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1. - INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is that we, at the International Trade Union Federation of Metal and Mining (TUI-
MM) approach a reality that is very often unknown and hidden: the status of women in metal and mining. 

Obviously it is complex and difficult to give an overview of the subject that covers the various continents,
as the difficulties are many, starting with the lack of data and information on this topic and also the hete-
rogeneity of situations involved. And, as we are all aware, the reality of the status of women is very diffe-
rent in Africa, Europe, America, Asia or Oceania, and even differs within each of these continents.

Additionally, on the other hand, this must also be added to the reality that the sector is also very different
in each of the continents, with abysmal differences in labour, wage and union rights. 

All this combined has meant that compiling this paper has been an extremely complex task, although it
is intended to be an initial approximation to the topic at hand, and not a comprehensive piece of work.
An approximation open to contributions which we hope will reach us both at the “First Meeting on the
status of women in the metal and mining industry” which will be held from 17th to 19th November in
Havana (Cuba), as well as a posteriori. It is, therefore, work that should be completed with data, analysis
and breakdown related to the status of women in the metal and mining sector in the different continents
and in various countries. To this end, it is essential that all the unions involved in this matter, especially
those affiliated to the TUI-MM send us the analysis and breakdown, figures and a presentation of the situa-
tion in each of your countries. This work is dependent upon each and every one of us, our work and invol-
vement, in order for it to come to fruition.

This draft, which we reiterate is an initial approximation and is open to contributions, begins by explaining
the reality of women in the workplace in general. We will also discuss the role of trade unionism against
discrimination and in defence of gender equality. 

Below, we will briefly study participation in the metal and mining sectors by continent.

Finally, after revealing the reality of the discrimination that females experience in the workforce in gene-
ral, and in the metal and mining sectors in particular, we pose a number of courses of action to develop
from here on in, both by the TUI-MM, and each and every one of the unions who are part of it. 

It must be stressed that due to the difficulty in obtaining data and information, analysis of the situation by
continent is incomplete. We need to delve deeper into the reality of the situation by examining data country
by country, but this is the task for the trade unions in each individual country - once again we reiterate the
importance of the unions in the different continents in a bid to complete, and even correct, this work. 

We also want to emphasize that we have tried to stick to the topic under discussion in the "First Meeting
on the status of women in the Metal and Mining industry", that is to say, we have focused on trying to exa-
mine the status of women on a general level and in our metal and mining sectors, without addressing
other issues such as the current and systematic capitalist crisis, because otherwise the work undertaken
would have been too extensive and we would have run the risk of deviating from the main theme of the
meeting. 

We urge you to send us your contributions, which we welcome, relating to the reality of each country. The
"First Meeting on the status of women in the Metal and Mining industry" is intended to be another small

DRAFT PAPER ON
THE STATUS OF
WOMEN IN THE
METAL AND
MINING SECTORS



step forward, making some headway in the struggle towards gender equality, which concerns us all,
women and men alike, who are fighting for a fairer world. In order to put an end to gender discrimination
in the metal and mining industries, the first requirement is to realize that it exists, something that this short
piece of work reveals. 

After the "First Meeting" the task of changing things for the better gets underway. That is the most diffi-
cult task and concerns us all. It concerns you too. 

2.- THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE: AN OVERVIEW

In this section we examine women's status in the world and the trends that are observed in general,
because often the problems that arise in the metal and mining industry arise directly as a result of the ove-
rall situation in society and the world women find themselves having to deal with. 

We begin by reflecting on the patriarchal system inherent to the capitalist system that oppresses the wor-
king class as a whole, and oppresses women twice as much, in their capacity as workers and women. We
will then discuss a brief analysis on women's access to the workplace and their current situation.

We will finish section 2 by giving a brief overview of the current situation of women in the world in various
fields. To this end, we will provide official data from the UN itself, which demonstrates that, unfortunately,
in 2011 gender discrimination persists throughout the world. 

2.1. The patriarchal system as an inherent part of capitalism

To address a subject as extensive as underrepresentation of women in the metal and mining sectors, it is
essential for us to go back in time in order to understand the current sexual division of labour, which has
its origin in the patriarchal capitalist model, which assigns different roles to women and men.

This system establishes a division and a hierarchical relationship among people based on gender and dif-
ferentiates from the beginning two social groups: men and women. 

And it is from this perspective that we must begin to examine this reality in order to understand the gen-
der differences that still persist today in the labour market and, therefore, in society as a whole. 

Historically, women have always worked inside and outside the home. But although women's contribution
to the national and household economy has been a reality, it has never been fully appreciated and has
even gone unnoticed.

The division of labour based on gender is the pillar of this exclusive social model which imposes and
reproduces exclusion in all social areas, namely in economic, social and cultural areas. 

