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Foreword 
 

In the global economy of the 21st century, the importance of trade liberalization to 
Canada has never been clearer.  Exports  account for 45.6 percent of our gross domestic 
product.  Everyday Canada does over $2.5 billion worth of business in two-way trade 
with the rest of the world.   
 
Increasing the amount of goods and services we trade, and reaping the commercial and 
financial rewards, is certainly a desirable goal of trade liberalization. An equally 
important objective however, is to contribute to a better quality of life for Canadians and 
our neighbors around the world. 
 
As we document our record of trade success we must be mindful of the challenges.  In 
designing the trade policy of the future, transparency, engagement, discussion, research 
and analysis must be part of the process.   
 
This is one of three discussion papers commissioned by Status of Women Canada in the 
year 2000. The objective is to begin to explore some of the key issues relating to the 
differential implications and impact of international trade agreements on women and 
men. It also aims to examine  issues of representation and participation of women in the 
development of international trade policy.   
 

The first paper, entitled Women and Trade in Canada: An Overview of Key 
Issues, provides a brief synopsis of recent trade liberalization processes, and 
begins to identify key trade issues and their implications for Canadian women.   
 
The second paper, entitled International Trade Policy: A Primer, discusses the 
concepts and evolution of trade rule-making and provides an overview of a 
number of trade agreements to which Canada is a party.  This could be a useful 
tool for those who are just becoming interested in the development of 
international trade policy. 
 
The third paper, entitled International Trade: Putting Gender Into the Process: 
Initiatives and Lessons Learned, examines domestic consultative mechanisms for 
the development of international trade policy, and reviews efforts taken by 
different actors to integrate gender issues into international trade negotiations both 
nationally and internationally.  
 

Status of Women Canada is supporting further knowledge building on international trade.  In August 2001, 
the Policy Research Fund of Status of Women Canada issued a call for proposals on the theme Trade 
Agreements and Women.  It is hoped that these discussion papers and future policy research through the 
Policy Research Fund mark important first steps on the path to more transparent trade policy development, 
with outcomes that support women's economic empowerment, security and autonomy.  
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Introduction 
 

Over the last 15 years, trade has been a major issue of public debate in Canada.  At the 
heart of this debate has been the question, not of how protectionist or open Canada should 
be to imports from trading partners, but rather of what kinds of rules should govern trade. 
This is not a new debate. Indeed, the question of what rules should govern trade has been 
a controversial issue since Confederation. 
 
As was common with newly industrializing countries throughout the world, initial policy 
discussions about trade centered on the relative domestic benefits of an open economy 
versus an import substitution policy. For a variety of practical political reasons, the latter 
policy came to prevail when, in 1879, Prime Minister John A. Macdonald established the 
National Policy. Essentially a tariff wall against the United States, the National Policy 
had the effect of forcing US companies to establish branch plants in Canada in order to 
gain market access. 
 
Although trade liberalization re-appeared in the arena of national political debate 
throughout the twentieth century, and indeed became the operative economic policy of 
successive Canadian governments in the post-WWII era, it was not until the second half 
of the 1980s, under the Conservative government of Prime Minister Brian Mulroney, that 
Canada formally and openly engaged in a free-trade agenda. 
 
Upon election to office in 1984, the new Conservative federal government moved quickly 
to develop its free trade agenda, which led to the signing of the bilateral Canada-United 
States Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA) in 1988. Public debate over the trade agreement 
was vigorous and a federal election in 1988 was fought over the issue. In this election, the 
Conservatives defeated the Liberals, who had opposed this particular agreement. Despite 
their earlier opposition, however, when the Liberals regained power, they  promoted trade 
liberalization in their foreign policy and completed the negotiations that culminated in the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1993. 
 
The trend towards liberalization of Canada’s trade relations has continued through the 
1990s. Over the last decade, Canada has signed a number of important bilateral trade 
agreements designed to liberalize trade relations, such as the Canada-Chile Free Trade 
Agreement (CCFTA), which came into force in 1997. Canada has also entered new 
multilateral trade regimes designed to liberalize trading relations amongst member states, 
such as the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), launched at the Miami Summit in 
1994, and the World Trade Organization (WTO), established in 1995.1 
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Understanding the Issue of 'Women  
and Trade Liberalization' 

 

Early in this recent debate over trade, Canadian feminist scholars, women’s non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and other actors interested in women’s issues have 
attempted to raise awareness of the gendered dimensions of trade liberalization.2 In the 
period leading up to the signing of the CUSFTA, and subsequently the NAFTA, the 
major concern was the effect on women’s employment. In these debates, the National 
Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) “played a leading role in the Action 
Canada Network (formerly the Pro-Canada Network) – a coalition of labour groups, 
women, students, farmers, and others, opposed to further Canadian economic integration 
with the United States. ... NAC’s participation was based upon the argument that women 
would bear the brunt of continental restructuring under the CUSFTA.”3 

