
examine the gendered aspects of occupational health and safety and hear about
the tireless work of Parvin Mohammadi,
an Iranian activist currently in hiding, who has moved the needle on both
labour and women’s rights in Iran.

Textile workers in India
More than 1,200 mostly women Indian
garment workers who were laid-off by
manufacturer, Golkadas Limited during
the Covid pandemic last year, will all
be rehired after months of struggle by
the workers and their union.

The workforce responded to their layoff, which was illegal under Indian
federal labour laws, by occupying their
factory for 50 uninterrupted days. At
the same time, global union federation
IndustriALL launched an international
campaign in solidarity with the workers, including a day of action on 4
September last year, which successfully
pressured brands like H&M to stop ordering
products from Gokaldas if the company failed
to respect freedom of association.

Nagamma, one worker at the factory, said:
“We fought because all we have is our jobs to
keep us alive. All workers should learn from
this and join a union. It is only through
strong unions that you can fight such big
companies.”
Domestic workers in South Africa
The minimum wage for domestic workers went
up from R15.57 an hour to R19.09 an hour
this week. But unions are disappointed that
the wage is still not at the level of the
national minimum wage of R21.69 an hour.
Eunice Dhladhla of the South African Domestic
Service and Allied Workers Union (SADSAWU),
said the increase was “just a drop in the
ocean”.

Nicky Minus

Under Covid-19 lockdown level 5 restrictions, many domestic workers, most of whom
are women and single parents, were required
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The struggle continues.
Sex workers in the Netherlands
Sex workers in the Netherlands took part
in a demonstration on 3 March demanding the
right to get back to work.
Other “contact professions” such as hairdressers, beauty salons and masseurs were
allowed to reopen from Wednesday 3 March,
but people working in the sex industry have
been told they must wait.
The move to allow certain people to go
to work, which the government last
called a “risky relaxation strategy”,
despite infection numbers starting to
higher recently.
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Melissa, a sex worker from Arnhem, said that
she has to pay her rent just like everybody
else.
Another sex worker, Moira Mona, said she
could carry out her work and be COVID safe:
“I’m a dominatrix, I don’t even have to lay
a finger on him to do something nice. You
can get really creative.”
The protests come amid growing lockdown
fatigue not only in the Netherlands but
across the European Union, where governments
are still attempting to rein in new infections, while slowly ramping up the pace of
vaccinations.
Journalists in Afghanistan
Three female journalists from Enikass TV
were shot dead by unknown gunmen in two separate attacks as they attempted to return
home from work on March 2. The International
Federation of Journalists (IFJ) and its
affiliate the Afghan Independent Journalists’
Association (AIJA) strongly condemn the horrendous attack and call for urgent measures
to rectify the deplorable safety situation
for media workers in the country.
Mursal Wahidi, Sadia Sadat, and Shahnaz
Roafi, who all worked in Enikass TV’s dubbing division, were gunned down in different
locations in the eastern city of Jalalabad,
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in Nangarhar province. Saadia and Shahnaz
were the first to be shot in Jalalabad police
district one (PD1) around 4 pm, while Mursal
Habibi was killed in police district four
(PD4) within minutes of that attack. The
triple murder is the latest in a string of
targeted attacks on media workers which is
happening on the backdrop of US-brokered
attempts to negotiate an end to the country’s civil war.
The IFJ said the killing of female media
workers Mursal Wahidi, Sadia Sadat, and
Shahnaz Roafi ahead of International Women
Day on March 8 was particularly painful,
while calling for regional solidarity.

BACKBONE OF
OUR MOVEMENT

to stay home and not work, unless they lived
with their employers. These regulations
were relaxed on 24 May 2020, under level 3
restrictions. Employers were encouraged to
pay workers who could not work, but not all
employers did so, and many domestic workers
lost their jobs during that time.

Kim Bullimore, NTEU Rank and file
How long have you been a union member?

