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DEBRA ROONEY ILLUSTRATION

By DELLA McLEOD

HE cycle of violence

that is faced daily by

women at home and in-

the workplace was the

theme of this year’s B.C. Federa-
tion of Labour Women's Confer- . -
ence. , _
The findings of the conference
could be summed up in one sen-
tence: In order to break the cycle of

violence, society. must. change

completely.

The two-day conference in Van-
couver opened on March 8, Interna-
tional Women’'s Day. More than 300
women from unions and community
groups around B.C. were present.

THE FIRST evening, we learned
that one in four women will be sexu-
ally assaulted during their lifetimes.
While laws are in place, the justice
system often treats women victims
as the guilty party.

Legal Aid is inadequate, and pri-
vate lawyers too expensive for many
women. Battering men often follow,
intimidate and assault women who
have left relationships with them.

We were told of a mentally disa-
bled woman who was denied coun-
selling after a sexual assault
because “it doesn't affect them in
the same way!”’

The provincial government came
under fire for spending money on
advertisements condemning family
violence when services are stiil seri-
ously underfunded.

A psychologist, when asked how

she deals with burnout, said she
takes long walks in the University
Endowment Lands enjoying nature.
But she added that she sometimes
fears for her safety.

The following day, we had a

choice of 15 workshops to attend,
and two workshops I attended left a
strong impression on me. The first,
on the violent workplace, was a real
eye opener.

A receptionist with social ser-
vices in Vancouver’s Downtown
Eastside told how workers are often
seen as the enemy.

Clients may be mentally ill, just.

released from jail, or on drugs or
alcohol.

Putting - up barriers to protect
workers presents a problem because
the barriers may further enrage peo-
ple felt cut off by the system.

We also heard about clerks in
Unemployment Insurance offices
being harassed and-attacked by
claimants angry about cutbacks.
Workers Compensation Board adju-
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dicators face similar problems, and
health care workers suffer from vio-
lence in their workplaces.

Equally disturbing are the threats
faced by women who must face
members of the public on the streets
and in their own homes.

‘Women account for only 14 per-
cent of letter carriers, and one of

.them spoke of harassment by co-

workers, management, the public
and of course, dogs.

Men sometimes collect their mail
in the nude, sometimes with erec-;
tions. A man stalked the carrier for -
months, yet management refused to
act because “he hadn't done any-
thing yet” -

Canada Post is thinking of prohib- .
iting letter carriers from putting
government cheques in relay boxes,
leaving the carriers as thetargets of
mail thieves. - '

One common thread in these sto-

“with violence. But because employ-
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advertising
Q does more than sell products.
Men get the message that
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| responsibility for solutions, and that

- haven, in Nelson, and a member of
‘the HEU Provincial Executive.

ries is that governments no longer
care about people in need. They cut
back staffing, service and bénefit
levels, and an angry-public takes
out its frustrations on the workers.
, We need training to help us deal

ers are unlikely to provide this,
unions must work to get this
training, as well as contract
provisions protecting workers
against violence and its effects.
Anotheér workshop on the
images of women in advertis-
ing, which was coniducted by
the Mediawatch group, made the
point that the $100 billion-a-year
’ industry

they must be powerful and invul-

nerable, while women must be pass-
ive, young, thin and flaw-
less. o

Women are supposed to

- be sexy-and virginal;-exper- |

ienced and naive, sexy and chaste

— all'at the same time!

Women selling products in adver
tising fuel the myth that women are
sexually available, contributing to
the problem of sexual harassment.

Commercials make use of vio-
lence against women, and even chil-
dren show up as sex objects.

We discussed the “voice-over of.
authority,” which is usually male.
Such voice-overs are found even in
HEU's television ads.

The conference wound up with
an inspiring and powerful rally to
mark International Women's Day
and a session on women, unions
and the Gulf war. :

I have not mentioned names in
this article because many speakers
and participants requested anony-
mity.

SHOULD THE conference had
been open to men? A number of men
have told me they were puzzled and
upset about being excluded. I be-
lieve that those men sincerely
wanted to hear the issues.

But women in non-traditional jobs
say they find. little support from
their unions which are run more
like old boys’ networks. .

I didn’t miss having men there,
nor do I think their présence would
have undermined the openness or
the strength and solidarity of the
gathering. ’

There is no such thing as wom-
en’s issues, but rather issues that
affect women. We all have to take

can’'t happen soon enough.
®. McLeod is a care-aide at Willow- -
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