 
In its 1993 publication,4 the Ontario Women’s Directorate noted that the CUSFTA and 
NAFTA affected two sectors of the economy in which women were disproportionately 
vulnerable to negative employment effects because of their high employment levels 
relative to men.  These sectors included labour-intensive jobs in the manufacturing sector 
(furniture, household appliances, apparel), and jobs in telecommunications, data 
processing, financial services and transportation in the service sector. As well, the report 
predicted a rise in non-standard work,5 including a disproportionate representation of 
women workers, as an effect of the more competitive conditions created by NAFTA.6 On 
the other hand, some scholars were more optimistic about the gendered effects of trade 
liberalization in the South, arguing that on a global scale, trade liberalization was likely to 
create new employment opportunities for women in the South, as labour-intensive parts 
of production processes relocated to lower-cost labour sites.7  

 
These early debates on the gendered effects of trade are in need of supplement, as trade 
liberalization has grown into a major international issue through the 1990s and into the 
early 2000s. Some of the key developments during this period include the formation of 
the WTO in 1995; the re-invigoration of numerous regional trade agreements;8 the further 
deepening of regional agreements (e.g., the move to full monetary union of the European 
Union [EU] in 1998); the establishment of new regional free trade agreements (e.g., 
MERCOSUR in 1991); and at the hemispheric level, the 1998 agreement to negotiate a 
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) by 2005.  

 
While these trade liberalization regimes are concerned with the traditional trade issue of 
increasing market access by reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade, and the  
establishment of trade dispute resolution mechanisms, new issues that are not 
conventionally within the purview of trade negotiations (e.g., services, investment, 
intellectual property) have now been included in the trade liberalization agenda. Thus, a 
significant feature of the new international trade architecture is a deepened trade 
liberalization agenda. 
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In response to the deepening of trade liberalization, feminist activists and scholars are 
attempting to understand and analyze how trade liberalization may potentially affect 
many aspects of women’s lives. In the growing literature on gender and trade 
liberalization, a number of issues of specific concern to women have been identified. 
These include food security, migration, income inequality, the “de-feminization” of the 
workforce, barriers to economic participation, health and safety, and women’s indigenous 
knowledge. 

 
For many women’s organizations, the political imperative stemming from their gendered 
analysis of trade liberalization is to increase the voice of women in trade liberalization 
processes. For example, in late 1993, UNIFEM embarked upon a global program to 
promote women’s participation in trade processes.9 Through its International Trade 
Program, Women’s EDGE, based in Washington D.C., “works to ensure that the world’s 
women get more benefits from international trade and investment by bringing their voices 
to the trade negotiating table.”10 In 1999, the Canadian Feminist Alliance for 
International Action (FAFIA) decided to sponsor a think-tank on trade and its effects on 
women’s social and economic equality in Canada. Other women’s organizations that 
focus on gender and trade issues include the Women’s Environment and Development 
Organization (WEDO) in New York; the Women’s Caucus;10 and the Informal Working 
Group on Gender and Trade (IWGGT). 
 
While the specific concerns of these organizations vary, depending on their constituency, 
geographic scope of work, and political and feminist perspective, they share a conviction 
that, at present, women are inadequately represented in trade negotiation processes. As 
Riham El-Lakany of WEDO stresses, “[w]omen’s voices must be heard at the WTO, and 
women need to be seen in decision-making positions in all WTO bodies.”11 Many of 
these organizations also share the view that trade liberalization has gender-differentiated 
effects which are, by and large, negative for women.  

 
Some organizations accept the reality of trade liberalization, but insist that trade needs to 
be made more women-friendly (and for some organizations, development-friendly and 
environment-friendly). For instance, WEDO’s position is that “[w]e cannot and should 
not attempt to halt the expansion of world trade and economic growth.”12 Women’s 
organizations like WEDO are concerned that trade liberalization not be an end in itself, 
but rather “an enabler of environmental and human development.”13  
 
