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Economic and Reproductive Justice in the 
Context of Women in the Informal Economy

ROSAL INDA  P INEDA  ORFENEO

Introduction

The discourse on women in the informal economy has always revolved around 
issues of economic justice viewed with a gender lens. It has highlighted the 
notion of work and how it has to be redefined in terms of what women do to 
earn a living and care for their families at the same time. It has focused on the 
invisibility and non-recognition of women’s many occupations both inside and 
outside the home. It has decried women’s multiple burdens as they are saddled 
with many kinds of work related to production for income, reproduction to 
sustain the household, and community maintenance. It has challenged the 
traditional concept of work, upheld by male-dominated trade unions, that only 
those who have employers can be considered workers and are therefore eligible 
for participation in the legitimate labour movement. It has advocated workers’ 
rights for invisible and unrecognised workers, especially those in home-based 
employment, as well as access to resources such as capital, technology, markets, 
and social protection for informal enterprises.
 Economic justice, in its more general and gender-neutral meaning, involves 
the exercise of economic rights related to the sphere of work, many of which 
are enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and various 
International Labor Organization (ILO) conventions, particularly those having 
to do with core labour standards and decent work. Of particular relevance to 
informal labour in these times of financial and economic crisis is Article 11 
of the ICESCR, which recognises the right of everyone and everyone’s family 
to “an adequate standard of living”, including “adequate food, clothing, and 
housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions” (Balakrishnan, 
2006: 26).
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 Economic justice also has both participative and (re)distributive aspects. The 
first refers to the capability to engage in remunerative work and have access 
to and control of resources to earn an income enough to maintain what has 
been referred to above as “an adequate standard of living”. The second refers 
to just compensation, fair prices (as propounded by fair trade advocates), and a 
reasonable share of the economic benefits derived from the application of one’s 
labour and talents. It also includes asset reform, especially when referring to 
use and ownership of land and water resources. A system of progressive taxation 
can also be construed as part of the redistributive aspect of economic justice, 
since it is based on the principle that those who earn more pay more, and 
those who earn less pay less in exchange for services that governments have the 
obligation to extend to their citizens.
 Economic justice, under the more encompassing rubric of social justice, 
has always been the battle cry of trade unions, peasants and other class-based 
movements struggling for more equitable and egalitarian societies. Women have 
always participated in these usually male-led movements, but their contributions 
have often been rendered invisible and insignificant in most mainstream 
histories.
 Since the informal economy absorbs the majority of working women, the 
concepts of gender justice, as well as its more specific variant, reproductive 
justice, have also been deployed to underpin their advocacy agenda.
 The conception of gender justice can be interpreted as access to entitlements 
and enabling mechanisms, as absence of discrimination, or as a compendium 
of positive rights for women’s empowerment. Goetz defines it as “the ending of 
— and if necessary the provision of redress for — inequalities between women 
and men that result in women’s subordination to men”. As she explains:

These inequalities may be in the distribution of resources and opportunities 
that enable individuals to build human, social, economic, and political capital. 
Or, they may be in the conceptions of human dignity, personal autonomy and 
rights that deny women physical integrity and the capacity to make choices 
about how to live their lives. As an outcome, gender justice implies access to 
and control over resources, combined with agency. In this sense it does not 
differ from many definitions of ‘women’s empowerment’. But gender justice 
as a process brings an additional essential element: accountability. Gender 
justice requires that women are able to ensure that power-holders — whether 
in the household, the community, the market, or the state — can be held 
to account so that actions that limit, on the grounds of gender, women’s 
access to resources or capacity to make choices, are prevented or punished. 
The term ‘women’s empowerment’ is often used interchangeably with ‘gender 
justice’, but gender justice adds an element of redress and restitution that is 
not always present in discussions of women’s empowerment (Goetz, 2007).