Early childcare educators in New Zealand
Early childhood teachers are renewing calls
for pay parity, after new data reveals they
are paid $16,000 less on average than their
counterparts in kindergarten.
A report from the Ministry of Education
surveyed 9500 staff members across 774 centres between August and October 2020, and
found qualified education and care teachers earned, on average $55,964, compared to
$72,880 for kindergarten teachers.
That is despite both types of early childhood teachers doing the same job and having
the same qualifications and training.
Kindergartens are run by New Zealand
Kindergartens, with teachers paid through a
collective agreement, whereas education and
care services are run by private companies
or community organisations.
Retail workers and harassment in the workplace in Australia
In 2020, women Retail And Fast Food Workers
Union (RAFFWU) members working at JB Hi-Fi
developed and ran a landmark survey to
document the gendered discrimination and
harassment workers experience at work. The
special survey report is available to download from RAFFWU’s website and will form the
basis of further action by RAFFWU. Note the
report deals with issues of sexual harassment including assault.
All members are encouraged to get involved
in the union’s campaigns to implement the
recommendations of the report.
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I am a currently a member of the National
Tertiary Education Union (NTEU). I have
been a rank-and-file member now for 5 or
6 years. However, I first joined a union
more than 30+ years ago, when I was 19 or
20 years old and working in retail. Coming
from a working-class family, I understood
the importance of being part of a union, as
they are the basic defence organisation for
the working class. Trade unions allow us to
collectively organise, to fight and defend
workers right and to act in solidarity with
oppressed and minority groups.
What’s your best memory/story about being
in the union movement?
One of my best memories is participating in
the solidarity actions in support of wharf
workers in 1998. In early April 1998, Patrick
Corporation sacked and locked out their
entire unionised workforce of more than 2000
workers in Brisbane, Fremantle, Melbourne,
and Sydney and replacing them with scabs.
Their union-busting was actively supported
and backed by the Howard Liberal/National
government.

What’s the most important issue facing the
union movement today?
For a union to be effective it must be democratic, militant and an unrelenting champion
of the rights of the working class and the
oppressed. Without these things, we cannot
defend or advance working-class rights and
conditions. Unfortunately, some leaders in
our trade union movement are more interested
in doing deals with management and bosses,
rather than militantly organising for and in
defence of our rights and conditions. When
this happens, it is important for rank-andfile members to self-organise and hold the
union leadership accountable. The struggle
mounted last year by rank-and-file members
of the NTEU is a point in case. In the face of
the COVID-19 pandemic, many of the union’s
national leadership actively supported the
regressive ‘national framework’ deal which
undermined many of the protections and conditions in our enterprise agreements in
the name of ‘saving jobs’ and getting a
‘seat-at-the-table’. In the face of such
capitulation, the ‘Fightback’ campaign by
rank-and-file members was extremely important in not only acting to defend our wages
and conditions but to also hold the national
leadership accountable to the membership.
Why should people join their union?
There’s strength in numbers. We can’t leave
it up to others to change anything within
the workplace – it’s that old saying, if not
you, who; if not now, when.

I was living in Canberra but travelled with
other unionists and activists to Sydney to
participate in the community picket lines
with thousands of other unionists and community members in solidarity the Maritime
Union of Australia (MUA) and the sacked
workers. Not only was it inspiring, it was
an important and essential struggle as we
were not only organising in defence of the
wharfies who had been sacked but in defence
of the right of all workers in Australia to
job security, decent pay and conditions, the
right to belong to a union and the right to
be able to collectively organise in defence
of workers’ rights and conditions.
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She was released on bail, faced constant
police harassment, and in late December 2020,
she was sentenced in absentia to a year in
jail. Mohammadi then went into hiding.
During all these years of struggle, Mohammedi
has never separated the struggle of workers
from that of women’s struggles. Women workers continue to fight for both and Mohammadi
continues to emphasize that labour rights
and political rights are intertwined. There
are also currently two other women members
of the Free Union of Iranian workers who
have each received five-year prison sentences. They are Nahid Khodajoo and Nasrin
Javadi Khezri.
An international campaign in support of
these women is ongoing.

