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sources of income, they are isolated from the main-
stream organization and carry few opportunities for ad-
vancement. This is also true of jobs in manufacturing.
While the gender composition of employees in EPZ
firms varies according to output, some estimates sug-
gest that women comprise, on average, about 70 per cent
of the workforce in any given enterprise. As noted, the
gender composition of the workforce changes as prod-
ucts demand more technology and skills—to the detri-
ment of women. For example, in the Mexican
magquiladoras (companies established by foreign firms
to process exports), the population of women workers
fell from 77 per cent of the workforce in 1982 to 60 per
cent in 1990, 61

While the direct employment contribution of EPZs
is large and growing rapidly, the quality and stability
of employment and skills development has been less
praiseworthy. In most zones transnational corporations
have been observed to adopt casual labour strategies
and to hire an exceptionally high share of young un-
skilled and semi-skilled women.6® While these firms
generally offer wages and working conditions that com-
pare favourably with similar jobs in the domestic sec-
tor—and with the jobs that would be otherwise available
to the women working in the zones—they provide little
opportunity for training and skill development, and
none in terms of career development. This is as true of
the new service sector jobs as itis of the manufacturing
jobs traditionally associated with the zones.

Two problems associated with female employment
in the zones deserve emphasis. The first is the changing
gender composition of the workforce with changing
products and technological advancement. The second is
the movement of investment away from “mature” zones
as wages and working conditions improve, restrictions
on union activities become less severe and capital-
intensive production replaces labour-intensive activi-
ties. This movement is all the more alarming since its
implications go beyond female employment to impact
the national economy as a whole.

Zones already affected by such declines in foreign
direct investment and employment include those in
Mauritius, the Philippines and Taiwan Province of
China. This development raises a serious policy issue as
to whether these zones should now be phased out and
the labour force absorbed elsewhere, or whether it is
possible to convert them into high-technology indus-
trial estates financed by domestic investment. In either

event female workers in these zones are unlikely to
benefit.

As this pattern is likely to repeat itself in the 1990s,
countries can maintain their levels of growth of foreign
direct investment and related employment only by in-
vesting in education and skill enhancement and encour-
aging transnational corporations to invest in more tech-
nology-intensive processes and products.5 While such
a strategy has been pursued successfully, as in the newly
industrialized countries of Asia, its success in other de-
veloping regions requires a workforce with education
and skills that many developing countries do not yet
possess.

The formal links between enterprises in the EPZs
and their networks of subcontractors and ancillary
firms are a potential growth area for female entrepre-
neurs.%6 But little attention has been given to the impact
the zones have on the societies and economies that sur-
round them. The zones have the potential to create an-
cillary activities (such as petty trading, catering and
other small-scale commercial activities) that create op-
portunities not for the enterprises, but for the women
(and men) who work in them,

3. Changes in international financial flows

International financial flows in the past decade were char-
acterized by a larger volume of transactions, the growing
interdependence and volatility of financial markets and
the increased influence of the markets on national and in-
ternational economic policies. The best example of the
influence of international markets is the debt crisis. The
crisis started when OPEC increased oil prices in 1974 and
began “recycling” petrodollars, leading to a surge of in-
discriminate lending by commercial banks to the devel-
oping countries. These developments changed the debt
structure of these countries from being mostly conces-
sional to being mostly commercial.

The consequences of the second oil shock were
complicated in the carly 1980s by steep interest rate in-
creases, a drop of more than 20 per cent in primary com-
modity export prices and a slow-down of economic
growth in the developed economies. Developing econo-
mies that had been growing buoyantly in the 1970s sud-
denly found themselves with depleted foreign reserves
and serious balance-of-payment and foreign-debt prob-
lems. The 1980s, the decade following the onset of the
debt crisis, is known as the “lost decade” in terms of the
























































































































































































































































