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egardless of the progress we have made in gender equity, sexual

harassment of women continues to be a violation experienced by almost

every working woman in Pakistan. This little discussed problem exemplifies
the biased notion that a woman is still not accepted in the public domain as an
active contributor to the economy.

Most people deny that sexual harassment exists, perhaps because it is too
discomforting for them to face the reality. Many argue that it does not happen
within the educated class but only among the “poor” and “illiterate”, perhaps
because they do not want their own behaviour to come under scrutiny. In our
efforts to end this fagade, this situation analysis provides a mirror for us to
recognize the true nature of the problem at the work place.

No hiding behind any denial will work any more. It's time that we face our own value
system and question the very basic concept of woman that we have in our heads,
which we have unconsciously inherited and which we do not want to let go of.

The voice of the suppressed will pierce through our hearts. Stories of brave
women who have put up a fight against the harassment will provide courage for
others to join hands and deal with the issue collectively. Women and men both
should come together and work for a safe work environment where people can
work with dignity and respect. AASHA, the Alliance Against Sexual Harassment at
the Work Place, is a new initiative in the country. Others, organizations and
individuals, will hopefully join the effort, and we are sure that together we will
change the work environment in our country. Harassment at the workplace is a
starting point, later we have to purge our streets, markets and public transport from
this harassment also.

| feel a need to acknowledge the women who have suffered the worst forms of
sexual harassment at their work places and continued to work and move forward
in life. We all have to make an effort to develop an accountability system and hold
the harassers accountable, by law, through our management policies, and
through our social disapproval and sanctions.
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esearch Findings

Cases of Nurses in Public & Private Hospitals

Out of seventeen nurses interviewed aged 16-21, fifty eight
percent had faced sexual harassment by co-workers, patients or
relatives of patients and doctors. Young nurses were more
vulnerable to it. Only eleven percent denied its existence and
twenty nine percent refused to talk about it. The harassers usually
made unwelcome physical advances, sexual innuendoes,
knowing looks were every day routine. In some cases the
offender resorted to disgraceful and insulting behaviour towards
the victim. The incidents were usually hushed or blocked by the
interference of other staff members who held a grudge against
the victim. Very often the victims were held responsible and
blamed for bringing such attention upon themselves.

Indicative situational example for the above is:

Most nurses belonged to the more economically disempowered
sections of society. In addition to being financially disadvantaged,
nurses have to deal with the social stigma attached to their
profession. A visit to a Karachi Public Hospital illustrated the
interface of differing power dynamics. These include not just the
power imbalances between the two sexes, but the imbalances
that result from political affiliations, 'backing' of political parties,
proximity to power circles, and influence on those imposition of
authority. In these considerations, the ones furthest removed,
that is, the nurses, are the one who the burden rests on, who are
compelled to leave the job.

An example of this situation is illustrated below:
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Incidents such as above show lack of respect for the nursing staff.
Doctors misuse their authorities while attendants to the patients
or the patients themselves live with a misconception that nurses
are nice and available to please them. The victims face serious
emotional pressures especially those with economic problems,
who ignore sexual harassment for fear of losing their jobs. For
some their home was the only freedom from such problems. Most
nurses on late night duties had faced extreme forms of sexual
harassment frequently, at the hands of patients.

Example of the above situation

Sarwat was on night duty and while taking her rounds one of the male patients took off his trousers and
exposed himself to her. Sarwat was shocked and rushed out of the ward. The offender followed her to
her hostel. She ran towards the children's ward where she saw a few guards and explained what had
happened to her. They advised her to go back to the hostel and they will take care of this man. Sarwat
had no information whether the management took any action. é,

% Ed
Cases of Domestic Workers

Twenty domestic workers aged 14-30 were interviewed ninety-
one percent of them had faced harassment. Nine percent shared
no information on sexual harassment. Most domestic workers
migrated from their villages to cities in search of livelihood. They
were usually found in the slum areas of cities, with no less than
seven to eight children in each family, all living in harsh and -
unhygienic conditions. Life is difficult for these women, who earn
their living as domestic servants in the so called "Shareef
Gharanas". There were endless stories of these maids being
sexually harassed, and even raped and impregnated by the
master of the house, or a relative and even a friend of the family.
Worst they are sometimes sold to strangers for a night.

