
Women & APEC: 

Weaving a Tapestry 
of Strategies 

T 
by Leti Boniol 

hey want to change a rap
idly globalizing wor ld—a 
world that is getting worse 
for women a l l over the 
world. 

From 18-19 November, 500 
delegates, about 100 of them 
from outside Canada , shared 
s i tuat ioners, exchanged views, 
sang, danced, prayed and per
formed so they can look for
ward to the day when globali
zat ion is transformed. 

The worsening s i tuat ion is 
not a c c i d en ta l , sa id S u n e r a 
Thoban i , spokesperson of the 
Second International Women's 
C o n f e r e n c e A g a i n s t A P E C 
(IWCA) i n a speech she deliv
ered du r ing the Conference's 
opening plenary on 18 Novem
ber i n Vancouver , B r i t i sh Co
l u m b i a i n Canada . It is the 
ou tcome of the As i a -Pac i f i c 
Economic Cooperat ion (APEC) 
agenda itself, wh i ch is based 
on the oppression of women, 
Thoban i believed. 

D u r i n g a n ear l i e r p r e s s 
con f e r ence , T h o b a n i t o ld a 
large group of j ourna l i s ts that 
the Second Women's Confer
ence "completely rejects APEC ' s 
a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c p o l i c i e s of 
trade l iberal izat ion, deregula
t ion and privat izat ion for they 
promote h u m a n r ights v io la
t i ons , e ros ion of democracy 
and social just ice, environmen
t a l d eg rada t i on a n d the i n 

c r eased i m p o v e r i s h m e n t of 
women and our communi t i es . 
"The women's forum is the only 
People's Summi t event that has 
taken a clear posi t ion i n oppo
s i t i o n to A P E C , T h o b a n i 
s t r e s s ed . " W o m e n are the 
worst affected by A P E C ' s pol i 
cies, but everywhere women 
are a l so at the fore front of 
struggles to ensure that peo
ple's needs and ecological i n 
tegrity are at the center of any 
and a l l economic, soc ia l a n d 
p o l i t i c a l d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , " 
Thoban i added. The posi t ion 
re-af f irmed that of the F i r s t 
Women 's Conference he ld i n 
N o v e m b e r 1996 i n M a n i l a , 
w h i c h w a s a t t e n d e d by 74 
women a n d two men delegates 
from 14 countr ies . 

The Second Women's Con 
ference, organized by the Na
t ional Act ion Committee on the 
S t a t u s o f W o m e n (NAC) — 
C a n a d a , was organ ized into 
four m a i n themes: the subject 
of women and labor, h u m a n 
r ights, the env i ronmenta l i m 
pacts of A P E C and other trade 
agendas. The second day, was 
devoted to bu i ld ing strategies 
and act ion plans. It was the 
first i n a series of issue forums 
at the People's Summi t w h i c h 
was he ld at the same time as 
the A P E C leaders gathered for 
their min is te r ia l meetings that 
preceeded the summit of heads 
of state. 
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Women are the worst 
affected byAPEC's 

policies, but everywhere 
women are also at the 

forefront of struggles to 
ensure that people's 
needs and ecological 
integrity are at the 

center of any and all 
economic, social and 

political decision-making 

ECONOMIC PLURALISM 
Mar jo r i e C o h e n a n d Lee 

Y i n g C h u e n , resource people 
for the E c o n o m i c a n d Soc ia l 
D e v e l o p m e n t W o r k s h o p , 
Cohen is the head of Women's 
Studies at S i m o n Fraser U n i 
versity, d i scussed how the eco
nomic and f inancia l framework 
being created by big bus iness 
and neo-conservative govern
ments and inst i tut ions are wid
ening the gap between r i ch and 
poor throughout the A P E C re
gion. "This provides a view of 
the wor ld i n w h i c h the inter
ests of the powerful are defined 
as necessary , wh i l e the de
mands of the poor appear as 
greed," sa id Cohen . 

In ca l l ing for a cr i t i ca l eco
nomic ana lys is , Cohen advo
cated economic p lura l i sm—the 
need for not jus t one, but many 
different strategies to address 
g lobal izat ion. She suggested 
the creation of an internat ional 
inst i tute to moni tor the move
m e n t of c a p i t a l a r o u n d the 
wor ld and to d isc ip l ine corpo
rat ions. 

Lee Y ing C h u e n focused on 
the i s sues fac ing sweatshop 
workers i n C h i n a . There are 
free trade zones i n C h i n a that 
have few safety a n d env i ron
menta l regulat ions. What pro
tect ions do exist are being fur
t h e r d o w n g r a d e d o r d i s 
mant l ed . C h u e n also warned 
about the increase i n occupa
t i o n a l d ea ths a m o n g female 
workers i n C h i n a . 

