What is it about the Women's Program, Mr. Harper? 

By Jody Dallaire
Help wanted ads no longer include two sections: one for female and another for male jobs. Women no longer automatically lose their jobs upon getting married or having a baby.  Women have access to higher education and we, mostly, have the same pay if we do the same job as men.  

Many of us take these rights for granted, as if they were always ours, but our foremothers, including many who are still alive and activist today, fought hard to secure these rights.  

And it looks like we might have to fight hard to protect them and to continue the pressure to end the sexism that still affects the lives of many women. We owe this to our daughters - and our sons.

Our rights were gained through years of advocacy and lobbying for changes that improved the lives of women. In Canada, the Women's Program played an important role in these changes.

The Women's Program is a small grant program through the federal department known as Status of Women Canada. It has been providing funding to women's organizations since 1973.  Up until this month, its mandate was "to support action by women's organizations and other women's equality-seeking groups, thus contributing to the promotion of gender equality and the full participation of women in economic, social, cultural and political life." 

This month the federal government weakened the mandate of the Women's Program. It no longer promotes equality.  It no longer supports anything related to advocacy or lobbying.  The Program now aims: "to facilitate women's participation in Canadian society by addressing their economic, social and cultural situation through Canadian organizations." 

How did the Women's Program come about and have such an impact on Canadian women? And more importantly why does it bother the federal government so much?

In 1967, in response to mounting pressure from women in Canada, the federal government established the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada.  In 1970, the Royal Commission tabled its 488-page report that revealed disturbing facts about discrimination against women and women living in poverty in Canada. It contained 167 recommendations on such matters as equal pay for work of equal value (pay equity), maternity leave, day care, birth control, family law, the rights of aboriginal women, educational opportunities, access of women to managerial positions, part-time work and pensions.

In response, an Office of the Co-ordinator, Status of Women, was soon created within the Privy Council Office.  In 1976, that Office became a federal department, Status of Women Canada, with a mission to promote gender equality and was a partner in the Canadian women's movement.  

Thirty years later, the status of the average Canadian woman has changed dramatically.  However, despite what current Status of Women Minister Bev Oda says, women have not achieved equality.  Consider the key recommendations of the Royal Commission that have yet to be implemented in Canada.

Pay Equity: Women remain predominantly in pink-collar ghettos - their employment patterns haven't changed all that much. Women remain concentrated in a narrow range of occupations - clerical, sales, teaching, health and caring professions. And this work still is not paid its fair value compared to male-dominated jobs within the same workplace. Women still earn on average 72.5 cents of every dollar earned by a man. There is little hope that this will change without pro-active pay equity legislation. The federal government recently refused to pass pro-active pay-equity legislation in Canada as recommended in 2004 by the federal Pay Equity Task Force. Many provincial governments have yet to implement pay equity legislation, including New Brunswick.

National Day Care Program: This recommendation stems from the recognition that in order for women to be free to choose whether to work outside of the home they must have access to affordable and accessible quality daycare. This recommendation is still a long way from reality.

With the cancellation of transfer payments to the provinces dedicated towards child care, Canada has moved even further away from this recommendation. 

Many New Brunswick women's organizations rely on the funding provided through the Women's Program to continue to break down the barriers of systemic inequality that our foremothers launched. Urban Core Support Network has worked to change policies that are barriers to women trying to escape poverty in our province.   It brings together people living in poverty, community organizations, government and the business community to find ways to attack the root causes of poverty. The Coalition for Pay Equity continues to urge the provincial government to pass legislation that will ensure that work of equal value receives an equal salary and the NB Child Care Coalition promotes the necessity of a universally accessible, affordable and high quality child care system for all children and their families in the province.

There remains a lot of work to complete in New Brunswick before we can think about redefining the mandate of the Women's Program. What is the Conservative government's objective in cutting $5 million from Status of Women Canada's modest budget and in narrowing the Women's Program?  Without funds, women's organizations will not have the resources to critique future policy changes that might negatively impact women.  Without the Court Challenges program, which was also recently cut, we can no longer challenge these changes in policy and laws.  I guess the objective is clear. 
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