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WOMEN IN THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF PAKISTAN

Background & Introduction

In the context of bridging the disconnect
between the feminist movement(s), the
workers’ organizations and political parties,
on issues of labour rights, the members of
the National Working Group (NWG), after
detailed deliberations in the 3rd NWG
meeting on 12th September 2017, agreed to
focus on the Home-Based Women Workers
(HBWWs) as a significantly representative
group of women workers in various sectors
of the informal economy of Pakistan and to
develop an in-depth understanding of the
policy and legislative issues confronting
informal economy workers in the context of
their labour market outcomes. This decision
was taken by the National Working Group in
its successive meetings in view of the fact
that there was evidence of positive policy
and legislative developments in each of the
provinces for the HBWSs within the broad
category of the informal economy workers.

To promote consciousness and solidarity
among  the feminist movement(s), the
workers’ organizations and political parties
regarding the grant of worker rights to
HBWWs, the NWG concurred to hold

provincial  level  dialogues  with  all
stakeholders involved in the development
and implementation of labour policies &
labour law reforms measures linked with
workers’ rights, working conditions and
social protection measures for HBWWs. It
was also proposed to use the briefing paper
titled “Women in the Informal Economy in
Pakistan- Chalking out Ways to Bridge the
Disconnect between the Feminist
Movement, the Workers’ Organizations and
Political Parties” as a guiding document for
the provincial consultations.

This position paper is based on a compilation
of findings from the four provincial
consultations conducted in  Peshawar,
Karachi, Quetta and Lahore over a time
period from February 2018 to April 2019 on
the broad theme of “women in the political
economy of Pakistan and the disconnect
between the feminists’ movements and
workers’ organizations and political parties”
with a focus on the informal economy
workers.
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Highlights of Provincial Consultation Held in Peshawar,
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa on February 13, 2018

The consultation meeting in Peshawar was
well attended by representatives of trade
unions and other civil society organizations,
employers, members of political parties,
officials of relevant departments of the
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government, members
from academia and Home-Based Women
Workers themselves.

The dialogue and discussion highlighted
various disconnects among the worker
representatives (specifically the HBWs in this
case), the civil society organizations working
on issues of informal economy women
workers, the relevant departments of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa government (specifically the
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Labour Department)
and political parties mainly with regards to
the draft bill under consideration for the
HBWs in the province of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa.

The draft bill for the HBWs was prepared by

a consultant hired by the Women
Parliamentary  Caucus (WPC), Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa  Assembly.  During the
consultation, the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

Labour Department officials stated that they
had communicated their reservations on the
practical implementation of the draft bill
since according to them, the draft bill does
not take into account the fact that a defined
employer-employee relationship does not
exist in the case of HBWs as one HBW may
have multiple employers. The employers’
representative was of the view that the
employers federation and chambers of
commerce were not consulted in drafting of
the bill for HBWs and that their concerns
need to be addressed before the draft bill is
presented in the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

Assembly, so that implementation of the law
in future can be doable and sustainable.

To conclude the discussion on HBWs bill,
three stages of the drafted bill are very
important that is; policy formation, bill
development and rules of business and
finally the correct use of funds for the
improvement of workers’ conditions, and at
all stages must take into account all the
relevant stakeholders as it is mandatory for
long term effectiveness of the efforts made.

The civil society organizations who have
helped to mobilize HBWWs to form unions
conveyed to the house that despite their
efforts they have not been able to get the
HBWW unions/ associations registered with
the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Labour
Department because of legal constraints. The
HBWWs present in the consultation also
expressed their desire to be part of unions/
associations which are recognized by law.

The issue of registration of HBWSs was
extensively debated in the consultation and
while there was broad consensus that the
primary responsibility of registering HBWSs
rests with the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Labour
Department, there was also a strong
emphasis on involving the  Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa Local Government
Department in the process of mapping and
registration of HBWs as well as in
implementation of the HBW law once it is
enacted.