An example of the above situationis
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Some important aspects to observe in the above case is that
domestic workers have to deal with such incidents on their own
and on various fronts, they cannot turn to their spouses for

a support out of fear that they themselves will be blamed. In some
cases the domestic workers have tried to defend themselves by
telling the master they will complain to the mistress, instead he
threatened them that he will tell the mistress, they have a loose
character. And the mistresses often hear such incidents they beat
the domestic workers and fire them.

L 7 Examples of this situation are discussed in the following
cases
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Apart from the above cases domestic workers are generally
mistreated by their employers. They are beaten, yelled at and left
to suffer from physical and emotional bruises. “we are treated like
animals, it is hard to choose between self respect and survival”,
speaks one victim.

Cases of Office Workers in Private
and Public sectors

There is also large scale prevalence of sexual harassment of |
women working in offices. Ninety three percent of women working |/
both in private and public sectors interviewed had experienced
some form of harassment. In most cases the harasser was aboss "+
or senior colleague. These victims were asked out on dates,
threatened at refusing a sexual proposition by their bosses and
faced sexually suggestive comments. It was devastating for
these victims especially when complaints were launched to seek
redress within the organisation, the management tried to ignore
or side track the complaints for fear of upsetting the sser, who
were generally in a senior position. ‘?

An example of the above situation

Sameera was offered to work in an International Bank. She quit her present job and started working in
this bank. From the very first day she found her unit manager's attitude strange. He tried to engage herin
personal conversation on which she felt extremely uncomfortable. She gave clear indications that she
wanted only a professional relationship and no friendship.

The first week was busy as she was trying to learn work from her colleagues and was required to
manage attending and receiving calls which were no less than 200 a day#tgvas in the second week she
started facing grave problems The manager started making phone calls from his phone with nothing
official to tell her. He would pass suggestive remarks mostly about her appearance, he would make
sexual propositions like pressing her for an affair. He would ask her out for lunch or coffee, the victim
refused firmly by stating she was not interested in him at all, but the harasser was persistent in his
pursuits. He would call her ten times a day repeatedly making his offers when she refused to comply, he
blamed her for making personal calls by showing a fake telephone calls' list around. The other
colleagues became concerned the victim revealed that she used her cell phone for personal calls but
never the office phone.

Nothing discouraged the Manager he not only continued harassing but it became very difficult for her to
handle. He would offer her a lift in his car to her house, his conversation always held sexual innuendoes.
He tried to convince her that if she had a sexual relationship with him nothing would change, in other
words it will not be apparent. Once he went out of the city on an official visit he brought two dresses as
gifts, one for his wife and the other for Sameera. She refused to accept his gift. Instead he sent it by post
to her. She told him she didnt want it, he said he felt hurt and rejected by her constant refusals.

One day he crossed all limits by asking her to spend a night with him in his house as his wife was in the
hospital and his children were with his parents. Not being able to stand it any more Sam% had a
severe argument and decided to take action against him. She talked to the General Mandger who
advised her to discuss it also with another branch manager who was visiting this branch. This manager
advised her to launch a complain at the head office. When the complaint reached the head office she
was asked to go on leave and she was afraid that it was her who was being implicated. Her fears were
true the management tried to blame her instead of the offender. She decided to take her fiancée into
confidence. His first reaction was of anger, fortunately she managed to convince him of her innocence.
With his help she launched a complaint to all Pakistani branches of the bank and to the head office in
London. The bank held an inquiry, the manager was found guilty but it was unfortunate that the victim
was also forced to resign.
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In some cases it was noted that attempts by women to resist \’.)
harassment or go public with it, were met with outright abuse of

power by the harasser to suppress this dissent. The threat and/or ﬁs;,
punishment was frequently disrupting the woman's career L=
advancement and bringing her professional credibility into

question.