MEGA DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 
Internat ional pressure for 

global izat ion of the economy, 
s u c h as that exerted by the 
Wor ld B a n k (specifically, FAO 
p ro j e c t s a n d the e c o n o m i c 
p u s h for fo re ign c u r r e n c y ) , 
have resulted i n the emergence 
of t h e m e g a d e v e l o p m e n t 
projects. These projects receive 

greater importance than ind i 
v i d u a l r i g h t s a c c o r d i n g to 
K h u s h i K h a b i r , w h o w o r k s 
w i t h l a n d l e s s p e a s a n t s i n 
B a n g l a d e s h . K h a b i r added 
that h u m a n r ights are violated 
when product ion is threatened, 
environments are degraded by 
f a r m i n g m e t h o d s i n v o l v i n g 
sa l inat ion of l and and water, 
forests are lost and other spe
cies are displaced. 

The d i s c u s s i o n on mega 
projects ra i sed a n u m b e r of 
quest ions. Where is the power 
of governments? C a n we de
ve lop a n d m a k e a l t e rnat i ve 
pol icies at the nat iona l level? 
If G D P is not a n appropriate 
m e a n s o f m e a s u r i n g a 
c o u n t r y ' s g r o w t h , w h a t i s ? 
How do sh i f ts i n pol icy and 
power work, a n d why do they 
happen? C los ing the session, 
S u n e r a Thoban i posed the fol
lowing to take into today's ac
t ion p lan : What do we want to 
change, how can we take that 
forward and where do we start 
from? 

FOCUSING ON THE ACTION PLAN 
A c ruc ia l quest ion in devel

o p i n g a n a c t i o n p l a n was 
w h e t h e r to engage govern
ments a n d other ins t i tut ions 
behind globalization. In a work
shop, women analyzed the pos
sible outcomes of engaging or 
not engaging, and examined 
the sources of the different po
si t ions on the quest ion. 

Other workshops inc luded 
consumer campaigns and boy
cotts; ch i ldren 's r ights ( includ
ing ch i l d labor and sex traffick-
i ng ) ; t h e q u e s t i o n of a 
borderless wor ld and challeng
i n g na t i on - s t a t e s t ruc tu r e s ; 
cha l leng ing the hyper-mobil i ty 
of cap i ta l , the creat ion of regu
latory bodies and the changing 
economic systems; mobi l i z ing 
a n d organiz ing. 
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C h e u n g L a i - h a from the 
H o n g Kong Confederat ion of 
Trade Un ions , speaking on la 
bor, pointed out that "govern
m e n t i s f o c u s i n g o n h i g h 
growth sectors and ignores the 
effects on w o m e n a n d a lso 
p lans to employ huge numbers 
of migrant workers. " She said, 
"bus inesses cry out for wage 
s u p p r e s s i o n i n the name of 
developing the economy." The 
Provis ional Legislative Counc i l 
cal ls for a suppress ion of wage 
increases against inf lation and 
has moved to repeal labor laws 
protecting the r ights of work
ers. La i -ha stressed that "our 
next important act is to edu
cate a n d organize woman to 
fight for our r ights. " 

In a passionate speech on 
h u m a n r ights violat ions, Be l la 
Ga lhos of Eas t T imor told the 
audience "In the past 23 years, 
one - th i rd of my people have 
died, and the murder, rape and 
torture cont inue." Galhos con
d e m n e d " g r a n d r h e t o r i c a l 
speeches about h u m a n rights." 
She does not believe that trade 
al lows dialogue. " A P E C is an
o the r f o r u m where G e n e r a l 
Suha r t o w i l l ignore the Eas t 
Timorese people. They wi l l be 
sacrif iced i n the name of eco
nomic development. Suhar to 
w i l l i n s i s t i f [that] C a n a d a 
wants to trade w i th Indonesia, 
C a n a d a mus t ignore the h u 
m a n r i gh ts v io la t i ons of h i s 
country . " "There is no freedom 
of expression or ideas" in her 
c o u n t r y , s a i d G a l h o s . She 
ended her speech w i th a song 
b e c a u s e " to e x p r e s s o u r 
s t rugg l e , we do it t h r o u g h 
song." 