The Women’s Caucus concurs, stating that “trade policies should ensure gender equality 
and equity and people-centred sustainable development” and contending that “all WTO 
agreements and policies should be bound by international human rights standards....”14 
Other women’s organizations, such as the Women Leaders’ Network of the APEC and 
the Women Leaders of the Americas, are strong advocates of trade liberalization. They 
work to promote the inclusion of and dialogue with women leaders and businesswomen 
in the APEC and the FTAA, respectively.15 
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From the above examples, it is clear that there is not one but rather several feminist or 
women-centred positions on trade liberalization which reflect different underlying 
feminist perspectives and/or political ideologies. For instance, the two different views 



about the gendered effects of trade liberalization on women’s employment noted above 
highlight the fact that the geographic scope of analysis (for example, domestic versus 
global) may significantly affect the conclusions drawn. As well, the different perspectives 
on the appropriate response to trade liberalization (e.g., modification to be more women-
friendly versus the need for an alternative economic model of development) serve as a 
reminder that there is no single authoritative feminist voice that pronounces on all issues. 
There may be a shared concern about the importance of increasing the representation of 
women in trade processes and a shared view that trade liberalization processes affect 
women differently from men. There is not, however, broad agreement about what ought 
to be done.   
 
For some women’s advocates, the critique of trade liberalization is part of a larger 
critique of globalization and international economic institutions (e.g., World Bank, 
International Monetary Fund, WTO), which are seen as forming the regime of economic 
governance supporting globalization. As a consequence of this larger concern with 
globalization, many of these organizations do not attach much import to the need to 
distinguish analytically between the different but interrelated global economic 
transformations underway through the 1980s and 1990s. While analyzing the gendered 
effects and implications of economic globalization is seen as important, establishing 
cause-and-effect dynamics of the various processes may not be. 
 
For many such critics, the implementation in this period of stabilization policies to 
achieve demand-side restraint, followed by structural adjustment policies to maximize 
supply-side flexibility in both the North and South, is best understood through an analysis 
of global economic restructuring. Their concern is to analyze the gendered nature of the 
multi-faceted economic processes contributing to the phenomenon of globalization.  For 
example, Isabella Bakker argues: 
 

The current restructuring of global economics has had profound effects on social, 
economic and political life in both developed and developing countries. There is 
widespread agreement on the elements of restructuring but little recognition of the 
gendered nature of the current process of structural and institutional 
transformation.  Most treatments of structural change harbour a ‘conceptual 
silence’: the failure to acknowledge explicitly or implicitly that global 
restructuring is occurring on a gendered terrain. The dominant discourse around 
restructuring remains cast in largely gender-neutral and aggregate terms, such as 
the imperatives of deficit reduction, international competitiveness, efficiency and 
export-led growth. The fact that structural adjustment and restructuring policies 
are largely formulated without consideration for asymmetrical relations of power 
based on gender leads to a silencing of women’s experiences and strategies of 
resistance.16 
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Analysts like Bakker see globalization, a complex of interrelated economic 
transformations, as a debatable concept, based on the understanding that globalization 
embodies the structures of power and the ideology of neo-liberalism which underlie and 
drive the various processes of recent economic changes, including trade liberalization. As 



a result, analysis that discriminates between the effects of the many economic processes 
related to global restructuring may not merit as much attention from analysts. 
 
For the purposes of analysis, however, it may be a challenging exercise to separate out 
the various economic transformations that have taken place through the 1980s and 1990s. 
Generally, discrimination between causal factors using quantitative data is the province 
of economic modeling and regression analysis. The capacity of econometric analysis to 
determine the gendered effects is limited for several reasons. For one, the limited 
availability of sex-disaggregated data limits the variables that can be used to construct 
economic models, hence limiting the degree of sophistication of the model and the 
accuracy of the results produced. The difficulty of quantifying policy regimes, and the 
need to make overly simplistic assumptions about relationships within an economy, also 
limit sophistication and accuracy. Some argue, however, that it may be possible to 
construct a technically simple and workable model.17 
 
Generally speaking, employment data serve as the most quantifiable indicators of 
economic change. When we examine the national employment data from 1987 to 1999, 
the picture appears less clear than was predicted by “free trade” critics in the late 1980s. 
As concerned feminists predicted at the time, women’s jobs are now heavily concentrated 
in the service industry. It is true that women’s employment has significantly increased in 
the services-producing sector (26 per cent), with a modest growth in the goods-producing 
sector (9 per cent). However, women’s employment in the (relatively) “good” jobs in 
educational services, health care and social assistance, and public administration has also 
increased by 35 per cent, 26 per cent and 15 per cent, respectively. Moreover, women’s 
employment in the “bad” job area of retail trade increased by only 9 per cent and declined 
from 15 to 13.3 per cent of total women’s employment.18  
 
In the early debates over trade liberalization, these were important questions for feminists 
who argued the need for employment support programs to cushion the effects of the 
transformation of women’s work. They argued that trade liberalization would:  
 
(i) cause a loss of unionized and well-paid “good” jobs for women in the 

manufacturing sector as plants relocated south to take advantage of cheaper 
labour; and 

(ii) cause a corresponding growth in casualized, low-paying “bad” jobs for women in 
an expanding service-based economy and lead to a loss of “good” jobs (i.e., 
public sector, permanent, professional, full-time, and well-paid) as the state was 
downsized. 