The division of labour based on gender, also differentiates men and women at work and it provides a basic
hierarchical division between the two areas, i.e. between commodified and non-commodified work. 

In the current neoliberal phase of the capitalist patriarchal model, rather than diminishing gender inequa-
lity a new division of labour designed to increase the so-called female labour force continues to build. This
objective is to be achieved at the expense of consolidating the subsidiarity of female workers in a context
of generalized precariousness of working conditions and social protection. In other words, capitalism
seeks to promote women's work as secondary to men's work without women being envisaged as fully
autonomous individuals with the same labour rights in the labour market. 
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Moreover, in the current circumstances of the world capitalist crisis it has been found that, in countries where the
crisis is hardest hitting, the first jobs to be done away with are those of women, especially in the industrial and
metal sector, as we shall see. 

This reality is what establishes men's priority and women's subordination within the labour market, and therefore,
the economic and social subordination of women.

2.2. Women's access to the labour market

With the patriarchal family as the basic structure, in a time of the "family wage" ideology, the majority ide-
ological consensus was against women in employment. The increase in male unemployment during the
Depression in North America and Europe reinforced this idea of a family wage and accentuated the exclu-
sion of women from the labour market. 

The women who, from agricultural to industrial societies, had been relegated to reproducing, played a
leading role in a great revolution from the mid-twentieth century and occupied a strong place in com-
mercial production and the labour market. 

However, there are still many countries and even continents where women find themselves mostly exclu-
ded from the paid labour market.

There have been two main reasons for women entering the labour market: firstly, the many long years of
struggle by women themselves and the contribution of the feminist movement, which has enabled further
progress in the conquest of our basic and fundamental rights, the right to vote, access to the regulated
labour market and the right to divorce, and not without a few difficulties and resistance from the current
heteropatriarchial model.

In addition, we must emphasize here the important role played by socialist countries during the twentieth
century to implement gender equality policies and in enabling women to access the labour market.
Although there were areas for improvement, we must recognize that they were pioneering in this regard
and showed other countries the way forward. 

But we cannot ignore that, in the case of the capitalist countries, integration of women into the labour
market was also due to the need of the same market that required the strength of women in boom times
in order to be able to continue expanding at the expense of cheap labour and with no rights. This also
happened in companies in our sector, in metal and mining.

Therefore, we can say that this labour market integration in the capitalist countries, in contrast to what the
governments in these countries try to make us believe, was not essentially motivated by the recognition
of the right to decent work for women. Today, even so, women are still considered second-class workers,
so we can say that the workplace remains a world where women have fewer rights (even, all too often, no
rights). 

Therefore, we are faced with the reality that women have been accessing the market but this progressive
feminization of the wage-earning group has not led, as expected, to the disappearance of inequalities. 

2.3. The status of women in the labour market

The integration of women into the labour market has been and continues to be filled with obstacles and
has been and is discriminatory, since the labour market, its structure and regulation makes employment
a priority for men. 
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To this we must add that the participation and responsibility of men and women in domestic work and
family care occurs at a very different level, and therefore the opportunity for women to engage in paid
employment is far less. 

For the capitalist system, working women nowadays are still a reserve pool of low social cost, and this is
due to women being mostly in professions related to the household and home care, i.e. the lowest
valued economically and socially; they are, however, marginalized in professions and jobs associated with
men and those of greater social and economic value, as in the case of industry. In this context, women
are clearly a minority in our metal and mining industries, and the discrimination that they are subjected
to is the reality of the situation, which we will go into in further detail below and which we must fight to
eradicate. 

Likewise, it is women who have lower wages, fewer opportunities for promotion, less social and employ-
ment protection, who suffer more bullying and sexual harassment and are the first on the list of layoffs. 

To all this, it must be added that, we, the working women, as already mentioned, have to deal with what
is referred to as the double work day. And as a result, part-time contracts are particularly aimed at
women, because women are still associated with housework and it continues to be imposed that it is
women who make household chores compatible with the workplace and all this without any help or
benefit and without the necessary social services. 

In order to corroborate that hitherto stated, we will examine different aspects of the status of women in
various areas according to UN data and statistics: 

- Population and families: 
• The world’s population tripled in the period 1950–2010 to reach almost 7 billion. Although there are
approximately 57 million more men than women in the world, in most countries there are more women
than men.
• There are a higher number of boys and men in younger age groups and a higher number of women
in the older age groups, a trend that will be more marked in the future. 
• In all regions of the world fertility is steadily declining, although it still remains high in some regions
of Africa. 
• Life expectancy is steadily rising, with women living longer than men. 
• International migration is increasing. There are increasingly more and more women migrants and, in
some regions, they outnumber men. 
• The age at which women marry continues to rise and still remains high for men. 
• In family life women overwhelmingly carry the workload, although in some countries the gender gap
in this respect has narrowed significantly.

