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Protection of Women

A Note on Recent Initiatives

Liaquat Ali Khan Niazi

Women in Pakistan have been subject to violence and exclusion. Incidents of 

rape, honour killings, fire and acid burning, dowry-abuse, trafficking, under-age 

marriage, trade of young girls among tribes for settlement of their disputes, killing of 

innocent women under harsh tribal code of Jarga and working women show that 

plight of women in Pakistan is deplorable. Every year International Women's Day is 

celebrated on March 8 all over the world including Pakistan but there is difficult 
thtime for Pakistani women. Pakistan ranks 66  out of 75 on the Gender 

thEmpowerment Measure Index. Pakistan held 127  place among 130 nations in a 

2008 global ranking by the World Economic Forum of women's social and 

economic status. Women's access to employment, health, education, property and 

justice has been severely restricted for years. The media and the NGOs are putting in 

various efforts to protect rights of women.

The present regime has taken a number of measures for improving the plight of 

women including the Benazir Income Support Program (BISP), provision of state 

lands in the command areas of the 13 new dams for poor women, creation of office 

of Women Ombudsman, increase in job quota for women, in central and provincial 

departments. In this process, Protection Against Harassment of Women at the 

Workplace Act, 2009 is a landmark even.

Pakistan entered a new era because the Act is designed to provide a safe 

working environment for women. Considering that one factor that deters female 

mobility outside the home is sexual harassment and that no other country in South 

Asia has a law like this, it is indeed a landmark event. The definition of 'harassment' 

is quite comprehensive in the text. It encompasses any “unwelcome sexual advance 

or request for sexual favours' or 'sexual demeaning attitudes, causing interference 

with work performance”. The Act is also significant for the mechanism it requires 

every employer and the government to set up, where women can take their 

complaints. A comprehensive code of conduct has also been spelt out to guide 

employers in drawing up their own rules and publicizing them. All the ministries 

have been asked to adopt the Code of Conduct within a month after the passing of the 

Act. The private sector should also cooperate in the implementation of this Act, in 

letter and spirit. 

The problem with many good laws in Pakistan is that they fail to get 

implemented. If they are, then they are not put to optimum use by those for whose 
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benefit they are introduced. Thus every organizationwhether in the public or private 
sectoris required to set up an inquiry committee to receive complaints and award 
penalties, and draw up a code of conduct for its employees. 

The government has to appoint ombudsmen in every province to provide an 
avenue for appeal to anyone who feels he has been wrongly charged. It must be 
ensured that this machinery is created for an even-handed approach. There is also the 
need to create awareness among women about their rights under this law and how 
they can seek redress in an effective way if they are harassed. The end result will be a 
more confident female working force.

Section 2 of the Act deals with definitions, it says: “Employee” means a regular 
or contractual employee whether employed on daily, weekly, monthly or hourly 
basis, and includes an intern or an apprentice;

Section 2 says that an employer includes a contractor or an organization of a 
contractor who  or which undertakes to procure the labour or services of employees 
for use by another person or in another organization for any purpose whatsoever and 
for payment in any form and on any basis whatsoever; and harassment” means any 
unwelcome sexual advance, request for sexual favours or other verbal or written 
communication or physical conduct or a sexual nature or sexually demeaning 
attitudes, causing interference with work performance or creating an intimidating, 
hostile or offensive work environment, or the attempt to punish the complainant  for 
refusal to comply  to such a request or is made a condition for employment;

Section 2 also defines Workplace. “Workplace” means the place of work or the 
premises where an organization or employer operates and includes building, factory, 
open area or a larger geographical area where the activities of the organization or of 
employer are carried out and including any situation that is linked to official work or 
official activity outside the office.

Section 4(3)c is an innovation. It says: “Both parties, the complainant and the 
accused, shall have the right to be represented or accompanied by a collective 
Bargaining Agent representative, a friend or a colleague;”

According to clause (II)c Schedule, Section 2(b) and (1) Code of Conduct For 
Protection Againt Harassment of Women at the Workplace, the refusal to grant a 
sexual favour can result in retaliation, which may include limiting the employee's 
options for future promotions or training, distorting the evaluation reports, 
generating gossip against the employee or other ways of limiting access to his/her 
rights. Such behaviour is also a part of the harassment.

Clause (VII) says: A complaint does not necessarily have to make a complaint 
of harassment through the informal channel. She can launch a formal complaint at 
any time;
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According to clause (XII): “The harassment usually occurs between colleagues 

when they are alone;” therefore usually it is difficult to produce evidence. It is 

strongly recommended that staff should report an offensive behaviour immediately 

to someone they trust, even if they do not wish to make a formal complaint at the 

time. Although not reporting immediately shall not affect the merits of the case;”

According to Statement of Objects & Reasons as Submitted by the Sub 

Committee Dealing with the Act, the objective of this Act is to create a safe 

working environment for women, which is free of harassment, abuse and 

intimidation with a view toward fulfillment of their right to work with dignity. It will 

also enable higher productivity and a better quality of life at work. Harassment is 

one of the biggest hurdles faced by working women preventing many who want to 

work to get themselves and their families out of poverty. This Act will open the path 

for women to participate more fully in the development of this country at all levels. 

This Act builds on the principles of equal opportunity for men and women and 

their right to earn a livelihood without fear of discrimination as stipulated in the 

Constitution. This Act complies with the Government's commitment to high 

international Labour standards and empowerment of women. It also adheres to the 

Human Rights Declaration, the United Nation's Convention for Elimination of all 

forms of Discrimination Against Women and ILO's Convention 100 and 111 on 

workers' rights. It adheres to the principles of Islam and all other religions in our 

country which assure women's dignity.

This Act requires all public and private organizations to adopt an internal Code 

of Conduct and a complaint/appeals mechanism aimed at establishing a safe 

working environment, free of intimidation and abuse, for all working women. It 

shall also establish an Ombudsman at federal and provincial levels.

The Act aims at creating a working environment for women free from 

harassment, abuse and intimidation. Civil society, academics and NGOs working 

for women rights have described the Act a milestone for women rights.

A women right activist said: “this is a true partnership of citizens and the 

government. We want the government to ensure its implementation”.

There is no blinking of the fact that Pakistan now stands as a leading country in 

South Asia for having a specific legislation against sexual harassment at workplace. 

Another woman rights activist observed: “The government has honoured its 

commitment for a progressive social legislation. This is a breakthrough and we 

expect continued support to other such laws to make society more civilized and 

accountable”.
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