21

 The Asian Communities for Reproductive Justice says that what it is aiming 
for is “the complete physical, mental, spiritual, political, economic, and social 
well-being of women and girls, and will be achieved when women and girls 
have the economic, social and political power and resources to make healthy 
decisions about our bodies, sexuality and reproduction for ourselves, our families 
and our communities in all areas of our lives” (Sister Song, 2010). As further 
elaborated:

For this to become reality, we need to make change on the individual, 
family, community, and institutional levels to end all forms of oppression, 
including forces that deprive us of self-determination and control over 
our bodies, and limit our reproductive choices. This oppression has been 
implemented through the controlling and exploiting of women and girls 
through our bodies, sexuality, and reproduction (both biological and social) 
by families, communities and institutions. The regulation of reproduction 
and exploitation of women’s bodies and labour is both a tool and a result 
of systems of oppression based on race, class, gender, sexuality, ability, and 
immigration status (Asian Communities for Reproductive Justice, 2005).

 Reproductive justice goes beyond the conventional frameworks of reproduc-
tive rights and health, since its basic assumption is the “intersectionality” of 
oppression, whether this is based on gender, class, race, nationality, sexual 
orientation, age, or any other differentiating factor. It takes an integrated and 
transformative approach, taking into consideration the totality of women’s lived 
experiences at home, at work, in school, in bed, at the dining table, or any 
other place where they expend their creative energies and seek to alter power 
relations in their favour. It factors in resource status as a crucial ingredient in 
accessing comprehensive healthcare so essential for women to live full, produc-
tive, and satisfying lives. It also puts a premium on collective initiatives and 
movement building, conscious of the fact that patriarchy and other social 
hierarchies cannot be challenged without the force of a critical mass.
 Thus, included in the reproductive justice agenda are items close to the hearts 
of a majority of working women: universal healthcare, access to birth control, 
maternity and sickness benefits, pre- and post-natal care, childcare and nutrition, 
shared parenting and housework, sex education for young people, etc.
 Similar to the discourse on human rights which are invested with inalienabi-
lity and indivisibility, economic and reproductive justice are two sides of the 
same coin for women in the informal economy. Without economic justice, 
women cannot access services necessary for the attainment of optimum health. 
Without reproductive justice, women in poverty will neither be free nor able to 
work, since they will be immobilised and saddled by multiple burdens and too 
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many children, and will be too tired, too weak, or too vulnerable to sickness 
to engage in productive employment.
 In the Philippine setting, the conjoined advocacy for both economic and 
reproductive justice is captured in the campaign of organised women for a 
Magna Carta for Workers in the Informal Economy (MACWIE), for the 
Reproductive Health and Population Management Bill, and for social protection 
for all. The worsening financial and economic crises provide the larger context 
of this advocacy at global, regional, and national levels.

Informalisation and the Crisis in Employment

The current global financial crisis was expected to lead to an increase of 24–52 
million people unemployed in 2009, 10 to 22 million of whom would be 
women (ILO, 2009). The global unemployment rate for 2009 was estimated at 
6.6 per cent, “an unprecedented increase in the number of unemployed”. More 
alarmingly, “vulnerable employment is likely to have increased by more than 
40 million, and may have increased by more than 100 million workers between 
2008 and 2009”. Furthermore, “the effect of the crisis has been a further 
deterioration in the labour market position of groups that were already vulnerable 
prior to the crisis”, including women and young people (ILO, 2010: 42).
 What ILO considers to be vulnerable employment is almost synonymous to 
informal employment — “the sum of own account workers and contributing 
family workers, are less likely to have formal work arrangements, and are there-
fore more likely to lack elements associated with decent employment such as 
adequate social security and recourse to effective social dialogue mechanisms”
(ILO, 2010: 18).
 ASEAN countries, particularly Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines, had a foretaste of the effects on employment of what was then called 
“the Asian financial crisis” in 1997–8. According to the ILO, this resulted in the 
loss of 24 million jobs in East Asia alone. This crisis was itself a consequence 
of the liberalisation and deregulation of financial markets associated with 
globalisation, culminating in the successive domino-like devaluation of Asian 
currencies. The crisis in employment was reflected not only in terms of absolute 
job loss, but also by deterioration in job quality as jobs which were retained 
or created were characterised by increasing informality. Due to the impact of 
globalisation, informal work already comprised 156 million or 63.7 per cent of 
total employment in ASEAN in 2006 (ILO, 2007: 3). With the recent crisis, 
“both the proportion and the number of workers in vulnerable employment 
in Southeast Asia and the Pacific have risen in 2008”, projected to go up by 
five million. “This trend is to be expected, as many workers who have lost 
their job in export-oriented manufacturing cannot afford to join the ranks of 
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the unemployed and instead will take up employment in the informal sector, 
perhaps working in agricultural activities or in informal services, such as street 
vending” (ILO, 2010: 34).
 This rise in informal employment, accompanied by an alarming decrease in 
the ranks of formal workers, has led to a redefinition of the concept “worker” 
away from very narrow notions associated with formality, regularity, and clear 
employer-employee relations which now only refer to a shrinking male minority. 
All who live by working to earn an income are now considered workers, and 
therefore can form part of labour movements (Gallin, 2002; Gallin and Horn, 
2005). They include women and men who do unprotected and unregulated 
work as home-based workers, vendors, small transport operators, non-corporate 
construction workers, waste recyclers, domestic and other service workers, and 
in some countries like the Philippines, even small farmers and fisher folk.
 Informal employment in the Asia Pacific was estimated by ILO at about 
65 per cent of non-agricultural employment in 2007. Figures for various 
countries point to a broad range, with India heading the list at 93 per cent 
of total employed, followed by Pakistan at 82.7 per cent, Cambodia at 85 per 
cent, Vietnam and the Philippines at 77 per cent, Thailand at 67.8 per cent, 
and Indonesia at 63.8 per cent (Ofreneo, 2008).
 The table below (Philippine Employer, 2008) shows the expanding number of 
informal workers in the Philippines, who at the latest count already comprised