Parvin Mohammadi is a 59 year old Iranian
woman who is currently in hiding from authorities in Iran.
Mohammadi was born in a working class family
and her formative teenage years were in the
tumultuous years that led to the 1979 Iranian
Revolution that overthrew the repressive
dictatorship of the Shah, Mohammad Reza
Pahlavi.
In that year she started her first job at
18 years of age at the Melli Shoe Company
which had been taken over by a parastatal
organisation linked to the newly established Islamic Republic. Within two years,
the workers went on strike and occupied the
factory. Mohammadi was one of the leaders of
the strike. The government broke the strike
via the use of army tanks and Mohammadi was
fired.
She then took a job as a teacher at a stateowned day care centre. After three years
of working at this centre, Mohammadi was
fired for protesting low wages and lack
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If you want to help defend Mohammadi and other
Iranian women labor leaders, you can start by
sharing or reprinting this article and sending
letters to the International Labor
Organization at: ilo@ilo.org

After seven years of employment, she was
elected as the workers representative.
Mohammadi then helped lead strikes against
low wages and against the privatisation of
the factory which would have stripped workers of their benefits. While many workers
were arrested, the company closed the factory, the workers remained united and were
able to publicise their strike widely. In
the end, the workers were able to regain
their jobs and Mohammadi escaped any punishment as she was extremely popular with
her fellow workers.
In 2009, Mohammadi joined the Free Union of
Iranian workers which gave her a national
platform. In 2010, she organized the collection of 40,000 signatures from workers
for a labour petition against low wages and
for an end to contract work/temporary work.
Mohammadi then helped to organise the May
Day demonstrations in 2010, and in early
2011 was elected to the Executive of the
Free Union of Iranian workers, a post that
she still holds today. She then went on to
create the Organization of Retirees of the
Social Security Department that defends the
rights of retirees, and exposes corruption and extortion in the Social Security
Department.
During the last 20 years, Mohammadi has been
summoned by the security police, arrested
and interrogated on numerous occasions.
Just before May Day in 2019, Mohammadi was
arrested again and charged with sedition.
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iranianprogressives.org

Women and
Occupational
Health and Safety

OHS MATTERS

Parvin
Mohammadi:
Long-time labour
and women’s
activist

of benefits. What followed were years of
insecure employment at various small factories. In 1991, she was able to secure a
more permanent position at a steel factory
that employed around 2,000 workers.

On the occasion of International Women’s
Day, March 8, we pose the question: are
women as equally protected as men under
Australia’s OHS/WHS laws?
Australia’s OHS/WHS laws apply to all
employee/workers equally – the laws do
not discriminate and therefore everyone’s health and safety at work is
equally protected.

True or false? On the face of it: true.
The OHS/WHS laws (for the most part) do not
discriminate – not between men and women,
or between one set of employees and another

(such as permanent or casual, labour hire,
and so on).
In Victoria, under the Occupational Health
and Safety Act, employers have a general
duty of care to employees and contractors
– and other duties to ‘others’ who may be
affected by the ‘conduct of the undertaking’.
In most other jurisdictions, the relationship is almost simpler – ‘persons conducting
a business or undertaking’ (PCBUs) have a
duty of care to all ‘workers’.
The duties of employers/PCBUs – duty to consult, duty to eliminate/control hazards and
risks according to the required hierarchy of
hazard control, etc – apply across the board.
So, for example, this translates as there
not being specific weight limits – not for
men or women – where once there was a limit
of 20kg for men and 16kg for women. What
the laws require now is for employers/PCBUs
to identify hazardous manual handling and
then eliminate/minimise the risks to workers
of musculoskeletal injuries. This involves
identifying risk factors and eliminating/
controlling them. The weight of an object
is only one of the risk factors – other
factors include the worker’s posture, repetition, the nature of the object and more.
Any worker, irrespective of sex, can be
injured by handling/moving even a light
object weighing only 5kgs.
The only regulations which do discriminate
are the lead regulations – because of the
effect of lead on the unborn child, women
‘of reproductive capacity’ must be excluded
from lead-risk work at lower blood lead
levels than men or women who are no longer
‘of reproductive capacity’.
But, of course, we know that this does not
mean that everyone gets equal protection.
At risk workers – ‘at risk’ for any number
of reasons, including sex or employment
status – in the real world of work often
have lower protections.
From the European Agency for Safety and
Health at Work:
[Females and males] are not the
same biologically, and the jobs
they do, their working conditions
and circumstances and how society
treats them are not the same. All
these factors can affect the risks
they face at work and the approach
that needs to be taken to prevent these risks. More widespread
recognition of the importance of
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• they can be more likely to doing

the same job for a longer period
of time and doing repetitive work

• women

have less control over
their work

• those in low grades are more

vulnerable to abuses of power in
the form of bullying and sexual
harassment. In Australia, almost
two in five women (39 per cent)
experienced sexual harassment at
work in the past 5 years compared
to one in four men (26 per cent).
And also of great concern, 52per
cent of workers who identify as
LGBTIQ (from the Fourth national
survey on sexual harassment in
Australian workplaces - Australian
Human Rights Commission, 2018)

