CROW Community Issues Forum……April 12, 2007

“Many Rivers to Cross: Health & Related Barriers to Women’s Economic Self-Sufficiency in Memphis”

“Local Workforce Policy – Overview and Action”

Comments by Deborah M. Clubb, executive director, Memphis Area Women’s Council

            Let me start by taking you back just a few years to the 2000 Status of Women report for Memphis and Shelby County.

            It was abysmal.

            Even after all the reforms of the Second Wave feminists, 30 years of federal legislation outlawing discrimination in credit, in school sports, in employment and education and so on, and after tremendous changes in how most people (other than throwbacks such as Don Imus) how most people talk publicly and act publicly about women’s roles – after all that, local women were still floundering.  

            Data that was localized by CROW showed that women here were not achieving equity in education, in health care, in wages and income – in anything.  In fact the data showed that the situation was dire for thousands of women, many of whom are alone and responsible for housing, feeding and rearing children.

            That report sparked a discussion that continued for three years as leading women activists took up the question of WHY.  Why were these numbers still so bleak?  Why hadn’t the child care access efforts and the job training programs and the welfare reforms and the many job readiness/resume writing workshops and career clothes closets turned this around?

            It became clear that a primary reason that circumstances were still so dire is that basic policies and procedures, laws and protocols, that were unfriendly to women, inequitable in fact, were still in place or were still being created!

            So – what should be done?  The Memphis Area Women’s Council was created to answer that question.

            The Council was created by leadership at the Center for Research on Women and the Women’s Foundation of a Greater Memphis along with other veteran activist. 

            The vision was that CROW would continue to be a generator of pertinent research into women’s issues.  The Women’s Foundation would continue its philanthropy and grant making to support women’s leadership and economic self-sufficiency.  And the Council would link research with local activists and advocates, mobilize women from across the community to take action and CHANGE LOCAL POLICIES AND PROCEDURES that perpetuate this climate of inequity.

            Rather than launch additional service projects to help women contend with one or another of the barriers to equal opportunity – the Memphis Area Women’s Council invites women to join voices and actions to make change.

            

            Since April 2004, the Memphis Area Women’s Council has worked with partners, policymakers, researchers, agencies and organizations to contend with an array of policies and procedures, large and not so large.

            This has put us in a variety of settings – the Sheriff’s office, Mayor Wharton’s office, City Council committee rooms, the school board auditorium, a County Commission public hearing, the conference room of presiding judge of General Sessions Court, a rally in a church for the Living Wage and rallies to help teenaged girls empower each other.

            MAWC is an education and action advocacy organization, not a service provider.

            MAWC works with community partners – who are themselves advocates, but who are on the ground, working on issues, providing services, addressing need.

            MAWC works with women across the community to connect research with actions that will make change.

            MAWC is an independent non-profit, with no government or university funding, whose members, donors and community partners are committed to equity for women and girls.

            We focus on three policy areas – women’s health and health care, educational equity and reform and economic self-sufficiency.

            In the health area, the Women’s Council has focused on domestic violence which in this community has an astonishing impact on women’s health as we have heard again today.

            In education, we supported the ban on corporal punishment and launched a project to help girls 13-17 identify and address inequities they face in their schools.

            In the economic area, the Women’s Council has focused on the Living Wage and more recently on how local workforce programs meet the needs of women.

            With grant support from the Community Foundation and the Bornblum Foundation, we organized a Workforce Action Collaborative linking lowest-wage women with researchers, activists and practitioners to identify and change barriers to full employment.

            Our community partners in the collaborative include CROW and the Women’s Foundation, Uptown Alliance, MIFA, Memphis Area Legal Services, Neighborhood Christian Centers, The Urban Child Institute, Partners for the Homeless, Seedco and New Pathways CDC.

            We are sharing what we know about how workforce development policy works – or doesn’t work – for women, who the players are.  We are sharing what we know about the women who are most in need of help to get a good job that pays good wages that will help them care for their families.  

            For example, Seedco, one of our Collaborative partners, described their success in keeping clients employed in NYC thru ongoing, close case management, despite chaos of transportation, child care demands and such.

            We have talked with women who come FROM families where violence and addiction cut short their educations and put them on a path to early motherhood, dependency on government programs or bad men or both – and little chance at good jobs – while the cycle of violence and addiction continues.

            We talked with Trish who supports her children by working at a local restaurant – often until 10:00 p.m. or later – for $2.10 an hour plus tips.  Trish told us about the job she had at a Tunica casino until the day her son was wounded in neighborhood gunfire.  When she left work to be with him at the hospital, she was fired.

            Last fall Trish looked for a job that would let her be home in the evenings to help her children with school work and to put them to bed.  She got a warehouse job thru a temp agency and hoped it would become permanent.  But in her first days on the job, one child got sick.  The school called saying she had to go home – Trish had to leave work to get her.  The supervisor said that was okay.  But the next day when Trish returned to the warehouse, the temp agency boss told her she couldn’t work – the rules required no absences for reasons of any kind for the first 30 days.

            Trish went back to the restaurant.

            Trish and all the women like her here are why the Workforce Action Collaborative is digging into how the local Workforce Investment Board works, how job referral programs work.  We’ve talked with MATA and the Chamber.

            We want to document and prioritize the barriers local women face to full employment.

            Here’s what we know:

            ●          72,000 women WORKED FULL TIME all year – and earned less than the 

                        Living Wage – including married, unmarried, with or without children                             (according to 2004 data).

            ●          70,000 single mothers – who work full time, part time, sometimes – earn                                   below living wage levels.

            ●          3,000 single mothers worked full time all year and were still below                                 poverty level

            ●          8,000 worked part-time or part of the year

            ●          10,000 women responsible for their families did not work at all

            ●          43,000 working age women (18-64) in Shelby County are below the                            poverty level.  Almost half of those – 22,000 – are single mothers.

            ●          55 percent of full time full year working women in Shelby County earn                           less than a living wage

            We know that barriers to workforce development include health issues, as you have heard here today, along with literacy and skills training, family demands and child care, transportation, housing, criminal background and credit history.

            We know the Workforce Investment Board needs to change.

            We know women need broader support in terms of intensive case management as part of employment.

            We know women working in low wage jobs can need particular help with child care costs.

            We know that transportation – being able to get a bus from home to the part of town where the employer is or on the day and hours of the shift – is a huge challenge.

            We know early pregnancy can cripple a woman’s ability to complete her education and enter the workforce with strength.

            Our conversations with policy makers, people who have worked for years very closely with workforce development funding and policy, make clear that reform is needed and some is underway.  It’s also clear that this is not a one size fits all topic – as Dr. Betts titled a report last fall at the Women’s Council’s Policy Action Summit.

            Local women who live at or below poverty level, struggling to get a job, to keep a job, to get to a job – face different sets of challenges.  Policy changes and advocacy for new procedures and new support must take those into account.  As Dr. Betts said, “Workforce development means different strategies for different women with different issues.”

            The Collaborative’s next step is to pinpoint current local barriers – and then prioritize them for action – using a survey that the Collaborative’s partners will help us administer in the coming weeks.  We will add women, such as Trish, to our strategy planning as we carry out a strategy for change.

            The Women’s Council is here to connect, to collaborate, to convene and to change.  We welcome you to be part of that work if you want to be.

            Thanks again for being here and for caring about women.
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