Table 1. Comparative sizes of formal and informal sectors (1999, 2006)

 1999 2006 Difference

 No. of % to Total No. of % to Total
 Workers Employed Workers Employed

Labor Force 30,758,0001 90.19 35,464,0001

Total Employed 27,742,000  32,636,000  +4,894,000
Public Sector  2,143,000   2,500,000
Formal Sector  6,013,688 21.68  4,984,8832 15.27% –1,028,805
Informal Sector 19,584,688 70.60 25,151,117 77.06% +4,795,015
Wage & Salary  4,106,688 14.80  7,563,117 23.17% 3,456,429
Own Account 10,205,000 36.76 11,950,000 36.61% 1,745,000
Domestic Helpers  1,498,000  5.40  1,626,000  5.00% 128,000
Unpaid Workers  3,755,000 13.61  4,012,000 12.29% 237,000

Note: 1 Labour force and unemployment cannot be compared due to the adoption of the revised 
  unemployment definition starting April 2005.
 2 Excludes 2,500,000 employees in government and government-controlled corporations.
Source: NSO Labor Force Surveys; Annual Surveys of Philippine Business and Industry as inter-
 preted by the Employers’ Confederation of the Philippines (ECOP).
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25 million or 77 per cent of the total employed population. In contrast, the 
ranks of formal workers are progressively decreasing.
 What is commonly known as “informal sector” is now officially called 
“informal economy”, the latter defined by the ILO as “all economic activities 
by workers and economic units that are — in law or in practice — not covered 
or insufficiently covered by formal arrangements” (ILO, 2002). The expanded 
definition of informal economy includes “the diversified set of economic activities, 
enterprises, and workers that are not regulated or protected by the state”. It 
comprises: 1) “self-employment in informal enterprises”, meaning “self-employed 
persons in small, unregistered, and unincorporated enterprises, including employers, 
own account workers, and unpaid contributing family workers”; and 2) “wage 
employment in informal jobs”, meaning “wage workers without legal protection 
for formal and informal firms, for contractors, for households, or with no fixed 
employer, including non-standard employees of informal enterprises, non-standard 
employees of formal enterprises, casual or day laborers, and industrial outworkers 
(also called home workers)” (Chen, 2008).
 The shift to “informal economy” considers the fact that what used to be 
marginalised as the “informal sector” did not disappear with industrial progress 
but instead has become a permanent and ever expanding source of jobs, goods, 
and services for low-income populations all over the world. It accounts for a 
large proportion of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (almost half in the case 
of the Philippines). It is connected to the formal sector, and encompasses both 
traditional forms of work as well as emerging ones such as “tele-homework” for 
high-technology industries (Chen et al., 2004: 20).