€

Maira joined a public company in Karachi purely on merit basis as grade lll officer eleven years ago. She
was doing well in her eleventh year, until a new GM took over. It was discovered that because of his high
position he talked some of the female staff into having sexual relationships with him and often used his
office for such purposes. He started visiting Maira's office frequently. His conversation had nothing to do
with her work instead he would openly comment about her appearance. He tried to get physically close
to her and used vulgar and sexually suggestive language. It was very uncomfortable for the victim, who
firmly refused to act according to his advancements. He withheld her increment and promotions and
further threatened to spoil her Annual Credential Report (A.C.R), if she refused to comply with his
wishes. The victim continued resisting him. He retaliated by including false letters and fictitious remarks
in her A.C.R. Even though she was on the job everyday but he marked her as absent, in this regard he
influenced other employees and unionists, who turned against her. Thinking that he had got her
helpless, he approached her saying if she wanted to survive she should act according to his will that is
spending few nights in @ month with him, in some hotel or he could arrange a house for this purpose.
When she refused to accept his offer he sent her on sick leave for two months.

Following this he had her transferred to another company, where the union leaders were under his direct
influence and he could easily use them against her. They cut off her telephone and electricity
connections and threatened to kidnap her family members. After all this unfair treatment he had meted
out to her, he then summoned her in his office where he crossed all limits of vulgarity by undressing
himself in front of her. He asked her to take off her clothes and advanced towards her, she slapped his
faced, pushed him aside and rushed out of his room. The abuser reacted by withholding her three
months salary, and after this time period he paid her less than she deserved. He hired men who would
follow her wherever she went.

When it became unbearable the victim launched a complaint with the head of department and with
some government officials. But no one responded in her favour.

She then took up her complaint with several human rights organisations and |.G. Police who were
sympathetic but the G.M's strong position and influence killed all quarters of justice and help.
Consequently she was extremely traumatised and stated her feelings in her words:

Indicative situational example for the above is

“ I was forced to live a miserable life and went through extreme mental torture that affected my physical
and mental health. | have been suffering from high blood pressure, insomnia and migraine. In the end he
spoiled my reputation, career and future. After serving for a long time in this company | was forced to
resign. Rather than taking action against such a corrupt person, | was the one punished. And the
harasser is scot-free and even enjoying a promotion in the same company’”.

Another category of workers but equally important interviewed .
was sales girls. These girls faced harassment from their f
colleagues, customers and even the owners of the departmental /
stores. The harassers usually passed comments and jokes that

carried sexual innuendoes. They sometimes got over friendly to
engage the girl into conversation. Deliberate pressing of the hand '6,
when handing over an item purchased was the most common

form of harassment. The harassers usually belonged to the upper

cadres of society aged 30-40.
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Some girls' problems were further aggravated when they
d commuted long distances to work. Some of the worst instances of
: F harassment occurred at taxi stands or bus stops and buses.

The following case is an example of the above situation:

Joining Hands to end Sexual Harassment at Work {6
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Cases of Working Women in Fields =
and Brick kilns

'§

The problem of sexual harassment is more acute for women
working in the rural areas. About twenty women working on the
fields in a village in Punjab were interviewed ninety five percent
had faced some form of sexual harassment. Women field o
workers, especially those belonging to lower castes, such as

brick kilns workers, were habitually harassed, and even raped

and tortured. The harassers were usually landlords, munshies,

contractors and co-workers. They use vulgar language, call

names, make dirty jokes, stare at their bodies and when they are

alone with the victim they try to touch them. “ Face or beauty does

not matter, it is enough that you are a woman" speaks one field

worker.

Farida a girl working on the fields was harassed by her male co-worker. She had just finished working on
the field one day and was returning home, when she was stopped on the way by her co-worker who
asked her to elope with him to the city. The girl refused, he forcefully started dragging her to the road.
She cried for help but no one was around. Fortunately her brother was passing by she recognised him
and told the harasser to leave her or else she will complain to her brother, he let her go. Farida continues
working on the field. The harasser still works on the same field and looks at her meaningfully. She is
afraid to go anywhere by herself.