The disconnect of the HBWWs struggles for
their recognition and worker rights with the
trade unions and the political parties was
also deliberated upon. It was pointed out by
the academics present in the consultation



that there is a patriarchal structure within the
trade unions’ hierarchy which constrains the
trade unions from transforming themselves
to become more responsive to the issues of
informal economy workers in general and
this has been a major cause of the disconnect
of the labour movement from the struggles
of HBWSs which are disproportionately
women workers. The trade union members
present in the meeting acknowledged the
shortcomings of the labour movement in
Pakistan in not accommodating the struggles
and voice of the informal economy workers
especially the HBWSs within the movement
and on the top of it certain cultural
constraints that women labourers face
hinder them from becoming active members
within unions and hence reaching the
leadership positions within them. They also
lamented on the weak and fragmented
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nature of the labour movement itself
attributing it to the forces of globalization
and the unresponsive stance of the state
towards the issues of workers’ rights and
entitlements.

Regarding the disconnect with the political
parties, it was remarked by the HBWWs
present in the meeting that they are only
approached by the political party members
during the electioneering phase to seek
support but once they are elected they do
not take up the issues of women workers.
The consensus on this issue was, however,
that despite this disconnect with the political
parties, it is important for the informal
economy workers in general and the
HBWWs in particular to strive and remain
connected with the political process.
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Highlights of Provincial Consultation
Held in Karachi, Sindh on March 27, 2019

The provincial consultation meeting in
Karachi was well attended by representatives
of home-based workers’ unions/federations,
members of political parties, representatives
of civil society organizations, officials of the
labour department, Government of Sindh,
members from academia, researchers,
journalists and home-based women workers
themselves.

The secretary general of Home-Based
Women Workers Federation (HBWWF)
remarked that a major positive development
for informal economy workers in Sindh is
that after eleven years of tireless struggle of
the various concerned stakeholders for the
rights of home-based workers, the Sindh
Home-Based Workers Act 2018, has been
enacted in the province to extend legal rights
of employment, social security and old-age
benefits to thousands of HBWs. The rules for
the Sindh Home-Based Workers Act 2018
have also been drafted by a sub-committee
formed by the Sindh Government and
HBWWF has played a pivotal role in drafting
of the rules. She emphasized that it was
made possible through mobilizing the HBWs
and politicizing their cause that the HBWs
legislation was finally enacted. The HBWWs
present in the consultation also expressed
hope of receiving social security benefits
after passage of the HBWSs law which
according to them was only made possible
because of their collective efforts of
mobilizing and organizing themselves under
the umbrella of HBWWF. She also informed
that HBWWF is encouraging and preparing
the HBWWs to take part in upcoming local
government elections. In the context of
NWG, this is a very encouraging example of
bridging the disconnect between the women

workers  (in  the informal economy)

movement and political parties.

However, a cautionary signal was raised by a
member of the NWG on the capacity of the
Sindh Labour Department to effectively
implement this path breaking legislation. She
remarked that the Sindh Labour Department
is seriously constrained in terms of human
and financial resources which adversely
affects its functioning. It is therefore
questionable whether the Sindh Labour
Department will be geared up to effectively
implement this historic legislation for HBWs
for which they have struggled for over a
decade. The officials of the Sindh Labour
Department, though accepting their capacity
constraints, exhibited their resolve towards
implementation of the Sindh Home-Based
Workers Act 2018.

The ex-president of Pakistan Software
Houses Association (P@SHA) contributed to
the consultation by highlighting that the
women tech workers (working online from
homes) are also a category of informal
home-based workers who are not registered
as formal employees and therefore are not
entitled to any worker’s benefits. This issue
also needs to be addressed in order to
provide a level of job security to the women
in tech and to attract other women to enter
the tech sector especially in view of the fact
that the future of work is being shaped by
digitalization.

The participants from academia and research
community stressed that independent
struggles will not be effective unless they
relate to each other in a holistic context. They
were of the view that the struggle for the
rights of informal economy workers, the



trade union movement, the women’s
movement, all need to be connected to the
struggle for strengthening democracy in
Pakistan.

On the topic of disconnect between the
feminists’ movements and political parties &
workers’ institutions, a well raised point by
NWG members and academicians was that,
that in Pakistan, the economic realities have
been changing while social realities are
unable to go along the same pace which is
leading to conflicts within the society and
women’s role. With changing time, women
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are demanding for their rights from state
unlike before. While on the other hand,
female labour force is organizing and tabling
their demands to higher authorities speaks of
another example of condensing the
disconnect.