Such differences can affect the hazards men
and women face at work and how to assess
and control them.
What Differences?
There are differences that affect the risks
that men and women face. Women:
• Often work in specific sectors

and do specific types of work

• Balance dual responsibilities at

work and home

• Are still underrepresented at

supervisor and management level

• Are physically different to men,

although there is often more variation between women than between
men and women, for example, in
physical strength.

• Do jobs that are often wrongly

assumed to be safe and easy

Often these differences are not recognised in
safety and health law and in practice. Further,
workload and stress-related risks to women
in the workplace are often underestimated.
Gender Specific Differences Between Men and
Women in the Workplace
The lack of career prospects in the workplace, with better prospects for males, can
reduce women’s well-being at work.
The
European Agency for Safety and Health at
Work refers to ‘hierarchical’ and ‘horizontal’ gender segregation which exist in the
workplace, meaning that women in general,
and older women specifically, are exposed
to different risks than men throughout their
working lives.
Hierarchical segregation means:
• women’s careers are often less

mobile than men’s

• women tend to remain in low-

er-grade jobs
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Horizontal segregation means that women and
men tend to work in different sectors. For
example, women, often older women, make up
a larger part of the workforce in the health
and social care sector, which puts them
at risk of injury from lifting, as well as
stress due to emotional demands and risks
of violence and harassment.
Age-Related Changes in Women’s Health
In certain sectors in particular, the workforce is ageing and longer working lives
can mean longer exposure to hazards at work.
Women live longer than men, and so they
are also likely to live for longer in poor
health. Women are more likely to suffer
from osteoarthritis and osteoporosis, which
can cause disability and a greater risk of
fractures from slips, trips and falls in
the workplace.
Women earn less than men in general – the
current gender pay gap in Australia is still,
remarkably 13.4%. Because of this and also
the fact that sectors where women dominate
tend to be lower paid, many women must keep
working into older age.
Increase of Precarious and Temporary Work
Among Women
Precarious, temporary and informal work is
on the rise in general, and particularly
after the pandemic, there are increasing
numbers of women having to do such work.
They face increased fear of speaking up,
fear of joining unions, lack of benefits,
Furthermore, women in these jobs are at
risk of harassment and violence, and their
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working times are often unfavourable.
Women also more frequently work part-time
and in all age groups the share of women
in involuntary part-time employment exceeds
that of men. The gender gap is widening with
age. The nature of these jobs puts women
at risk of stress, and they are less likely
to take part in workplace health and safety
activities and consultations because they
are temporary or part-time.

International
Women’s Day as
Union as May Day

Psychosocial Hazards
Women could be particularly of developing
psychological health issues because of the
type of paid work they often do (e.g. in
services such as retail or the hospitality
sector, caring for people in education or
health care, with little control and a lack
of career progression) and their multiple roles (childcare, running a household,
caring for elderly relatives). This needs
to be addressed through proper assessment
of occupational health and safety risks in
the workplace.
Dangerous Substances and Women’s Exposure
and Protection
There is a lack of data specifically on
women’s exposure to dangerous substances,
especially for women in service sectors such
as healthcare or the hospitality sector.
Although there is less information on exposures typical to their jobs, risk assessment
and preventive measures need to take account
of working women, including those in stereotypically ‘male’ sectors. It is also
important that personal protective equipment fits women properly – which it often
does not.
So, while our laws purport to protect all
workers, the reality is that there needs
to be much more attention paid to gender
equality at the workplace – not only in
terms of earnings but also in occupational
health and safety.

ANALYSIS

taking account of gender differences in occupational health and
safety (OHS) is relatively recent,
although the number of initiatives
seen in this area is increasing.
However, especially because it
is not always a very well understood area, practice needs to be
exchanged and experiences shared.

Born from the strike of women garment workers in capitalism’s early
and brutal ascendancy, International
Women’s Day (IWD) stands alongside May
Day as a red letter date in workers’
global resistance.