Informality and Poverty

As of 2007, there were 500 million working poor in the world, and many of 
them are found in the informal economy. This was expected to rise to 1.4 billion 
or 45 per cent of all total employed in 2009, with a higher proportion in the 
developing countries (already 58.7 per cent in 2004). “Working poor” refers to 
those who are working but cannot work their way out of poverty because of very 
low earnings and very high risks. The figures below showed that in the ASEAN, 
at least one out of ten workers lived in extreme poverty, subsisting at less than 
one dollar a day. (In the Philippines, one out of five; and in Laos and Cambodia, 
one out of three). Of the more than 262 million workers in the ASEAN, 148 
million or 56.5 per cent — at least five out of ten — were living in poverty, 
subsisting at less than the two dollars a day then defined as the poverty line. In 
terms of country breakdown, 80 per cent of workers in Cambodia and Laos, 70 
per cent in Indonesia, and 60 per cent in the Philippines did not have enough 
income to get themselves out of poverty (ILO, 2007: 4, 18).
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Table 2. Workers subsisting on US$1/day and US$2/day in the ASEAN, East Asia and 
South Asia (1996, 2006)

 US$1 a day working poor US$2 a day working poor

 Millions Share in total Millions Share in total
  Employment (%)  Employment (%)

 1996 2006 1996 2006 1996 2006 1996 2006

ASEAN  36.7  28.5 16.9 10.8 140.1 148.7 64.5 56.5
East Asia 145.0  95.0 20.3 12.1 442.9 347.2 61.9 44.2
South Asia 250.8 196.9 51.9 33.0 427.1 500.2 88.4 83.7

The ILO predicted that due to the current global crisis, 200 million workers 
in developing countries would be pushed to extreme poverty (living on $1.25 a 
day) in 2009. This, presumably, would be in addition to the 1.4 billion people 
(1 in 4) already classified as extremely poor in 2008 (World Bank, 2008).
 The latest figures on working poverty point to a picture which is just as 
grave as before. The ILO reports that “the share of the extreme working poor 
in total employment was still 21.2 per cent in 2008, representing a total of 
633 million workers living with their families on less than USD 1.25 a day. 
In the case of the USD 2 a day working poor, 39.7 per cent of all workers 
were in this category, equal to 1,183 million workers around the world” (ILO, 
2010:  22). The proportion of working poor in Southeast Asia and the Pacific 
remains alarming — more than half survive on less than US$2 a day, and one-
fourth, on less than US$ 1.25 a day (ILO, 2010: 34).

Why the Crisis Has a Womanʼs Face

The current global financial crisis has a woman’s face (Jayaseelan, 2009) since 
“it will affect women and men differently and unequally” (Dejardin, 2009). 
There is gender-based job segregation, which has placed women in labour-
intensive, export-oriented industries that have suffered severely from a downturn 
in the global market. With flexibilisation and outsourcing in the labour market, 
women are pushed into being casual, temporary, contracted or home-based 
workers who are employed when orders come in and just as easily shed off 
when orders dry up. Men are considered the breadwinners, and women the 
secondary or supplemental earners who depend on men and therefore could 
be paid less or easily dismissed. But as the crisis worsens and family income 
plummets, women are forced to enter what is called “distress employment” in 
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low-paying and backbreaking informal work. Unlike men, they cannot afford to 
be choosy because providing food on the table and general family survival are 
uppermost in their heads. They become overburdened as they continue caring 
for their families and households even while worrying about higher costs of 
food, transportation, housing, water, energy, and medical care.
 Put another way, “Women’s lower employment rates, weaker control over 
property and resources, concentration in informal and vulnerable forms of 
employment with lower earnings, and less social protection, all place women 
in a weaker position than men to weather crises”, according to ILO Bureau 
for Gender Equality Director Jane Hodges. “Women may cope by engaging in 
working longer hours or by taking multiple low-income jobs but still have to 
maintain unpaid care commitments” (ILO, 2009).
 Even before this most recent crisis, a majority of women were already in 
informal work (averaging 65 per cent of all women in non-agricultural employ-
ment in Asia), and when agriculture (where many women are also found) is 
factored in, this share of informal employment goes up a lot. This perhaps helps 
explain why two-thirds of the working poor in Asia are women (ILO, 2006: 
25–6). Gender plays a key role in the informal economy, which absorbs women 