To cap it all, without any holistic context and
by working in small groups the women
movement cannot be made successful as
democracy cannot take strong grounds in
the country without tying up labour and
women’s movement(s).
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Highlights of Provincial Consultation
Held in Quetta, Balochistan on March 29, 2019

The provincial consultation meeting in
Quetta was well attended by trade union
leaders of labour federations, members of
political parties, parliamentarians,
representatives of civil society organizations,
and a few renowned authors and
socio-political analysts.

The representative from HomeNet Pakistan
shared that the labour department has
recently constituted a “Task Force on
Home-Based Workers” and the Women
Development Department has constituted a
“Women's Economic Council (WEC)"”. She
also informed that the draft of the policy for
Home-Based Women Workers is currently
under review by the labour department.
However, this fact could not be corroborated
by the officials of the labour department
since they did not attend the consultation
meeting.

In the context of HBWWs mapping and
mobilization, she remarked that it was an
extremely challenging task in Balochistan
given the constraints of tribal customs and
culture which disproportionately affect
women workers belonging to low economic
status and poor households.

She stressed that civil society needs to work
much more with women workers in the
informal economy to create awareness about
their worker rights and also assist them to
get their CNICs made through NADRA while
at the same time pressurizing the provincial
government and NADRA to launch
registration drives for registering women
across Balochistan.

The trade union leaders were of the opinion
that the main reason for the disconnect

between movements like the women’s
movement and the labour movement is the
weak democratic culture in the country and
there is a need to revive it by making
connections across movements as well as
with the political parties. They lamented on
the very meagre proportion of the
work-force which is unionized and admitted
that in order to struggle effectively for
workers’ rights and entitlements, a much
greater proportion of the workforce needs to
be mobilized, organized and unionized
including the women workers.

The trade union leadership present in the
consultation also expressed their
dissatisfaction on the frequent reshuffling in
the bureaucracy of the Labour Department,
Government of Balochistan which greatly
impacts the functioning of the Labour
Department in working for the rights and
welfare of the workers in the province in a
sustained manner.

The female parliamentarians present in the
consultation meeting elaborated at length
about the challenges they face within the
political parties’ patriarchal structures as well
in the parliamentary bodies while pushing for
legislation that disproportionately affects the
status of women in the economy and the
society. However, they admitted that in order
to claim their spaces within political party
structures and parliamentary bodies they
need to keep working with men as well as
with civil society organizations.

Regarding the disconnect between workers’
organizations and political parties, a
representative from the Progressive Writers’
Association remarked that working class
issues and working class struggles especially



those related to women workers are not
mainstreamed in the political parties because
even though nearly all of them have women
wings and labour wings but they are largely
dysfunctional and insignificant in the larger
context of the working of political parties.
There is a need for the workers’ movement
and the women’s movement to first organize
and mobilize themselves more effectively and
then engage with political parties to take
forward issues of workers’ rights and
entitlements. He also commented that there
is no representation of the working class in
the provincial assembly because of the
presence of feudals in political parties.
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Similar views were voiced by another
progressive writer of Balochistan when he
stated that the parliament should be
strengthened with an effective
representation of women and workers and
that the political parties should establish
think-tanks to lend support to their elected
representatives in developing policies and
legislation for the workers of Balochistan. He
also stressed that there is a need to remain
engaged with the state institutions for the
socio-economic uplift of the people of
Balochistan.
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Highlights of Provincial Consultation
Held in Lahore, Punjab on April 1, 2019

The provincial consultation meeting in
Lahore was also well attended by trade union
leaders, members of political parties,
parliamentarians, representatives of civil
society organization, officials of the labour
department, Government of  Punjab,
academicians and political activists.

The Director, HomeNet Pakistan apprised the
audience that as a result of the long struggle
for recognition of informal economy workers
in general and HBWs in particular there is a
positive move towards registration of HBWs
in Pakistan. The bill for HBWs which has been
drafted in collaboration with the Punjab
Labour Department is currently with the
Finance Department, Government of Punjab
for review after which it will be tabled in the
Punjab Provincial Assembly. The rules for
implementation will be formulated after
enactment of the law. She, however,
admitted that the challenge of registration of
HBWs by the Punjab Labour Department will
need to be addressed on a priority basis after
promulgation of the law.