 
By 1996, with more empirical evidence to evaluate, Pat Armstrong offered a more 
nuanced view, arguing, “[m]any of the ‘good jobs’ are not so good any more. Hours and 
shift work have increased, and so has insecurity. Work has intensified, whether or not 
people have full-time or part-time employment. Those women who have moved into 
traditional male work frequently find that it has become more like traditional women’s 
work.”19  
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Nevertheless, if national employment data are taken as evidence that a transformation 
from a manufacturing to a service-based economy has occurred, it remains a difficult task 
to determine the cause of this change. To what degree was the transformation caused by 
the CUSFTA and the NAFTA as opposed to a broader process of economic restructuring, 
which would have occurred regardless of whether it was politically and institutionally 
consolidated in these trade liberalization agreements? While this is a valid question that 
needs to be explored, perhaps a more important point to illuminate is that the employment 
effects – whether attributed to restructuring or trade liberalization – have now worked 
their way through the Canadian economy. 
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Implications of a "Deepened" Trade 
Liberalization Agenda 

 
 

After an approximately four-year period (1990 to 1994) of reduced employment for 
women in the goods-producing sector and a corresponding expansion of employment for 
women in the services-producing sector, it may be argued that employment restructuring 
in Canada has stabilized, with female (and male) employment expansion occurring in the 
goods-producing sector from 1994 onward.20 
 
Labour force participation data indicate that sectoral growth and sectoral reallocation of 
employment have stabilized. This would suggest that the structural changes in the 
Canadian economy induced by the market-opening measures of the CUSFTA and 
NAFTA may be more or less complete. Indeed, the Canadian economy is now very open, 
with low or non-existent tariffs.21 This is corroborated by the growing emphasis on 
deepening the trade liberalization agenda under the WTO, which entails the extension of 
trade liberalization beyond the negotiation of tariff reductions for trade in goods to 
include other economic sectors (i.e., services) and investment, competition and 
intellectual property in the agenda. 
 
Although employment effects will continue during the period of a deepened trade 
liberalization agenda, these effects may not be captured well by conventional indicators 
such as labour force participation data. This is partly because the causes of further 
employment effects will decreasingly be the closing of factories. Increasingly, such 
effects will result from corporate efforts to increase profit margins by increasing labour 
productivity through flexible labour and lean or just-in-time production, as well as 
government-led efforts to create a competitive economic environment. Such efforts to 
increase profitability and improve the business climate will have qualitative rather than 
quantitative effects on employment – impacting upon the nature of jobs rather than the 
number of jobs.  Consequently, quantitative measures, such as labour force participation 
data, will increasingly need to be evaluated hand-in-hand with other quantitative survey 
information – such as hours of work, wage, self-employment, and multiple-job holding, 
sex, and age data – and supplemented with qualitative research which probes the 
changing nature of work. 
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The deepening of trade liberalization also means that we must now look carefully at the 
effects of liberalizing trade in services and the inclusion of issues such as intellectual 
property rights under the trade agenda. Another important concern is the way in which 
the growing emphasis on trade regulation and trade liberalization will affect the state and 
government. This issue is important for women since they have a gender-differentiated 
relationship to the state and government. For example, consider the possibility that the 
scope of public policy making and the financial capacity of government to offer public 
services may be reduced as an indirect result of the pressures to create a more 
competitive economic environment produced by an increasingly liberalized global trade 
regime under the WTO. Some critics argue that, faced with the power of transnational 
corporations to relocate production to the lowest-cost or most advantageous sites, 



countries in the North can nonetheless influence corporate decisions on production site 
location by offering a competitive business environment. 
 
A key feature of a competitive business environment is a low level of corporate taxation. 
The Canadian government is facing increasingly intense pressure from domestic business 
to lower corporate taxes, to lower personal income tax levels,22 and to engage in further 
business and industry de-regulation in order to create a competitive climate for business 
and foreign investment. One consequence of decreasing both corporate and personal 
income taxation levels is the reduction in government revenue. Lower government 
revenues would inevitably force difficult decisions about the affordability of universal 
health care, public education and social assistance, as well as programs targeted at 
women to advance gender equality. 
 