- Health: 
• Women live longer than men in all regions.
• Two of every five deaths of both men and women in Africa are still caused by infectious and parasi-
tic diseases.
• Women are more likely than men to die from cardiovascular diseases, especially in Europe. 
• Breast cancer among women and lung cancer among men top the list of new cancer cases worldwide. 
• In sub-Saharan Africa, North Africa and the Middle East, women constitute the majority of HIV-posi-
tive adults.
• The majority of the more than half a million maternal deaths in 2005 occurred in developing countries. 
• Despite intensified efforts for reduction, Africa remains the region with the world's highest child mor-
tality.

- Education: 
• Two-thirds of the 774 million adult illiterates worldwide are women- the same proportion for the past
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20 years and across most regions. 
• Although the gap between girls' and boys' primary enrolment has closed in the majority of countries,
gender parity is still a distant goal for some.
• 72 million children of primary school age are not attending school, out of which 39 million (or 54 per
cent) are girls.
• Although the rate of secondary school enrolments shows improvement, there is greater gender
parity in primary education.
• Except in sub-Saharan Africa and southern and western Asia, the gender gap favours women in
terms of enrolment rates in higher education.
• Women in tertiary education are notably underrepresented in the fields of science and engineering;
nonetheless they remain predominant in the fields of education, health and welfare, social sciences
and humanities and arts.
• Globally, women account for slightly more than a quarter of all scientific researchers- an increase
compared to previous decades but still very far from gender parity.
• Use and access to the Internet increased exponentially in the past decade, narrowing the digital divi-
de between the genders. However, women still do not have the same level of access to the Internet
as men in most countries, whether more or less developed.

- Power and decision-making: 
• Becoming a Head of State or Head of Government remains elusive for women; at the present time
only fourteen women in the world hold either position. 
• Only in twenty three countries do women comprise a critical mass - more than 30% - in the lower or
single house of their national parliament. 
• Worldwide on average, only one in six cabinet ministers is a woman. 
• Women are highly underrepresented in decision-making positions at local government levels. 
• In the private sector, women continue to be severely underrepresented in the top decision-making
positions. 
• Only one in 50 unions has a woman as a leader. Within the scope of the union it is necessary that we
are able to honestly take a critical look at ourselves in a bid to put an end to this anomalous situation.
• Only 13 of the 500 largest corporations in the world have a female Chief Executive Officer.

- Violence against women: 
• Violence against women is a universal phenomenon. 
• Women are subjected to various forms of violence - physical, sexual, psychological and economic -
both within and outside their homes. 
• Rates of women who experience physical violence at least once in their lifetime vary from a certain
percentage to more than 59 per cent depending on where they live. 
• Female genital mutilation, the most harmful mass perpetuation of violence against women, remains
a scourge, but shows a slight decline. 
• About one million people each year are victims of trafficking, of which about 900,000 are women and
the remaining 10% children and men.
• It is estimated that at least one of every three women has been the victim of physical or psychologi-
cal gender violence at some time.

- Environment:  
• More than half of rural households and about a quarter of urban households in sub-Saharan Africa
lack easy access to sources of drinking water, and most of the burden of collecting water falls on
women.
• The majority of households in sub-Saharan Africa and in southern and south-eastern Asia make use
of solid fuels for cooking food on open fires or traditional stoves with no chimney or hood, dispro-
portionately affecting the health of women.
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- Poverty: 
• Single parent households headed by women with young children are more likely to be poor than
households headed by lone fathers with young children.
• Women are more likely to be poor than men when living in one-person households in many coun-
tries from both the more developed and the less developed regions.
• Women are overrepresented among the older poor in the more developed regions. 
• Existing statutory and common laws limit women's access to land and other types of property in most
countries in Africa and in about half the countries in Asia. 
• Fewer women than men have cash income in the less developed regions, and a significant propor-
tion of married women have no say over how their cash earnings are spent. 