Source: Martha Chen, WIEGO (2008)
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who have been among the first to be displaced from formal work, especially in 
the garment industry, as globalisation progressed. Thus, even before globalisa-
tion took effect, many women could already be found in the informal economy, 
since informal work (e.g. home-based work) was compatible with their repro-
ductive work (childcare and domestic chores). Furthermore, formal employment 
was often an elusive opportunity for them due to the many barriers to entry. In 
their particular case, class, gender, ethnicity, and other issues often intersect, as 
referred to earlier in the discussion on economic and reproductive justice.
 The informal economy is also segmented based on gender. As the pyramid 
above indicates, women are concentrated in the lower strata of unpaid family 
workers and industrial home workers where earnings are meagre and poverty-
inducing risks such as illness and job insecurity are high. On the other hand, 
men are mostly found in the higher rungs as employers and as fairly “regular” 
informal workers with bigger remuneration and lower risks. It may therefore be 
expected that during times of crises, women in the informal economy are more 
vulnerable.
 One study conducted between January and June 2009 by the action-research-
policy network Women in Informal Employment Globalizing and Organizing 
(WIEGO) actually showed that the sample of informal workers from ten 
countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America worked more hours, had less income, 
and made “perilous cuts to their expenditures on food and health care” due 
to the recent crisis. Their findings, mostly pertaining to women home-based 
workers and street vendors (with samples from Thailand and Indonesia), include 
the following:

• Street vendors and own account home-based work ers experienced significant 
drops in local consumer demand, and home-based workers who produced 
for global value chains experienced a sharp decline in their work orders.

• 88% of street vendors and home-based workers re ported increased costs of 
business inputs, yet 41% had actually lowered their selling prices to remain 
competi tive.

• 77% of respondents reported that their incomes fell since January 2009.
• 54% of respondents were the primary earners at home — 19% reported 

job losses in their household, and 45% reported reduced earnings among 
household members.

• Many respondents reported that living costs had in creased, especially food 
and fuel — in Indonesia, prices rose 15–25% for sugar, rice and eggs, 50% 
for gas, and 40% for public transportation over the past 12 months.

• Household spending is being curbed, and this is espe cially for expenditure 
on food, health and “non-essentials” such as clothing and leisure activities.
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• Women were devoting more and more of their time to work, both paid and 
unpaid.

• Psychological impacts were already apparent — respon dents often feel angry, 
frustrated and/or depressed.

 The last three items on this list are important because they underscore the 
gendered impact of the crisis on women’s physical and mental health, as well 
as to their access to health services. And according to WIEGO, “The impact 
of the crisis on these workers is of serious concern because unlike their formal 
counterparts, informal workers have no cushion to fall back on and no access 
to social protection schemes”.

Organising for Advocacy

Response of Women in the Informal Economy

The increasing informalisation of work, and the concentration of women in the 
informal economy, brought about the emergence of women workers’ organisations 
in Asia with an agenda different from that of traditional trade unions. First 
to appear on the scene is the now one million strong Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) in India, which is a confluence of the workers’ movement, 
the women’s movement, and the cooperative movement. SEWA organised home-
based workers, and then brought into its fold other subsectors of the informal 
economy such as street vendors (Bhatt, 2006).
 The example of SEWA inspired many other formations in the region, prin-
cipally Homenet South Asia, which covers home-based workers in India, 
Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. National home-based workers’ 
networks in Southeast Asia are fast developing in Thailand, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Lao PDR and most recently, Cambodia. The first three emerged 
as part of a major sub regional project undertaken from 1988 to 1996 by the 
International Labor Organization (ILO) and funded by the Danish International 
Development Agency (DANIDA), while the latter two came as a result of expan-
sion initiatives by sub regional and country Homenets. Sub regional networking, 
advocacy and networking is channelled through Homenet Southeast Asia, where 
common goals include greater visibility, recognition and participation of home-
based workers in the ASEAN context, access to resources and social protection 
(including occupational safety and health), and better policies and programmes 
through improved legislation and the ratification of ILO Convention 177 on 
Home Work.
 This Convention on Home Work, issued in 1996 through the lobbying 
efforts of SEWA and other allied women home-based workers’ organisations, 
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is significant because it seeks to uplift the conditions of home workers so that 
they can experience the same treatment, exercise the same rights based at the 
very least on the core labour standards of decent work, and receive the same 
entitlements workers in the formal and other sectors are legally enabled to enjoy. 
It emphasises both economic and reproductive justice in its concerns. Among 
these are the following:

• the right to establish or join organisations of their own choosing and to 
participate in the activities of such organisations;

• protection against discrimination in employment and occupation;
• protection in the field of occupational safety and health;
• fair remuneration;
• statutory social security protection;
• access to training;
• minimum age for admission to employment or work; and
• maternity protection.

 The institutional base of Homenet Southeast Asia rests on the relative 
strengths of the national networks of its members, which are indicated by their 
membership coverage, reach, and influence. Each national network — PATAMABA 
(and more recently, Homenet Philippines), Homenet Thailand (otherwise known 
as the Foundation for Labor and Employment Promotion, FLEP), Homenet 
Indonesia, NALD Lao, and Artisans Association of Cambodia (AAC) — offers 
a diversity of organising and advocacy strategies which seem to work best under 
given particular national circumstances.
 PATAMABA or the National Network of Informal Workers is a grassroots 
organisation with a total membership of about 17,000, 98 per cent of whom 
are women aged 18 to 75 years old. This figure on total membership is across 
the country in 276 chapters located in 34 provinces. PATAMABA helps 
home-based workers form self-sustaining groups at the grassroots level. At the 
policy level, it acts to raise awareness about home-based workers and to bring 
about the necessary policy changes for the benefit of women workers in the 
informal economy. PATAMABA’s key initiatives include education and training, 
socioeconomic assistance, networking and advocacy, social protection and the 
empowerment of women.
 With the support of Homenet Southeast Asia, PATAMABA helped spearhead 
the launch of Homenet Philippines, a loose advocacy coalition of 23 organisa-
tions with a membership reach of 60,000, and later, of the Magna Carta for 
the Informal Sector Alliance (MAGCAISA), which brought in associations of 
construction workers, vendors, farmers and fisher folk, service workers, small 
transport operators, waste pickers, and other subsectors of the informal economy. 
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Both Homenet and MAGCAISA were instrumental in having a bill for a Magna 
Carta for Workers in the Informal Economy (MACWIE) filed in both Houses 
of Congress, and in the launching of policy briefs on social protection for 
all. Member organisations of Homenet Philippines, and in tandem with the 
Reproductive Health Action Network (RHAN), also worked very hard to support 
the Reproductive Health and Population Development Bill.

Why a Magna Carta for Informal Workers

The informal sector in the Philippines has been growing since the 1980s because 
many workers in the formal sector have been continuously displaced from 
their jobs when many local enterprises — unable to withstand the effects of 
the financial crises and the often unfair competition from cheap and smuggled 
foreign goods — close down. Many of these workers have had to accept jobs 
that offer substandard wages, very long hours of work, poor working conditions 
that make them vulnerable to occupational health and safety hazards, with 
little or no access to social security and other forms of social protection. Since 
employment is also difficult to find, millions have also entered the informal 
economy as micro-entrepreneurs who have little access to capital, technology, 
and markets.
 The informal sector, which accounts for almost half of the country’s GDP, 
thus includes a variety of subsectors: home-based workers, vendors, non-
corporate construction workers, waste pickers, small farmers and fisher folk, 
small transport operators (tricycle, pedicabs and bancas), petty retailers, barter 
traders, small-scale miners and quarry workers, entertainers, beauticians, laundry 
persons, hairdressers, on-call domestic helpers, volunteer workers, barkers, 
unorganised cargo handlers, etc.
 The principal issues of informal workers are: 1) invisibility — they are not 
recognised and valued as “legitimate” workers despite their contributions to the 
economy; 2) lack of social protection — social security and health insurance 
mechanisms cover mostly formal workers; 3) lack of access to productive re-
sources such as land, water, capital, technology, markets, etc; and 4) lack of 
participation and representation — informal workers are severely under-represented 
in policy making bodies relevant to their issues, which is also due to the fact 
that most of them are unorganised.
 The gender concerns of informal workers are also quite stark. Most employed 
women occupy vulnerable jobs in the informal economy where they are subjected 
to discriminatory practices because of their sex. Since they are also expected 
to be responsible for domestic work, they wind up multi-burdened and over-
worked, with dire implications on their health. They are often subject to 