On 8 March 1908, thousands of mostly immigrant striking women marched through New
York City. They were demanding better pay
and the end to the grueling and dangerous
conditions, which included long hours and
sexual harassment. After three months on
strike, they won.
The following year, the Socialist Party of
America organised the first National Women’s
Day, bringing together thousands of women
workers in New York City and across the
country “to fight, to struggle, to right the
wrong,” as one banner declared. In 1910 the
second International Conference of Socialist
Working Women, held in Copenhagen, established International Women’s Day to mark
the victorious garment workers’ strike and
launch a campaign for women’s right to vote
— giving women’s militancy more political
force.
On 8 March 1911, a million women took the
streets throughout Europe to demand their
rights. In 1913 and 1914, they rallied
against the oncoming imperialist war. On
IWD 1917 in Russia, women textile workers in
Petrograd struck for “Peace, Land and Bread,”
bringing other workers with them. Five days
later Czardom collapsed, and within that
year Russian workers, led by the Bolshevik
Party, brought the first, yet to be finished,
socialist revolution to the world.
Australia’s first IWD was held in Sydney,
in 1928. With a global Depression looming,
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Women are now nearly half of workforces
throughout the world. Female workers experience the worst of what capitalism dishes
out to its wage slaves — from sexual abuse
to treacherous conditions and unequal pay.
Still the mainspring of the family, they
bring this social awareness into the workplace. They’ve pushed organised labour
beyond “bread and butter” demands by bringing
their needs into the movement — childcare,
education, healthcare, discrimination, violence against women and global issues like
war and international exploitation. This
is especially true of women who are First
Nation, immigrant, of colour, queer, trans
and disabled.
In the past two years, rank-and-file women
workers have driven union calls across
Europe and Latin America for strikes on
IWD. The slogan, “Non una di meno” (“Not one
less,” meaning that we must not lose another
woman to violence) originated in Argentina
and is now global. Italy’s IWD strike in
2018 affected air, rail, road and public
transport across the country. This year in
Mexico, where 10 women are murdered every
day, IWD’s call is for a general strike
against femicide and gender violence.
In March 2019, 111 years after the garment
sisters’ victory, Chemist Warehouse workers
struck over similar conditions and demands.
Immigrant women were prominent leaders on
the 24/7 picket lines and after just 16 days,
they won. This was an inspiring reminder
that “strong unions need women,” as the
union slogan says.
Corporates can splash their branding of
purple, green and white across computer
screens and elaborate luncheon celebrations all they want, but they can’t co-opt
this day. International Women’s Day belongs
to women workers and our unions. And our
well-organised resistance won’t stop until
we toss our chains.

Debbie Brennan
Community member of the United Workers Union
and organiser for Radical Women
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WHAT’S ON

unemployment was rising and industrial disputes over cuts to wage and conditions were
intense. This IWD called for equal pay, an
8-hour day for shop workers, the end to
piecework, a basic wage for the unemployed
and annual holiday on full pay.

Workers Solidarity General Meeting
(Online via Zoom)
Third Thursday of every month
Next meeting 11 March, 6PM
workerssolidarity.org.au

Free the Refugees Daily Protests
Hosted by Stand Together for
Justice Weekdays 5pm, Weekends 3pm
701 Swanston St, Carlton VIC
More information on facebook

International Women’s Day
Monday 8 March
Check social media for local marches
and events
Seminar: Why Capitalism Needs Sexism
Hosted by Green Left
Tue 9 March 6:30pm
Resistance Centre, Level 5, 407
Swanston St, VIC
Or online via zoom, link here
Welcome refugees: freedom celebration
BBQ
Hosted by RAC and Unionists for Refugees
Fri 12 March 6:30-9:00pm
Victoria Trades Hall
More information on facebook
Palm Sunday Rallies (Online
In-Person)
Hosted by AMSA Crossing Borders
Sun 28 March
More information on facebook

and

Walk for Justice for Refugees Vigil
Hosted by Refugee Action Collective
and others
Sun 28 March 2:00-4:00pm
More information on facebook
Marxism Conference 2021
Hosted by Socialist Alternative
1-5 Apr Australia-wide
marxismconference.org/program
Keep Left 2021: A festival of socialist ideas
Hosted by Solidarity
Sat Apr 3 9:30am - Sun Apr 4 5:00pm
Glebe Town Hall, NSW
more information on facebook
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