- Work: 
• Globally, women's participation in the labour market remained steady in the two decades from 1990
and 2010, whereas that for men declined steadily over the same period; the gender gap in labour force
participation remains considerable at all ages.
• Globally, the number of unemployed women in 2010 was 86.5 million, 10.6 million more than in 2007.
The number of unemployed men rose to 118.4 million, 17 million more than in 2007. On a global level
men have been more affected by unemployment as a result of the crisis (an increase from 5.4 to 6.2%
among men and from 6 to 6.5% among men. This is due to increased unemployment in developed
economies, where there are redundancies in sectors dominated by male labour, such as construction,
metallurgy and metalworking, and industry in general. 
• Women are predominantly and increasingly employed in the services sector.
• Vulnerable employment – own-account work and contributing family work is prevalent in many coun-
tries in Africa and Asia, especially among women. 
• The informal sector is an important source of employment for both women and men in the less deve-
loped regions, but more so for women.
• Occupational segregation and gender wage gaps continue to persist in all regions.
• Part-time employment is common for women in most of the more developed regions and some less
developed regions, and it is increasing almost everywhere for both women and men.
•Women spend at least twice as much time as men on domestic work. When all work, paid and unpaid,
is considered, women work longer hours than men.
• Half of the countries in the worldwide meet the new international standard for minimum duration of
maternity leave – and two out of five meet the minimum standard for cash benefits – but there is a gap
between law and practice, and many groups of women are not covered by legislation.
• The gender pay gap worldwide is, according to official data, 15.6% indicating that on average women
earn 84.8% of what men earn for performing similar work. The general trend indicates that Europe,
Oceania and Latin America report more positive results than Asia and Africa, where women's paid work
is less and the weight of the informal economy (where we cannot rely on official data) is greater. 

- Conclusions:
We can clearly deduce from all this data that gender inequality and discrimination against women, now in
2011, still remains. Besides being the biggest victims of all violent situations and being those who mostly
experience situations of greater poverty, education is less accessible to women worldwide. 

Most informal work is performed by women, and when performing work that is formally recognized, there is
a wage gap of more than 15%. It must be said that, as a matter of certainty, the actual wage gap is greater,
since despite doing similar work to men, on many occasions women are assigned lower professional cate-
gories in order to pay them less. This phenomenon is usually very common in Europe and North America. 

Furthermore, in contexts of economic recession such as the capitalist crisis we are currently experiencing,
women are often the first to lose their jobs. Likewise, by public benefits and social services (aid to care for
dependant persons, the elderly and children) being cut in the countries where they existed, this care and
attention ends up being managed and provided by women mostly. 
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This involves an increased workload and greater difficulty in reconciling work and family life. 

Also, the social issues that arise in times of economic and social crisis similar to what we are experiencing
now makes drug addictions, alcoholism, and as a result, violence in the family and gender violence soar,
and women are the main victims of such situations.

3.- EVOLUTION OF TRADE UNIONISM AND THE SEXIST STRUCTURING IN THE
WORKPLACE

Too much time has passed since the first demands for women's labour rights, made in the nineteenth cen-
tury, up to now, but there is still an ideological deficiency in our inability to assume the oppression of
women and build a union strategy that responds to it. Now in the 21st century, making the necessary struc-
tural adjustments to respond to sex/gender oppression will mean settling a debt with half of the working
class that women comprise. 

We do not deny that progress has been made since the first demands on this issue until now, but the trade
union movement remains a man's world and the issue of labour rights for women in the labour market has
not changed substantially. Therefore, it is necessary for class unionism not to fall into complacency and,
when necessary, as in this case, that we are not afraid to take a look at ourselves critically, which must
always be done constructively. 

The definitive solutions to the discrimination faced by women workers worldwide, although experienced
with greater or lesser levels of intensity across countries and continents, will only be given in a socialist
model, or in other words, a socio-economic model that structures the economy based on society and not
vice versa, and it is in that direction where we, class unionism, must focus our efforts and struggle. 

In this regard, the challenge is to design and advance a strategy towards social transformation. If we are
really talking about social liberation, this strategy must assume the reality of women, and, therefore, a
social model that is also based on women's liberation.

In a system based on division according to sex/gender, whether the strategy against capitalism is only wor-
ked on from a general perspective, it will not take into consideration that the sex/gender division in the
working class will be brought about and therefore, the response thereto will be insufficient, since that stra-
tegy will not provide structural solutions to the oppression of women.

Therefore, defending women workers’ labour rights, in addition to being the only way to build a non-sexist
social model, is the starting point for ensuring a decent quality of life for women, and also for men, in
order to reduce the level of insecurity and to tackle discrimination. 

It is also a priority for class unionism, which the Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) especially embodies
in the present time, to bring awareness to the reality of discrimination against women and to publicly con-
demn it since global data does not reflect the differences in the situation regarding labour and social pro-
tection between women and men and as a result the reality of the situation is distorted. This data conce-
als the seriousness of the situation faced by women and it is this distorted reality that is taken into account
when designing and justifying employment and social protection policies.

Taking on the sex/gender perspective in trade unionism requires work in both the ideological and instru-
mental domain. Put another way, it is imperative to manage the labour market, domestic work and social
protection differently. Those areas are currently structured to perpetuate the social and economic depen-
dence of women and gender and class inequalities. 
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But it is also essential for us to guard against complacency and, therefore, make the necessary structural
changes within our trade union organizations aimed at ensuring the active participation of women therein
and plan non-exclusive trade union action. Because although the unions have made progress in relation
to the scope of programmed work regarding the status and demands of women workers, this has not
been integrated into industrial action and has not become a focal area of work. This is even more obvious
in male-dominated sectors, such as for example, in metal and mining, where female workers are in the
minority, the discrimination they are subjected to is even more concealed, because in addition most union
leaders are men, and we do not internalize the fight against gender discrimination as a priority.