Decreased tax revenues may impose financial constraints on the government, forcing it to 
roll back state-supported programs. This may have implications for women's citizenship 
rights. In the past, women’s advocates have made equality-seeking claims on the federal 
and provincial governments, demanding publicly funded support programs and policy 
measures to address systemic barriers that women face, especially in the area of 
employment. The disadvantages that women experience have been addressed through 
programs and policies at various levels of government. These include: 
 
• support to women entrepreneurs by the Export Development Corporation,23 the 

Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade,24 and Industry Canada; 
• job retraining and skill development programs for women, special incentives or 

employment services;25 
• wage support measures offered to employers to encourage the hiring of women in 

non-traditional jobs through Human Resources Development Canada; 
• intervention programs in education to promote the re-streaming of young women into 

non-traditional areas of study, such as the sciences, math, engineering; and 
• pay equity in the public sector by the federal and some provincial governments. 
 

Even if the reduction of programs for women results only indirectly from trade 
liberalization26 – in that it induces pressures for a competitive economic environment – 
the effect is that the scope for the exercise of women’s citizenship claims is reduced. 
Economic policy has been an important public arena in which women have pressed their 
claims for equality. If the capacity of the government to use one of the most important 
macroeconomic policy tools (i.e., taxation) decreases, there will be a corresponding 
decrease in the use of another important policy tool – namely, public expenditure. 
Women, as well as other socially disadvantaged groups, stand to be negatively affected 
by this development. Not only will they lose public support programs, but they will also 
lose important public space in which they can act as citizens.27 
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Some Effects of Trade Liberalization on 
Women 

 

The gendered effects of trade liberalization extend well beyond the realms of the labour 
market and citizenship. Indeed, all of the gendered roles (e.g., as consumers, 
entrepreneurs, cultural reproducers, mothers, sexual beings), identities and relations 
which construct Canadian women’s lives may be affected either directly or indirectly. It 
is important to note, however, that not all women will have the same experiences, for the 
effects will also be mediated by a woman’s age, class, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
marital status, disability, number of children; whether she lives in a rural or urban area; 
and what region of Canada she lives in. 

 
In the following subsections, a few examples are given of how Canadian women, in some 
of their gendered roles, may be affected by trade liberalization.  The examples chosen for 
discussion – health care, education, women's entrepreneurship and agriculture – were 
selected because they are priority areas for Canadian trade policy, and because they touch 
on many Canadian women’s lives. 
 
 
Women as Caregivers and Users of Health Care 
Critics of Canada’s trade policy argue that services currently provided by Canadian 
government at all levels will become subject to trade negotiations and, hence, foreign 
competition. The present U.S. administration has recently indicated its intention to push 
in this direction,28 with the American private sector strongly supportive of this position. 
For its part, the Canadian government has repeatedly stated its commitment to keeping 
important national services, such as universal health care and public education, off the 
negotiating table.29 

 

Some observers, however, identify some public slippage on this commitment.30 
Regardless of the expressed commitment of the present government to “safeguard 
Canada’s freedom of action in key services sectors [i.e., health, education and transport] 
to meet national policy objectives,”31 there is strong evidence that the public perceives 
the Canadian health care and education systems to be under threat from trade 
liberalization.32  
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Although the Third Ministerial Meeting of the WTO, held in Seattle in November and 
early December of 1999, ended without agreement for a new “Millennium” round of 
negotiations, work on the substantial “built-in” negotiating agenda, to which WTO 
members already agreed, will continue. This includes services where “there is a high 
degree of consensus on the desirability of broader and deeper liberalization of services 
through the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).”33 The federal government 
has publicly stated its view that Canada’s systems of health care and education are 
excluded from services negotiations under Article 1, 3 (b) and (c) of the GATS.34 



However, given the degree of commercial supply of services in both health care35 and 
education,36 whether or not they are excluded37 may be open to interpretation. 
 
Negotiations will continue on the issue of "domestic regulation" of trade in services 
(Article VI of the GATS), which includes qualifications requirements and procedures, 
technical standards and licensing requirements. As a result of slow progress to date, a 
working group tasked with this issue has been transformed into the WTO Working Group 
on Domestic Regulation and given a mandate to develop rules applying to all sectors. The 
aim of these negotiations is to develop rules that would permit challenges to general, non-
discriminatory regulations. Some critics fear that, as a result, the criterion of “quality of 
health care” could be interpreted as a technical standard and hence be open to challenge, 
thus effectively constraining the federal government’s ability to determine the standard of 
health care provision. Similarly, critics fear that present standards for professional and 
facility licensing in health care could be opened to challenge, resulting in significant loss 
of control by government over the conditions of health care delivery. In the event that 
future negotiations of services disallow the exclusion of health care and education, and/or 
government domestic regulation of these services, the result will be an increased role for 
the private sector (and competition from foreign providers) in these services.  
 