The officials from the Punjab Labour
Department corroborated the input given by
the Director, HomeNet Pakistan and
informed that the draft bill for HBWSs has
been prepared in consultation and dialogue
with all relevant stakeholders including the
representatives of HBWWSs. A retired senior
official of the Punjab Labour Department
remarked that it is a serious matter that not
even all the formal economy workers are
receiving social security and old-age benefits.
He suggested that there is need of serious
reforms in the existing cumbersome system
of providing social security and old-age
benefits to the workers. Ideally, there should

be one card for all different types of
entitlements (social security & old-age
benefits) which should be linked with the
CNIC of the worker. In the context of HBWs,
he suggested that the infusion of technology
in home-based work should be encouraged
and the HBWs should be provided skills and
training to work with new technology to
improve their productivity and quality of their
products.

The trade union leaders present in the
meeting admitted that even though up till
now, the trade unions had not made much
efforts to reach out to the informal economy
workers to help mobilize, organize and
unionize them , there is a growing awareness
in the trade union movement that the
inclusion of informal economy workers in the
labour movement is important for the
sustainability and viability of the movement.
They were also of the view that informal
economy workers should be entitled to
receive social security and old-age benefits at
par with formal economy workers. However,
they also cautioned that the implementation
process of labour laws in Pakistan is weak as
a result of which even the formal economy
workers are not receiving their due
entitlements so it remains to be seen that
how effectively the coverage of the labour
laws will be extended to workers in the
informal economy.

A female trade union leader commented
critically at the weak profile of women in
trade unions’ membership and their
hierarchy as well as within political party
structures. In  her view, the various
disconnects that have been discussed in this
consultation will continue to persist unless



the representation of women is increased,
and they are  mainstreamed into
decision-making positions within the trade
unions and political parties. A young
academician who is also a left-wing political
activist remarked that identity politics should
end, and women should be mainstreamed
into politics.

The female members of political parties and
parliamentarians highlighted the possible
role of local government, especially the role
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of 'women councilors in aiding the
registration process of the HBWSs. They also
stressed upon the importance of adequate
budgetary  allocation  for  successful
implementation of welfare measures for
workers in the informal economy and
expressed the resolve to work across party
lines for the uplift of workers and more
specifically for the cause of women workers
in the informal economy of which HBWWs
are a large segment.
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Conclusions from the Provincial Consultations
and Way Forward

The  participants in  the  provincial
consultations held in Peshawar, Karachi,
Quetta and Lahore discussed and debated at
length the various types and levels of
disconnects that exist among the workers'’
movement, the women’s movement and the
political parties. There was consensus that
although the factors underlying these
disconnects are complex and interrelated,
there are some distinct features of these
disconnects which were critically analyzed
during the consultations and were also
identified as being instrumental in bridging
the disconnects and presenting a way
forward.

The main highlights of the four provincial
consultative processes are as follows:

o Political will is a key factor in taking
ownership of labour issues in general
along with issues of informal economy
workers in particular.

o All struggles for the rights of workers
need to be connected to the larger
context of the democratic struggle.
There should be representation of the
working-class men and women in
political parties, in local bodies and in
the national & provincial assemblies.

. Absence of democratic culture in the
country is the main reason for the
disconnect between the women’s
movement and  the  workers’
movement. The labour movement has
also weakened over time — presently,
less than 1% of the work force is
organized in the whole country out of
which organized women workers are a
meagre proportion. There is a need to

build momentum for

a workers’
movement in Pakistan.

rights

The Aurat March/ Aurat Azaadi March
and the formation of the Women’s
Democratic Front (WDF) signify a
bridging of the disconnect between
the women’s movement and the
workers’  movement.  Progressive
political parties keep women and
labour issues at the center of their
party agenda.

Women parliamentarians should work
across party lines for the common
cause of strengthening women
workers.

The state has recognized HBWWs
through their collective struggle and
solidarity (example of HBWWF — Sindh
Chapter).

Mobilization and organization of
HBWs  towards  formation  of
associations/ unions of HBWs are vital
for pushing forward the process of
legislative  development  for the
economic rights + welfare entitlements
of HBWs.

Representatives of HBWs should be
encouraged and supported to contest
local government elections especially
on seats for female councilors
(example of HBWWEF Sindh Chapter).
HBWSs need to be politically conscious
and need to get connected with the
political process.

The role of civil society
organizations/NGOs in supporting the
causes of HBWs is important and



should be recognized and promoted.