Similarly, it is essential to integrate the gender perspective into collective bargaining, understood as a tool
that makes it possible to dignify women's work and to phase out gender differences in the labour market.
Because collective bargaining that does not assume the specific reality of women will not make real
options possible in view of structural needs and as such, potential gains will be insufficient.

4. - THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN THE METAL AND MINING SECTORS: 

The first thing that needs to be emphasized is that women are underrepresented in metal and mining
companies. While it is estimated that only 20% of those employed in the metal industry worldwide are
women, in the case of mining this percentage barely exceeds 10% and they normally do secretarial work
or participate in the process of working with materials previously extracted from the mines. 

However, another important fact to mention here is that a significant number of women employed in the
informal economy, in work related to metals and mining, never appears in the statistics, so we believe
women's actual and effective participation has to be somewhat higher than that reflected in statistical
data1. 

4.1.- Africa:

According to official statistics, the majority of wage-earning African women work in agricultural and servi-
ces sector and a minority work in the industrial sector. In North Africa, a little over half work in services,
54.2%, almost one third work in the agricultural sector, 31.1%, and less than 15% work in the industrial sec-
tor. There are even fewer industrial workers (59.0%) in sub-Saharan Africa, more than half work in agricul-
ture and a third, 33.2%, work in services.

Industry

Women's participation in the industrial sector in general is very low across the continent and in a minority
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, compared with men and compared with wage-earning women.
However, recent data shows a slight improvement in southern Africa. The percentage share of women's
participation in industry has increased slightly and has almost doubled in number in sub-Saharan Africa
over the past decade, but has remained the same in North Africa. 14.8% of wage-earning women work in
the industrial sector in North Africa and this figure is reduced in sub-Saharan Africa where, despite its
recent increase, is less than 8%. 

Therefore, the status of women in the industrial sector is one of great inequality. There are few women
working in industry and the metal sector in the formal market (that is to say, with a contract and minimum
recognized rights), and women working in the sector earn about 20% less than men, despite performing
similar work within the same category. 
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Mining

The limited data we have collected is limited mostly to southern Africa and particularly South Africa, and
this data shows that although women's participation has increased, it is still very low and focuses prima-
rily on artisanal and small-scale mining. But official data does not show the reality, particularly in this con-
tinent. Most of those working in small-scale mining are women, but do not usually show up in official sta-
tistics because the metals and gemstones that are extracted are not sold through formal and legal chan-
nels. For example, the vast majority of women in Zimbabwe that work in small-scale mining, more than
half a million, do not appear in official data.

Women's participation in mining in South Africa did not exceed 2% of the total workforce in 2000 but
increased to 10% in 2009, however, that is as a result of unique measures taken by the South African
government, such as the South African Mining Charter (2002). 

As a result of such measures the number of workers in mining has increased greatly in the past decade
not only in South Africa but throughout the region known as the Southern African Development
Community, SADC, reaching 600,000 workers. 

However, this positive trend is far less in large underground mines, where women's participation has incre-
ased very little and remains the lowest worldwide. 

4.2.- America:

There are two different realities in the Americas; on the one hand we have the U.S. and Canada that fall
within the Developed Economies, sharing data similar to the European Union and, on the other hand, we
have Latin America and the Caribbean.

The vast majority of women, more than 80% of them, work in the services sector in North America, with a
very small minority, less than 5%, working in agriculture, and a little over 10% working in industry. The trend
over the last decade shows that there are more and more women working in services, while increasingly
less work in agriculture and industry, where women's participation fell by almost 5 percentage points bet-
ween 1999 and 2009.

Women also make up the majority of workers in the services sector in Latin America, which stands at
around 70% and is gradually increasing. Nonetheless, almost 10% of women still work in agriculture and
13.6% work in industry which, unlike in North America, has remained the same in the past decade. 

In North America and with regards to the metal industry, women's participation is lower than in the indus-
trial sector average, for example, in the U.S. women do not even make up 2% of the total workforce in the
automotive and electronics industry2.

Mining

Mining is a very important industry in the Americas. The U.S. is the largest world power in mining and in other
countries such as Canada, Bolivia and Chile the mining industry plays a very significant role in their economies. 

However, despite the fact that mining is well developed in economic terms, it is not developed socially or
in terms of gender, as women are still discriminated against mining in the Americas. It is true that some
women have reached management levels, such as in Cuba, Venezuela, Brazil and Canada, but those few
women do not play a key role and are not fully recognized. Prejudice in the mining industry regarding
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women's physical and intellectual capacity does not promote equitable treatment in terms of responsibi-
lities or wages. And that discrimination is worse for women migrant workers and indigenous women.