As women are implicated differently from men, in both the delivery and use of health 
care and education, it is clear that they would be affected differently. For example, 
Canadian women are heavier users of health care38 than Canadian men. As users of health 
services, women may benefit from increased private competition in the health sector, if 
indeed private competition leads to lower costs, better service provision and more health 
care options for women. This outcome, however, is far from assured. Most indications 
are that enlarging the private sector’s role in providing health care leads to a two-tiered 
health delivery structure, with the private tier geared to providing superior services for 
individuals with higher disposable incomes and the public tier relegated to providing 
basic services for those with lower incomes. To the extent that women tend to be over-
represented in lower income categories, it is likely that they will experience the negative 
effects of the restructuring of this service sector more than men. 
 
Given the present structure of the Canadian health care system, framing the debate in 
terms of the “privatization” of Canadian medicare to some extent misrepresents the 
controversy. More accurately, the debate is about the extent of private sector involvement 
allowed, as there already exists significant private sector involvement in health care (e.g., 
private laboratories). One major source of pressure for more private sector involvement is 
the federal government itself, which, citing financial constraints, prepares the ground for 
a greater role for private health care providers. What too often remains overlooked in this 
“financial constraint” argument is that the constraints are in large measure related to the 
issue of taxation, which is itself an issue often framed in terms of the competitive 
pressures of a liberalized world trading order. In other words, governments, yielding to 
pressures to reduce tax levels to “competitive” levels, will typically proceed to argue that 
a well-funded public health care system is no longer economically feasible. 
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In addition to the impact on Canadian women, as users of health care, the potential of a 
reduced role for the state and/or the privatization of state functions that might result from 
new trade rules has also led to concern about an increase in women’s work in the so-
called "care economy". The concept of community health care is currently being 
advanced as an alternative to high-cost, state-provided medical services. Community 
health care is misleading, for in fact it is health care provided by women as volunteers, as 
relatives, or as low-paid registered nurses' assistants and other low-skilled health care 
workers. 
 
In addition, if state-provided health services continue to decline, women’s "elder care" 
work will increase in proportion to the aging of the Canadian population. Such a scenario 
could potentially contribute to a consequent "de-feminization" of the labour force as 
women's family care commitments constrain them from taking paid work outside the 
home. As noted above, women’s employment is now concentrated in the service sector. 
Within this sector, women’s employment in “health care and social assistance provision”  
increased 26 per cent between 1987 and 1999, and presently accounts for 20 per cent of 
women’s employment in the service sector.39 If the concern that the scope of public 
sector programs will shrink proves correct, then women’s employment in health care and 
social assistance could be significantly affected. 
 
 
Women as Teachers  
 
Employment in public sector education in Canada has traditionally been skewed heavily 
towards the employment of women. In 1999, educational services accounted for 11 per 
cent of women’s employment in the service sector and have grown by 35 per cent since 
1987 as an occupational category for women.40 As well, it is one sector that has provided 
“good jobs” for women. Will trade liberalization affect women’s work opportunities and 
good wages in the field of education? Will trade liberalization affect the quality and cost 
of educating children positively or negatively? As with health care, the answer to this 
question depends to a large extent on whether Canada’s system of public education 
becomes subject to de-regulation and privatization as a direct result of WTO rulings or as 
an indirect effect (i.e., increased pressure for privatization to provide a competitive 
business climate) of the global economic integration. 
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The Council for Trade in Services presents an optimistic picture for trade in educational 
services,41 particularly at the higher (tertiary) and adult education levels. It notes that 
distance learning – assisted by new information and communications technologies, and 
“innovative institutional arrangements between public and private entities, both within 
and across national boundaries” – has increased the economic importance of the sector.42 
It notes that “in 1996, US exports of education services were estimated at US $7 billion, 
which made higher education the country’s fifth largest service sector export.”43 
Currently, the dominant mode of supply is through consumption abroad, underpinned by 
student mobility to travel. In future services negotiations, it is likely that the barriers to 
establishing commercial presence, such as licensing practices which restrict degree-
granting, will become important issues, as other educational exporters seek to exploit 
business opportunities in educational services. At present, in addition to the US, the 



major players in trade in educational services are the United Kingdom, Australia and 
France. Canada’s level of activity appears to be declining, as its share of foreign students 
has declined through the 1990s.44 However, the federal government has indicated interest 
in reversing this situation.45 
 
Is it possible that the expanding international trade in education services may offer 
women new international employment and export opportunities? The evidence suggests 
not, for several reasons. Canada has a long history of supporting education-focused 
development projects through the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), 
built on Canadian research, teaching and institutional-strengthening expertise to improve 
capacity, curriculum, pedagogy and institutions in the education sector in developing 
countries. 
 