Patriarchy and hierarchy  within
mainstream trade unions and labour
federations of organized workers
obstructs the effective representation
of women in their structures which
leads to under-representation of issues
disproportionately affecting the work
lives of women workers.

The provincial labour departments are
the focal departments for
implementation  of  the  HBWs
legislation so it is important to have
them on board at all stages during
drafting of HBWs legislation + drafting
of rules of business for the HBW laws
(positive examples of Sindh & Punjab).
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There are serious capacity issues faced
by the provincial labour departments
in terms of their human resources,
financial resources, vehicles,
computers that adversely affect their
functioning. The respective provincial
labour departments need to be
capacitated and adequately resourced
to implement the legislation for HBWSs
and other groups of informal economy
workers.

Local governments should collaborate
with the provincial labour departments
in identifying + mapping the HBWs for
registration with the labour
department as well as in monitoring
the implementation of the HBWs laws.
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Some Reflections on
“Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” in the Context
of Informal Economy Workers and Disconnects

Pakistan committed to the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development and its 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in
October 2015. Pakistan’s first Voluntary
National Review outlines the country’s level
of preparedness for achieving the SDGs,
reports progress on several SDGs and puts
forth future, which hinge on
multi-stakeholder engagement, institutional
mechanisms, the allocation of financial
resources and the streamlining of policies.
Pakistan’s first Voluntary National Review
(VNR) has been presented at the United
Nations High-Level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development (HLPF 16-18 July,
2019, Theme: Empowering People and
Ensuring Inclusiveness and Equality) which is
the central platform for followup and review
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development  and the Sustainable
Development Goals and provides for the full
and effective participation of all member
states of the United Nations and other
specialized agencies.

In the context of SDG Goal 8: Promote
sustained, inclusive  and  sustainable
economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work for all Pakistan
will track SDG indicator 8.3.1 proportion of
informal employment in non-agriculture

employment, by sex. [Total: 72%,
Male=72%, Female=71.8% (Labour Force
Survey 2017-18)] for the informal economy
workers. In the perspective of large
proportion of workers in the informal
economy, the VNR mentions in the section
on key initiatives that “One major
component of the recently launched poverty
alleviation programme, ‘Ehsaas’
(compassion), is 'Mazdoor ka Ehsaas’
(compassion for labourers). Under this
component, a Labour Expert Group is
deliberating on ways to formalize Pakistan’s
informal workers. Punjab has launched a
door-to-door campaign in selected districts
to identify and register domestic workers,
with a view to enabling their access to social
protection”. In the section on “Challenges
and Lessons Learned”, the VNR mentions
that “programmes should also be designed
to enhance the coverage of labour laws, so
that these also apply to informal workers”.

The main message from the VNR is that the
policy space for addressing the issues of
informal economy workers exists and
therefore it becomes even more critical for
the disconnects that emerged from the
provincial consultative process to be bridged
in order to take advantage of the policy
space.
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Some Reflections on the
“Future of Work” in the Context of
Informal Economy Workers and Disconnects

In wake of the Industrial Revolution 4.0, the
world of work is changing at varying rates in
different parts of the world. Digitalization,
artificial intelligence, and machine learning
are eliminating many jobs involving low and
middle-skill routine tasks through
automation and emerging research finds that
the trend toward greater automation will be
especially challenging for women. Given the
already low female labour force participation
rate in Pakistan [FLFPR = 20.1% (Labour
Force Survey 2017-18) it is critically
important that the women’s organizations,
workers’ organization as well as political
parties comprehend the implications of the
future of work in terms of digitalization and
automation on the employment outcomes of
men and women working in the formal as
well as in the informal economy.

However, given the focus of this position
paper on women workers in the informal
economy, it is proposed that greater insight

has to be developed with regards to the
impacts of the processes of digitalization and
automation on informal economy workers in
general and informal economy women
workers in particular to assess the degree of
risk they are facing of either losing their jobs
or their home-based employment due to the
digitalization and automation of the sector
that they are engaged in. Presently, there is
limited awareness among the social partners,
little social dialogue and scarce research on
the topic of the future of work and its
implications for the informal economy
workers in different sectors and occupations
in the economy. All these aspects need to be
addressed on priority basis lest the future of
work emerges yet another contributory force
for the various disconnects identified
through the rich provincial consultative
processes carried out under the umbrella of
the National Working Group.
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