4.3.- Asia:

Almost half of Asian women, 48.2%, work in agriculture, a third in services, 33.6%, and less than one in five,
18.2%, work in industry, with the exception of the region referred to as the Developed Economies of Asia
where 80% of women work in services, 15.3% work in the industrial sector and only 3.9% in the agricultu-
re3.

Industry

Women’s participation in the industrial sector remains a minority in Asia, when compared to male partici-
pation as well as proportionally compared to wage-earning women. The greatest level of participation
occurs in East Asia, where more than 22% of women work in industry. On the contrary, in Southeast Asia,
Asia-Pacific and South Asia, the figure stands at around 14%.  

Mining

Most mining sector workers are men and the average for women is one of the lowest in all sub-sectors
(despite being higher than in other continents). It is less than 20% of workers in the sector, the same as in
fishing, transport and electricity, but higher than in construction, the sub-sector which has the lowest levels
of women's participation. Furthermore, the vast majority of women working in mining do so in small mines
and informally, with all that entails: lower wages, lack of job security measures, etc. 

4.4.- Europe:

The status of women in the EU is similar to that of North America. The vast majority of women, more than
85%, are increasingly working in the services sector. Very few work in agriculture and about 11% work in
industry. 

Metal

Firstly, we must bear in mind that this sector has been one of the hardest hit by the capitalist's system
current crisis and, therefore, the particular situation for women is still very difficult. 

The proportion of women workers in the metal sector when compared with men ranges from between 8%
and 23%, with Austria having the largest share and the Netherlands having the lowest rate. 

Therefore, as can be seen, not even in so-called economically developed countries does the disparity
notably decrease, although the percentage is around 20% in some member states (for example, France
and Italy). 

However, women involved in the metal industry in most countries work in low-skilled jobs and in admi-
nistrative and secretarial positions, so women are underrepresented in production, and even more so
in executive or management positions. Furthermore, it is women who suffer most in this sector and, as
happens in other continents; they earn lower wages than they would enjoy based on their professional
qualifications. 
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Mining

Mining is less significant in Europe, but some of the largest transnational mining companies are
European. The European mining industry has been in decline since the mid-1990s and has gradually
declined both in production as well as in the number of workers. 

The mining industry is one of the sectors that has the largest gender gap in the European Union, where
about 87% of workers in the sector are men4. 

4.5.- Oceania:

Metal

This sector is still dominated by men and women workers account for a little more than 25% of the total
workforce. Despite this disparity, women's participation in the metal industry far exceeds the percentages
recorded in other continents. Nonetheless, this figure decreases and does not exceed 2% in specific sub-
sectors such as in the automotive and electronics sectors5. 

Mining

Australia is one of the major powers in the international mining industry and as in North America and
Europe, Australian mining is dominated by men. Women find themselves in a position of total inequality
and this data has not improved in recent years. The majority of women working in the industry do admi-
nistrative jobs and the percentage of women miners carrying out technical work does not exceed 7%. 6.  

5- SPECIFIC ISSUES FOR WOMEN IN THE METAL AND MINING SECTORS

5.1.-General issues for women in the labour market

In section 2, on examining the status of women in general, we already revealed that, to this day, women
continue to suffer blatant discrimination in all spheres of public and private life, and in the labour market.
This occurs on all continents, although at varying levels depending on the economic, political, social, cul-
tural and labour reality on every continent.

Thus, the rate of unemployment is higher among women worldwide, the same as the poverty rate, and
women have greater difficulty in accessing literacy, education and training. 

Women are those who, by far, suffer higher rates of job insecurity in the labour market, and who work most
in the informal labour market in total helplessness when it comes to labour rights, wages and unions. 

In addition, in cases where they work in the formal labour market (that is to say, with an employment con-
tract and protected by a collective agreement), they almost always earn less than men for doing the same
job. Globally it is considered, according to official data, there is a 15% wage gap, but the actual percen-
tages are probably higher. 

Likewise, they often have to deal with situations of gender violence at home and in the workplace and
even sexual harassment in the workplace, being victims of sexual and physical assault on occasions, and
even more frequently they are victims of verbal abuse.

DRAFT PAPER ON
THE STATUS OF
WOMEN IN THE
METAL AND
MINING SECTORS

5 Source: MSA Background Research - Women in Manufacturing and Automotive Industries, 2010
5 Source: Government of Australia, http://www.skillsinfo.gov.au/skills/IndustryReportsCharts/ 



Moreover, on those occasions when they join the labour market their employment is generally considered
secondary to that of their male counterparts, so they are awarded lower-paid jobs with fewer rights. 

