' TROUBLE

Your boss calls you “habe"” and a jerky co-worker keeps grabbing vour ass.
‘Stand up for yourself without putting your job on the line BY CHRISTINE HART

About two and & half years ago, Sabrina was fired from her job while on
maternity l2ave, Sabrina, whe lives in a small town in northwestern B.C.,
worked at the front desk of a car dealership when shs became pragnant.
She was 17 at the tizne, and had been theie for about a vear and a half.
"Baring the bégiming of my pregnancy, I became quite sick,” says Sa-
brina, who is now 19, *T occasionatly had to go itome. Because of this my
employer threatenad to fire me.” Then, whern she had about thres montke

SHAMELESS 26 FaLL 2004

AT WORK |

left on her vear of leave, Sabrina went for lunch with her supervisor, who
was also a good friend. Before the meal came, she handed Sabrina a let-
ter from her boss. It said she was being fired due to "1estructuring.”

“It was quite a blow becauss all of 2 sudden i had oo job 1o go back
to,” Sabrina says. According to labour laws, Sabrina's boss was required
to give har a job with equal wages, duties and benefits when het leave
ended. Instead, her job was split between two different people and no
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longer exdsted. "It was kind of scary at a time when you really dom't
need to be dealing with that,” she says

Sabrina 18 Just one of thousands of gitls in the Canacdian workforce
dealing with job-related problems.

A 1998 Statistics Canada survey 1eported that more than 387,000
high school and post-secendary-aged young women had jobs. Many
of them were working more than 15 hours per week, making the job an
important factor in theiz lives. And thers ars more young wormen in the
workforce today than ever before S0 what happens when you'te treated
unfairly at work?

Young women often deal with rights wiolations on the job because
they are young, because Lhey are women, or both. Patriarchal guide-
lines. unspoken and unwritten, still subtly eniorce the idea that women
arerl’l as sLong, smalt, taugh or indusirious as men. Youth often face
the same arbittary dismissal of their abilites.

Single moms, students, at-nisk and poor women often fee! like they

have no choice but to get and keep any job they can. Many manag-

BTS, SUpeIvisors, co-wolkers and customers know this --- and can take
advantage of it.

Under the Canadian Human Rights Act, it is illegal for an empioyer &0
discriminate on the basis of yace, national or ethnic origin, religicn, age,
sox, sexual orientation, martal status, family status, physical or mental
dizsability, or being pardoned for a criminal conwiction.

Cynthia Petersen, a partner at a Toroato human nghts and labour
law firm, says that some of the most commeon rights violations against
women in the wowkplace 1elaze to pregnancy. Eut they don't stop there.

The problems young wommen daal with at work can range from a boss
who doesn't pay overtime to a cugtomer who thinks it's okay to pat her

-ags. Comments such ag "Just et there and look pretty” are inappropri-

ate and far too common,. When they happen one at a time, incidents like
these don't always seem subatantial But if you're being called "baby”
gvary time you go to work, il quickly becomes a proldem. ’

*
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Patrick O'Rourke, Acting Dirsctar of the Canadiar Human Rights Com-
misgion, saya that rights viclations car sometimes be discreet. "Over
the years, acts of discrimination have gene from direct to covert.”

There was a time when a woman intaresied in a promotion might
have been told that women weren't good with numbers. She may now
just be informed that the company "went with scmeone else” when a
man with no clear additional merit 1ecelves the promotion.

Because many young women want to do their jobs well, they will
sometimes rationalize wolations away They may think that it's okay
tor seTvers to be grabbed at and hit on, and that female workers should
expact 1o get callad “babe” and "sweetie." A lot of male customers apd
co-workers act like this because they aren't interested in a woman's
rights — and they think some workplaces are fust for men.

"Young women may be vulnerable in the sense that they are just com-
ing imto the workforce,” saye O'Rourke. Know Lhst you are legally en-
sitlad to workplace fights, whether you've been working for one week or
one year, whether you live in British Celumbia or Nunavut.

Also know that amployment standards differ from province to prov-
ince. Consult the employment standards branch in your atea for infor-
mation about wages, hours, salely and more.

Regulations around uniforms and equipment vary in each province,
too. Jn any job, however, an smplover zan legally tell vou what to wear
— and what not to.