This work has largely been done as part of Canada’s Official Development Assistance 
(ODA). While Canadian companies could undertake such work for profit as Canadian 
Executing Agencies for CIDA, it is likely that such work would require some experience 
in educational administrative activities. Since women are concentrated in teaching 
positions at the primary and (to a lesser extent) secondary levels of education, they are 
not well positioned to benefit.46 
 
A more likely scenario is that an expansion of trade in educational services, such as 
professional consulting, packaged programs, conferencing and international educational 
tourism at the tertiary level, will continue. Here, women are also not well positioned to 
exploit potential opportunities since they continue to be significantly under-represented in 
employment at this level, accounting for only 34 per cent of university professors in 
1996.47 
 
 
Women as Entrepreneurs 
If indeed the restructuring of the Canadian economy, from a primary product and 
manufacturing base to a service base, is more or less complete, then it is important to 
consider what the “new” Canadian economy holds for Canadian women. Proponents of 
the new economy argue that small and medium-sized enterprises will drive this economy. 
They are seen as more flexible, responsive and proactive in the changing environment 
that characterizes the knowledge-based economy, in part because of their size. Women 
are seen to play a key role in this entrepreneurial dynamism, since they have been at the 
forefront of business creation over the last decade.48 

 

The concomitant potential for women entrepreneurs to increase Canadian export activity 
has not gone unrecognized. A recent report commissioned by DFAIT identifies the two 
major trends in the Canadian economy, which prompted the study: 
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First, the export sector has grown dramatically in recent years, offering enormous 
opportunity for the expansion of Canadian businesses and job growth. Exports 
account for nearly 40 per cent of the Canadian gross domestic product, nearly 



double that of a decade ago. Second, the number of women-owned businesses 
continues to increase rapidly. These businesses offer a promising opportunity to 
increase Canadian export activity.49 

 
Three facts are important to note. First, this study was limited to women-owned 
businesses actively exporting or planning to export within one year. Second, nowhere 
does the study indicate what percentage of the total of women-owned businesses are 
engaged in export activity. Third, “less than one in four of the companies surveyed in this 
study are in the service sector ... [and] exporters are primarily focused in 
manufacturing.”50 In light of these facts, the extent to which Canadian businesswomen 
are taking advantage of new economic opportunities and leading the growth and 
development of Canada’s non-traditional export activity warrants further research, 
especially given earlier research which shows that “women’s businesses are clustered in 
the retail and service sectors, notorious for their long hours, high personal demands, and 
low financial returns.”51 
 
 
Women as Family Providers 
Agriculture has been an historically contentious and difficult area for trade negotiations 
and will continue to be so. On the one hand, the European Union – widely criticized for 
the domestic subsidies to farmers by its member countries – argues for a 
“multifunctional” approach, which takes into account risks related to food security, the 
environment, rural-urban relations and food safety in trade negotiations. In contrast, 
Canada and the United States have argued that, unless scientific evidence of such risks 
exists, no curtailment of trade in such products should be allowed. Along with other 
major exporters of “biotech” or genetically modified food products, Canada has insisted 
that food safety regulations based on health or environmental reasons be subject to WTO 
rules under agreements such as the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary Measures.52 
 
Designed to harmonize food safety and pesticide regulations internationally, the WTO 
Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS) has thus far relied on 
established scientific evidence in the establishment of standards. European critics have 
been particularly vocal in arguing for the adoption of the “precautionary principle.” This 
principle represents the view that if environmental or health safety concerns exist, even if 
they have not been definitively established by scientific research, standards should 
recognize these concerns and err on the side of caution. Such an approach was rejected 
recently when Canada and the US brought a trade complaint against the EU for its ban on 
the importation of beef treated with hormones, which was decided in the complainants’ 
favour. This WTO trade ruling rejected the precautionary principle favoured by Europe 
as a justifiable basis upon which health measures might be established, and instead 
upheld existing albeit controversial rules on sanitary and phytosanitary measures. 
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As consumers of food, women may benefit from increased international competition. As 
mothers, women are most often those responsible for feeding families. Lower food prices 
and wider variety resulting from increased competition may be in women’s interests. 