In the current world capitalist crisis we also see that women are, along with immigrants and youth, one
sector of the population that is most affected by the crisis. This is due to several reasons: 

- It is a fact that in times of economic recession, as we are presently experiencing, women and other
groups most subjected to situations of job insecurity (youth and immigrants) are those who lose their
jobs first.
- In many cases, the loss of the man's job means that there are women who did not previously enga-
ge in paid work and they enter the labour market in order to provide a wage to the family unit.
Needless to say, in such cases, the general trend is exploitation and job insecurity.
- Rising unemployment has dire social consequences, which basically results in increased cases of
alcoholism and drug addictions of all kinds, as well as an increase in cases of gender violence and vio-
lence within the family. 
- Cost saving and public sector policies and excessive development in the private sector have already
led to massive cutbacks in benefits and social assistance, infrastructure, rights and services intended
for the collective welfare of society. 
An obvious consequence of this is that when social services are done away with, it is the family unit
that must address these needs that are no longer covered by the public administration and, as a result
of the prevailing patriarchal system and the unfair division of inherent jobs therein, it is women who,
in most cases, end up taking responsibility for care needs, thus increasing the workload (unpaid in this
case) that they have to deal with. 

This situation of gender discrimination is not accidental, but rather stems directly from the patriarchal
system that prevails globally, where women have historically been relegated to the sidelines, being con-
demned to work exclusively in the family and informally in most cases.

The patriarchal system is inherent in the capitalist system we are experiencing in most of the world and,
therefore, in a bid to eradicate patriarchy, capitalism must be overcome by establishing a society where
there is no exploitation of a human being by another, whether they are male or female.

Nevertheless, although it is necessary to overcome the current capitalist system to end the situation of
gender discrimination which the majority of women worldwide experience, neither can we be complacent.
It is necessary for trade unions and progressive leftists of the world to change, from today, a great num-
ber of injustices that can be changed, if there is political will to do so.

One of the first challenges is to overcome the underrepresentation of women in jobs of responsibility, in
positions of leadership in the progressive and left wing trade unions. We, the metal and mining unions,
are also included among these organizations. We know that metal and mining are male-dominated sec-
tors where the percentage of working women is a minority, but it is also true that they are not represen-
ted at management level in our unions at the rate they should be.

We're not talking about attributing excessive importance to the representation of women in management
bodies, but they should indeed have a role in management positions at least equal to the percentage of
membership in our organizations. That is to say, if 20% of the membership base of a metal union is fema-
le, women should be represented by AT LEAST 20% at management level in that union. 

5.2- Specific issues for women in the metal and mining sectors. Main problems

5.2.1. - The working conditions for women in mining and metallurgy share one common element: job inse-
curity. 
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Mining work in particular, for both men and women, is characterized by constant physical uncertainty. It is
not something that is particular to any one country; mining work throughout the world is considered one
of the most dangerous jobs. 

Landslides, explosions and accidents threaten the lives of miners, but also the actual physical effort requi-
red to enter the mine, lifting heavy loads and hammering minerals, picking metal, drilling, inhaling toxic
dusts, etc. endanger women's health by increasing the risk of getting certain diseases. In addition, there
are no security measures, such as tools that protect women workers from these aggressive conditions
involved in mining work.

- Another more dramatic element related to this uncertainty is reflected in the low life expectancy preva-
lent in the mining population which, as a result of their working conditions, is the working population that
has the shortest life expectancy. In such a situation, many mining men and women do not get to enjoy
their retirement benefits. This dramatic situation increases when we consider that mining is one sector that
contributes constantly to have this benefit and for which there are no public policies that address this con-
tribution and the peculiarities of their work. 

- Then there is social uncertainty involved in mining and metallurgical work, both for women working in
the sector as well as for men. Price fluctuation on international markets means this work is conditional
upon the rise or fall in prices of minerals and manufactured materials. 

5.2.2. - Double workload:

All women in the metallurgical and mining industry also carry out household work. In most cases, they do
the housework and work at home after their working day.

Also, many times, due to the fact that it is not possible for them to reconcile caring for their children or
elderly relatives with performing work outside the home, they are forced to give up working outside the
home, in the metal or mining companies.

5.2.3. - Lower wages and labour and trade union rights: 

Several studies indicate that the wage gap (the difference in wages earned between a man and a woman)
could be a global average of 20% in the metal sector and even reach 25% in mining. 

It therefore far exceeds the 15% wage gap that occurs as a general average worldwide7.

In addition, as we have pointed out above, women are the first to lose their jobs in times of economic
recession. This is something we are witnessing in Europe and North America as a result of the current capi-
talist crisis, where women in the metal sector are the first to be laid off in many companies. 

Also, just the same as working men in the metal and mining sector, they are often victims of threats of dis-
missal or even threats on their life in many countries when they decide to take the step to join unions to
defend their class interests. 