Uniforms and dress codes can feel like imposed conformity, but em-
pluyets ate allowed to insist on a certain ook, whether it's something
that resembles a costume or ‘ust not wearing jeans. In most cases, an
employer will tell vou if you need to change vour hair colour o1 remove
a piercing at work. Realisticaily, to aveid having this conversaticn, most
employers try to determine whether you will be a good fit for the com-
pany duzing your interview. Sometimes employers can be flexible about
what you can wear

Occasionally, a selective b gearch is called for For example, some
people choose not 1o be employed by storss that sell sneakers produced
by child labour. Likewise, electing to avold companies that require
bland haircuts, removal of piercings of a somewhat embarrassing hat
can also be a personal statement.

Of course, there's no getting atound the helmeats, goggles, steel-toed
boots and other safety gear that come with some jobs.

Many people believe that young workers are injured on the job be-
cause they are carclose and tale unnecessary risks. In 1zality, a lot of
youth are hurt on the job because of inadequate training, tmproper su-
pervision or unsafe conditions

When sho was 21, Candace Carnahan lost her lag fiom the knee down
due to unsafe work conditions. "1 walked actoss a conveyer belt and put
my foot dewn in the wrong place at the wrong time, " she says. She was
pulled into the belt and cavght far half an hour

Az a snmmer student at a paper mill in Miramichi, New Brunswick,
Candace often watched heat superviscrs take a shortcut across the con-
veyer belt svster: that ran through the mill. Since her supstvisors were
doing it, she assumed it was safa.

[t was her third summer working at the miil and she had received
safety training. Candace thought she was prspared. “T wish I had
known it wasn't safe. Mo one felt, as students, that we would have been
allowed to work there if it wasn't safe”

Az always, knowledge is power, ard knowing the law and relevanl
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employment slendazds is crizical.

O'Rourks recommends research as an initial step for anyone who may
he experiencing rights violations, Check out & website on Canadian hu-
man rights. Talk to a superviscr or a union rep (:f your workplace is

unionized) about your problem.

“F:nd out whether or not the place where you weork has & human rights
policy,” says Petarsen.

Complaints can be resolved internally if a company has procedures to
deal with inappropriaze behaviour If vour bess ignores your corcerns, it
may be time to stant collecting evidence.

“Cases are often built up thicugh circumestantial evidence,” says Pe-
teTsen. “You have to 1aise enough suspicion shout what happened.”

Sha says that women experiencing harassment or discrimination should

-

document evervthing: "Keep a journal and date it. If notes are written very
clese —o when an event ocours, they can be used as evidence.”

Anyone who feels they may have bezp fitad unjustly should sesk
legal advice immediately, since there are time limits for filing com-
plaints. Depending on financial clircumstances, many young women
may qualify for legal aid. :

Fedeval and provincial governinenl organizations can field comnplaints
and initiate investigations bagsed on unsafe conditions, discrimination,
harassment and failure to comply with employment standaids.

Sabrina and Candace decided to take action, despite the stress and
pressure they were feeling. For theit own peace of mind, and for the beneft
of the comrmunities around thern, both gurls spoks up.

After she was firted, Sahrina phened the British Columbia Labour Rela-
tions Board, whe confirmed that her employer did, in fact, have to provide
her with a job when she retumed fiom maternity leave. She decided not
to go hack to that employer and chase ko pursie severance pay instead.

Tt tock some time and an official warniag, but she finally received her
wages and ia now employed ag a youth group leader and an insurance
clerk. Despite a new-found wariness, she says this experience hasn't
soured her on woik.

Sabrina's advice to girls who are facing rights violations s to do
something about it

“If you'te not surte whete you stand, phone the labour beard. It's way
easiet to stand up for yourself when you actually know your rights. 1 did
explore my optiors and take action, but I'm sure thete are other people
out there in the same situation who do not.” '

Candace also encourages young workers to know their rights. “You
have a right to ask questions. Never stop asking until you get an answer
that roakes sense to you," she says. "You have to take care of you. Den't
worty abou: offending or being rude.”

After 1eceiving community suppert during her recovery, Candace
decided to focus on what she had instead of what she lost. She is
now a4 spokesperson for workplace safety throagh a program called
Pagsport to Safety.

Like Sabrina and Candace, many young women will feel their rights
have been infringed upon at work at some point. Unforturately, this is
not likely to stop any time soon. But every time a young woman stands
up for her rights in the workplace, all wemen in the workforce benefit.
So get informed and speakup! §

Christine Hart works at a youth cereer centre in Varnon, B.C. Her background
_ inchedes positions at nen-profit organizations and several years orf

" freclanes writing. Checli her out at http:f.-’ts{.;ébi:iti'é.s:.c.cirﬂ;f‘s'téé'ﬁhca_" g
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