31

exploitation by unscrupulous employers, both formal and informal, who make 
them work long hours at very low wages and without benefits. Their work 
environment is not subject to regulation and monitoring, often exposing them 
to occupational safety and health hazards, including sexual harassment. They 
are often forced to engage their children to work alongside them. Child labour, 
which exists side by side with the informal economy not only violates children’s 
rights, it robs them of their childhood.
 Clearly, workers in the informal economy are in need of a Magna Carta 
that will advance their issues and concerns. Initiatives for this began as early as 
1999 with a rally culminating in the issuance of an Administrative Order for 
the formulation of such a Magna Carta. Lobbying efforts from various informal 
sectors and women’s organisations bore fruit when some legislators picked up the 
cudgels and filed bills in the House of Representatives for a proposed Magna 
Carta, which attracted public discussion and debate in mid-2006. Succeeding 
efforts directed at the 14th Congress resulted in the filing of H.B. 1955 by Rep. 
Dan Fernandez and an accompanying bill in the Senate (S.B. 2708) by Sen. 
Miriam Defensor Santiago. MAGCAISA will make sure that enhanced versions 
of these bills will be similarly refiled in the 15th Congress.
 Given the recent shift to a rights-based framework of development and the 
ILO’s decent work agenda emphasising core labour standards, the following 
fundamental rights of informal workers will be recognised, promoted, protected 
and fulfilled by the proposed Magna Carta:

• the right to self-organisation;
• the right to enhance the entrepreneurial skills and capabilities of informal 

workers to become more productive and self-reliant, thereby ensuring 
participation in mainstream economic activities;

• the right to be free from any form of discrimination, whether this be based 
on gender, age, ethnicity, political, religious or sexual orientation, etc.;

• the right to just and humane working conditions, access to productive 
resources, and social protection, including occupational and reproductive 
health services; and

• the right to represent their organisations in a continuing process of consul-
 tation and dialogue towards maximising the provision of a comprehensive 

package of reforms, interventions, and services in accordance with their 
articulated needs and interests.

A Magna Carta for Workers in the Informal Economy should be an integrated, 
holistic and comprehensive policy instrument for the informal sector to ensure 
the rights of all. Given that the majority of all employed women are in the 
informal sector, the Magna Carta should also focus on addressing women’s 
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issues/concerns, promote gender equity, women’s economic rights, and inde-
pendent appropriate bodies should be set up at the national and local levels to 
address concerns of the sector with significant representation from the sector 
itself.