5.2.4. - Difficulties in accessing basic services and housing: 

This is something that affects women miners in particular, as the mines are often in places that are dif-
ficult to access, although in certain countries, women working in the metal sector also experience these
situations. 
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Women miners, in general, find themselves in a highly disadvantageous situation, in terms of the physical
quality of life. 

Women miners often have no access to housing. Basic services are practically non-existent, as most
mining sites are in places that are difficult to access. The roads are bad in the mining districts; there are
poor road conditions in many places and transport is also limited. This gives rise to a number of disad-
vantages especially when there are emergencies, when it is necessary to leave the mining district.

Furthermore, there are no basic services, such as refuse collection, street lighting, sewerage, etc. in many
mining districts.

Other basic services that are difficult to access are health care, which leads to health problems that, in
principle, should not be serious but which often get considerably complicated, and the impossibility of
accessing drinking water that occurs in many mining districts, and that also creates problems of hygiene
and health among female mine workers (and in some countries, also between those working in the metal
sector) as well as among their relatives. 

5.2.5. - Gender Violence:

In many cases women in the metal and mining sectors are also victims of gender violence, although the
reality varies considerably depending on continents and even countries.

An estimated one out of every three women has been the victim of domestic violence at some time in
their life. Gender violence can be physical or psychological (verbal abuse, insults, threats ...). 

Likewise, the main areas where gender violence occurs are, in particular, in the home and along with that,
in the workplace, where there may also be sexual harassment.

Typically, sexual harassment in the workplace is a series of attacks, which can range from annoyance and
bother to serious abuse that may involve sexual activity. It typically occurs in the workplace or other envi-
ronments where objecting or refusing may have negative consequences. 

Sexual harassment is considered a form of illegal discrimination and is a form of sexual and psychological
abuse, ranging from mild transgressions to serious abuse. In fact, some psychologists and social workers
believe that severe sexual harassment can have the same psychological effects on the victims as rape or
sexual assault. 

Sexual harassment at work is typically deemed unwanted touching between co-workers, but also encom-
passes lewd comments, discussions on gender superiority, sexual jokes, sexual favours to obtain another
job status, etc. 

In our metal and mining sectors, as there is a much higher percentage of men than women, sexual harass-
ment of women workers in the sector is a scourge that we must strive to eradicate and against which we,
the class unions, must clearly state our case. 

6. - KEY DEMANDS TO ADVANCE TOWARDS GENDER EQUALITY IN THE METAL
AND MINING SECTORS

If we want equal opportunities for women to become a reality, we in class unionism, represented by the
International Trade Union Federation of Metal and Mining (TUI-MM), must necessarily define and develop
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measures and commitments that highlight and eliminate discrimination whether express or implied that
occur in each area of work and it is therefore necessary to articulate changes that promote this transfor-
mation.

Having briefly and succinctly examined the reality of women on a general level, and in the metal and
mining sectors, and after having established the level of discrimination to which women are subjected in
our sectors, which are sectors where women are in a minority and therefore more pushed into situations
of gender discrimination, we will point out what, in our opinion, the main demands should be in order to
put an end to this unfair situation. 

- Developing strategies to eliminate the sexual division of labour which results in women's social and eco-
nomic dependency. 

- Drawing up precise measures to ensure that relationships between men and women, both in the work-
place and in society, are held on equal footing.

- Public condemnation by the class-based unions in cases of sexual harassment in the workplace and all
kinds of gender violence. To this end, it is necessary to conduct campaigns to raise awareness and to con-
demn this global scourge, which is gender-based violence against women.

-Providing the resources to be able to recognize and assess both socially and economically women's con-
tribution in society in general, and in the metal and mining sectors in particular. 

- Drawing up and promoting strategies to access and participate in the labour market without any discri-
mination. We should oppose all discrimination based on gender in metallurgical and mining companies.

- Demanding that social services and the necessary conditions are created so household chores and care
work can be shared. This would enable women to reconcile work and family life. It is also necessary for us
in the class-based unions to highlight to male members the importance of sharing household chores and
child care and looking after those in need of care and attention.

- Taking the necessary steps to ensure the active participation of women in trade unionism and also in lea-
dership positions. To this end, where necessary, positive measures should be taken against discrimination
when making senior positions available to women also in metal and mining trade unions.

- We must ensure another model of union action and industrial action that also takes into account the
needs of the other half of society that women make up. 

- Integrating the perspective of gender into collective bargaining. 

- Completely opposing the fact that women earn less than men for doing the same work in the same pro-
fessional category (the so-called "gender wage gap"). 

- Ensuring access to drinking water, to general and specialized medical care as well as basic public servi-
ces (sewerage, street lighting, refuse collection, etc.) in the mining districts where this does not happen.
This is essential to ensure the health of women, men, girls and boys in those districts. 

Basque Country, September 2011
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