Field workers are usually low paid. When they demand a wage
increase from the landlord, in return the the landlord expects
sexual favours from them. Owing to their financial constraints
some girls are forced into this situation. In cases of rape or
kidnapping no action takes place. Parents always conceal these
incidents for fear of losing theirs and the girl's reputation. And if
they report to the police, they are insulted and humiliated by the
landlords who are in powerful position to exert their influence.

Example of the above situation is given below

18 year old Noreen working on the field was raped by the son of a Numberdar. The victim used to work on
the field on daily wages, one day while she was working on her own the culprit caught hold of her and
raped her. The victim became pregnant. Her parents kept her locked in the house until she gave birth to
a baby. Fearing for theirs and the girl's reputation the parents strangled the baby to death. Somehow
the case reached the police. They harassed the girl and her parents for heavy bribe but no one
questioned the man who was responsible for this because he was the numberdar's son and had
contacts with the police.

The cases were worst for families forced into bonded labour. The

brick factory owners operate through a Mafia who force people

into bonded labour When they come to find work with no money, ;

they are trapped by the factory owners who lend them money as =

an advance, in return these poor people are at their mercy 8
sometimes for life. They work at the crack of dawn untill dusk

making one thousand bricks for Rs. 100/- out of which the owners ﬁ

extract Rs. 40/- as loan payment. Although afraid of their

supervisors these families openly talked of their problems, “we b o
are treated like slaves, our lives belong to the owners of the brick ® )
factories. They have the authority to sell our family to other brickiln

owners if we commit a mistake”.
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Indicative example of the above situation is given below

Sajjida belongs to a poor Christian family. She had been working on brick kilns since she was a child like
her own children. She had suffered emotional and physical setbacks due to the owners and contractors
of the brick kilns, who mistreat the men and harass the women working for them. They openly make dirty
jokes, pass colored remarks, and touch the private parts of the women's bodies. They sexually molest
them in front of their men, who are powerless to do anything, even if they raise their voices to such
atrocities they are “beaten like animals”.

Sajjida narrated an incident in which she and her family had gone to visit their relatives to another
brickiln. During their visit it started raining and they returned home late. The contractor along with the
owner came with few other men. They dragged the family out of their house and beat both men and
women mercilessly. They tore off Sajjida's cloths in front of other people touched her body. The reason
for this episode was the owners suspected that the family had run away to other brickilns without paying
back their money. “Even after this disgrace we are bound to work for the same employer, because we
cannot repay our debt".

Apart from the above a visit was undertaken to a factory
manufacturing and exporting bedsheets . The female factory
g} workers were reluctant to talk because an incident of seven
christian girls raped by the supervisor and his men had taken
place. The receptionist was apprehensive about letting out any
information and the researchers were cut short.
In another pharmaceutical company the admin manager stated
that in his fifteen years of working in the factory he had never
heard of sexual harassment. He informed that there were 25 girls
working in the factory all of them well-educated and earning more
than the male colleagues. They are given equal opportunities by
following the labour rights of the state and protected both inside
'(’a and outside the factory. The admin manager painted a perfect
picture of peace and harmony, when asked to meet the girls he
stated nervously “it was not possible to see them at the moment
because once out of the lab they had to be sterilised”.
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CODE OF CONDUCT FOR GENDER JUSTICE
AT THE WORKPLACE
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Definition of Sexual Harassment
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REGULATIONS FOR EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE POLICY
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H# 10, St. # 17, F-8/3, Islamabad H #5-B, St. # 13, F-
8/3, Islamabad
Tel #: 00-02-51-2264689,2282954  Tel #: 051-

251296, 2202814
Fax #: 051-2282014 Fax #: 00-92-51-2260678
Email: mail@actionaidpakistan.org ~ Email:
bedari@Yahoo.com

Website: www.actionaidpakistan.org

House # 10, Street # 43, F-8/1, H # 4, St. 34, F-8/1,
Islamabad Islamabad
Tel #: 051-2852738 Tel #: 051-2261205

Email: iwwa@comsats.net.pk Email:

saminasyed84@hotmail.com

22" December is considered a day to mark the struggle for
sexual harassment by local organisations in Pakistan.