K h u s h i K h a b i r f r o m 
Bangladesh said, "protection of 
the e n v i r o n m e n t i s n o t a 
luxury , and women mus t lead 
in the movement." Khab i r ex
plained that i n her culture, "en

v ironment encompasses more 
than the physical environment. 
It includes family relationships, 
social re lat ionships and rela
t i onsh ips w i th na ture . " She 
added tha t " wo m e n are the 
nur ture rs of the family, and of 
the land the family lives on , " 
but that under the new agenda 
what w o m e n grow a n d how 
they grow it " i s comp l e t e l y 
taken over by the market . " 

Khabi r ' s strategies focused 
on widening the understanding 
of the global s i tuat ion and on 
being dictated by the market : 
bu i ld ing local res istance and 
alternatives that do not feed i n 
t e r n a t i o n a l m a r k e t s . To 
women outs ide B a n g l a d e s h , 
Khab i r reiterated the impor 
tance of bu i ld ing strong move
ments as a means of suppor t 
ing women in her country . 

HIGHLIGHTS 
In the end, the second In

ternat iona l Women 's Confer
ence Against A P E C agreed to: 
• Con t i nue c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 
inc lud ing us ing and improv ing 
exist ing networks, and to set 
up an internat ional coordinat
ing body to bui ld on the first 
two Women's Conferences 
• Coordinate nat ional and i n 
t e r n a t i o n a l p o p u l a r thea t r e 
campaigns wh ich uses mus i c , 
d a n c e a n d p e r f o r m a n c e to 
make their message clear 
• Debunk the myth of corpo
rate social responsibi l i ty and 
develop alternative s t ructures 
such as co-ops, credit un i ons 
and barter systems 
• Recognize inte l lectual prop
erty rights, protect women and 
ch i ldren from violence and de
velop c u l t u r a l l y - a p p r o p r i a t e 
programs; uphold self-determi
nat ion and equal representa
tion and issue a cal l to keep ab
original land out of trade agree
ments 
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The turnout and interest 
in issues showed that 

women are really hungry 
for an activist-based 
women's movement. 

• Reach out to youth , support 
migrant workers, develop gen
der-sens i t iv i ty i n u n i o n pro
grams and break down barr i 
e rs t h a t keep w o m e n f rom 
u n i o n leadership posit ions; or
ganize i n non-trad i t iona l sec
tors 
• Re-affirm and bu i ld on the 
posit ion of last year's confer
ence i n M a n i l a and fight for 
worke r s ' a n d h u m a n r i ghts , 
regardless of the quest ion of 
engagement wi th A P E C 
• Put pressure on corporate ac-
c o u n t a b i l i t y , m o b i l i z i n g 
through educat ion and act ing 
from the perspect ives of the 
workers involved (not ca l l ing 
boycot ts u n l e s s asked) ; de
m a n d the right to know the 
condit ions under wh i ch prod
ucts are made and the promo
t ion of incentives for corpora
t ions 
• "Feed the family and trade 
the leftovers" 
• B u i l d a l l i a n c e s , e d u c a t e 
workers , and destroy the my th 
that A P E C creates jobs, a my th 
that also leads to the destruc
t ion of the environment 
• Create centers for ch i ldren , 
put more money into educa
t ion, work to have laws that 
prosecute sex tour ists and de
velop alternative means of i n 
come for families 
• Have faith on our daughters. 
As the women said it: "it 's okay 
to pass the torch because we've 
got the fire" 
• Make the sessions of the next 
conference accessible to d is 
a b l e d w o m e n ; o r g a n i z e 
sensit itvity t ra in ing for IWCA 
workers a n d volunteers; d is
tr ibute clear in format ion; con
s i d e r q u i e t r o o m s ; p r o v i d e 
Amer i can Sign Language (ASL) 
signers and other devices, re
frain from the use of scents and 
perfumes; ask women w i th dis
abi l i t ies about potential needs 

and be pro-active. 

SURPASSING EXPECTATIONS 
"One of the goals of the 

women 's conference was to 
strengthen- a n in t e rna t i ona l 
w o m e n ' s m o v e m e n t , " s a i d 
Nandita Sharma , an organizer 
at the Women's Conference. 
Sha rma said the women's con
ference was a huge success. "It 
surpassed al l of our expecta
t ions," she said. "The turnout 
and interest in issues showed 
that women are really hungry 
for an activist-based women's 
movement. "One of the biggest 
h i s t o r i c a l m i s t a k e s we c a n 
make, " said Sharma , "is to ig
nore i t . " 

Concepcion Garc ia Ramilo, 
of Isis I n t e r n a t i o n a l - M a n i l a 
and a member of the steering 
committee of the First Interna
t i ona l Women ' s Conference, 
said that the second conference 
is a "big improvement in terms 
of attendance and range of par
t i c i p a n t s . " T h e Z a p a t i s t a 
women were not i n the first 
conference, she said. She also 
noted that more areas of con
c e r n were d i s c u s s e d i n the 
1997 Conference, such as the 
disabled and ch i ldren . 

The Second Conference , 
however, d id not indicate the 
extent of accomp l i shment of 
the f irst conference 's act ion 
p lans. 
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