However, it is not necessarily the case that any lowering of prices resulting from 
increased competition will outweigh the marketing strategies of major producers and 
retailers53. Increasingly, vocal critics have raised questions about the nutritional value and 
safety of food products from corporate agricultural producers, and so-called “genetically 
engineered” or genetically modified foods. According to such critics, consumers want to 
be confident that the food they and their families eat is safe, and they are concerned with 
the WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
In terms of the myriad and complex ways in which trade liberalization is affecting the 
lives of Canadian women, the above examples are only the tip of the iceberg. Early 
concerns focused primarily on the employment effects of the CUSFTA and the NAFTA. 
The deepening of trade liberalization, which has become increasingly pronounced from 
the mid-1990s onward, has meant that the effects of trade liberalization are becoming 
more diffuse, more complex, frequently more indirect, and consequently challenging to 
investigate and understand. Nevertheless, the effects are real and may potentially have 
deep impact on the quality of the lives of many Canadian women. 
 
The Canadian government has publicly stated its intention to consider the views of 
Canadian industry, non-government organizations and other interested parties in 
formulating its trade policy. In June 1999, the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 
and International Trade submitted its report entitled “Canada and the Future of the World 
Trade Organization.” In its response to this report, the government stressed that it 
“remains committed to a program of consultations with Canadians to learn their 
aspirations and concerns first-hand so that our negotiating positions best meet the needs 
of all Canadians.”54 
 
As the above discussion highlights, processes of economic restructuring affect women 
differently from men. To date, neither Canada's trade policy nor its trade negotiation 
strategies have reflected an awareness of the gendered effects of trade on women. Given 
its mandate to promote gender equality concerns in all federal government policy and to 
promote the objectives of the Federal Plan for Gender Equality, Status of Women 
Canada can play a key role in ensuring that such effects are taken into consideration and 
reflected in Canada's trade policy and negotiating positions. 
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 Gender and Trade Response Sheet 1 

 S t a t u s   o f   W o m e n   C a n a d a 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
1) Tell us about yourself (Check one as appropriate) 

� Women’s organization 
� Aboriginal organization 
� Ethno-cultural organization/group 
� Youth organization 
� Seniors’ organization 
� Men’s organization 
� Health centre, medical clinic, hospital, etc. 
� School (elementary, high school) 

� College, CEGEP 
� University 
� Federal government/national institution 
� Provincial/Territorial government/institution   
� Professional association or corporation 
� Private sector/business 
� Labour organization 
� Other (specify) _________________________

 
2) Where do you live? (Check one) 

� Newfoundland 
� Prince Edward Island 
� New Brunswick 
� Nova Scotia 
� Quebec 

� Ontario 
� Manitoba 
� Saskatchewan 
� Alberta 
� British Columbia 

� Yukon 
� Northwest Territories 
� Nunavut 
� Outside Canada

 
 

3) What is your or your organization’s interest in policy issues related to international 
trade? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4) Are you currently working on specific trade and gender issues? 
� Yes � No 
If yes, please elaborate (Check as many as applicable) 
� Research 
� Advocacy 

� Capacity building 
� Economic literacy 

� Other 
___________________________ 

 
 
5) If you are currently not working on these issues, have the papers stimulated your 

interest in finding out more about gender and trade? 
� Yes � No 
If not, why? ____________________________________________________________________________________

Comments We welcome your comments.  Please detach this form and 
return it to the following address: 

 
Status of Women Canada (SWC) 

Policy Analysis and Development Directorate 
123 Slater Street – 10th floor 

Ottawa, Ontario 
K1P 1H9 

Fax: (613) 947-0530 



 

  
 

 Gender and Trade Response Sheet 2 

 S t a t u s   o f   W o m e n   C a n a d a 

  
 
6) Were these papers useful to you or your organization?  (Check one)

� Yes � No 
Please elaborate _________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 
 
7) How did you use these papers? 
 _________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
8) Which paper/s or parts of these papers were most useful (user-friendly language, 

content, details etc.)? 
� Women and Trade in Canada: An Overview of Key Issues 
� International Trade Policy: A Primer 
� Putting Gender Into the Process: Initiatives and Lessons Learned 
 
Comments 

 _________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
9) Do you think further research is required in any of the areas covered by these 

papers?  Please explain 
 _________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 _________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
10) What additional topics related to gender and trade would you like to see addressed 

in new research?  Please explain 
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

 
11) We would also appreciate any other comments that you may have on the papers. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________  Thank you! 

    
Name (Optional):  __________________________________________________ 

Organization:  __________________________________________________ 
E-mail address:  __________________________________________________ 

    
Note that all personal information collected on this form is protected under the Privacy Act.
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