Why a Reproductive Health Bill

Reproductive health is a right upheld in various international documents to 
which the Philippines is a signatory, notably the Convention on the Elimination 
of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the Program of Action of the 
UN International Conference on Population and Development and the Beijing 
Platform for Action. It is a right that Filipino women must enjoy, free of 
discrimination, coercion and violence in order to prevent untimely death and 
enable them to live decent, productive, and satisfying lives.
 If passed into law, the Reproductive Health and Population Management 
bill (more simply known as the RH bill) can serve as a primary instrument for 
preventing maternal deaths, since it will ensure provision of a broad range of 
services which include maternal health, prevention of abortion, and management 
of post-abortion complications.
 Every day, more than ten Filipino women die due to pregnancy- and childbirth-
related complications. Most of them are women in poverty.
 An RH law will help prevent teenage pregnancy and childbirth, which can 
be very dangerous, through reproductive health education, information, and 
services for adolescents. As of now, one out of five female teenagers in the 
Philippines gets pregnant.
 An RH law will also help reduce infant mortality (which now stands at 29 
out of 1,000) through maternal and child health and nutrition services as well 
as promotion of breastfeeding.
 In the RH bill, reproductive and economic justice intertwines. Informed 
access to the widest range of fertility management technologies can enable 
couples to freely plan the number and spacing of children they can comfortably 
support, thereby achieving their desired family size. Statistics show that many 
women have more children than they want; six out of ten report experiencing 
unintended pregnancy, and of these women, one third say they terminate this 
pregnancy with abortion. The economic reason is uppermost in the minds of 
these women, of whom 72 per cent say the cost of raising a child was what 
pushed them to seek abortion. Almost half of all pregnancies in the Philippines 
(1.3 million) are unintended, and every year, some 473,000 abortions occur. 
More than half (54 per cent) of women who resorted to abortion to end an 
unwanted pregnancy were not using any fertility management technology. 
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Furthermore, “nearly half of all married women of reproductive age have an 
unmet need for effective contraception — that is, they are sexually active, are 
able to have children, do not want a child soon or ever, but are not using any 
form of contraception or are using traditional methods, which have high failure 
rates” (Guttmacher Institute, 2006).
 Unwanted pregnancies lead to the phenomenon of very large families asso-
ciated with high poverty incidence. Women in the informal economy who wish 
to continue employment and avoid economic hardship due to too many children 
have a clear stake in an RH law.
 With an RH law, reproductive health education and services for the 4.9 
million sexually active Filipino youth will not only promote responsible sexual 
behaviour among them and prevent unwanted pregnancies that may ruin their 
futures; these can also halt the spread of dangerous and potentially fatal sexually 
transmitted diseases. Age-appropriate reproductive health education will be a 
welcome development for women informal workers who are often saddled with 
caring for daughters pregnant before their time and for grandchildren resulting 
from unwanted pregnancies.
 Organised women promoting both MACWIE and the RH bill find common 
cause in the proposed inclusion of family planning devices in health insurance 
benefits, the categorisation of contraceptives as essential medicines, and the 
provision of mobile healthcare service. These will surely give working women in 
poverty more access to reproductive health services. The RH bill also provides 
for capability building of community-based volunteer workers; e.g. barangay 
health workers who are mostly women doing informal work in local govern-
ment service identified as a subsector of the informal economy in MACWIE.
 The RH bill also provides for involvement and participation of men in 
reproductive health advocacy and practice contributes to gender parity and 
equity in development programmes.
 Provisions on employers’ responsibilities prevent discrimination against 
women in employment and enable workers — both women and men, formal 
or informal — to exercise their reproductive health rights with employers’ 
support. The government is also bound by its responsibilities to the millions 
it employs.
 The inclusion of reproductive health services in health insurance benefits 
will widen the scope and enhance the gender-responsiveness of social protec-
tion as provided by PhilHealth and other institutions.
 The passage of the bill will prove that the State can move independently in 
pursuing social policies and programmes for the good of the citizenry despite 
opposition from conservative forces. However, as members of Congress become 
more and more preoccupied with electoral and other matters, enactment of the 
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RH bill into law has become a remote possibility this time around. Nevertheless, 
RH advocates are determined to push for an RH law in the next Congress.

Some Concluding Remarks
In the context of the ongoing financial and economic crisis, women in the 
informal economy are adversely affected in many ways. Their livelihood is 
threatened; they are more vulnerable to risks; and their access to health and 
other social services is constrained by budget cuts and limits.
 There is therefore every reason for organisations of informal women workers 
to advocate for the realisation of their rights both as workers and as women. 
As informal workers, they join forces with men, youth, trade unions, farmers’ 
organisations, and other stakeholders in pushing for a law that will benefit a 
majority of Filipino working people so that their entitlements will be equal to 
those already awarded to workers in formal employment. This, to them, is a 
matter of economic and social justice. Thus, MACWIE advocates will ensure 
that it will be refiled in the 15th Congress which will commence in July 2010.
 As women, they are committed to the enactment of a law that will ensure 
the provision of reproductive health and other services to benefit all, especially 
those working in poverty. Women in the informal economy will continue to be 
involved in advocating for reproductive justice in the Philippines, together with 
their sisters from other sectors.
 Essential to all this is movement building to enhance visibility and the voice 
of women in the informal economy, as well as networking with multiple stake-
holders to develop a broader base for advocating economic and reproductive 
justice. These will proceed at community and national levels while drawing 
inspiration from and seeking solidarity with similar movements in Asia and 
other regions of the South.
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