January 2, 2002

Dear Secretary Chao,

We understand from women’s advocacy organizations that the Department of Labor is planning to eliminate funding for regional Women’s Bureau’s offices in next year’s budget. We are writing to express our serious opposition to this proposal and ask you to reconsider as you finalize the Department’s budget proposal.

Since its creation in 1920s, through both Democratic and Republican Administrations, the Women’s Bureau has carried out its mission of promoting the welfare of working women, improving their working conditions, increasing their efficiency, and advancing their opportunities for profitable employment. The ten Women’s Bureau Regional Offices play a crucial role in ensuring that this mission is carried out effectively at the local level.

A central function performed by the Regional Offices, for example, is outreach to help ensure that women are aware of the legal protections against workplace abuses and to guide them to appropriate enforcement agencies and resources for help. Through workshops, conferences, partnerships with local organizations, and other types of outreach, these offices address sexual harassment and other forms of workplace discrimination based on sex, domestic violence, child care, and other pressing concerns of women in the labor force today. One Regional Office sponsored a conference on the impact of domestic violence in the workplace that led to the development of a county-wide policy and security procedure to protect 11,000 workers. A Women’s Bureau initiative on child care, implemented by several Regional Offices, has helped businesses with successful policies on child care and other work-family issues share their ideas and offer technical assistance to other employers in a business-to-business mentoring program.

Moreover, the Regional Offices have provided specialized information about community training programs and work supports to help low-income and low-skilled women find the help they need. Women with language barriers, for example, or who are unfamiliar with computers, should be able to obtain information quickly and easily. Regional offices have accomplished this through one-on-one contact and an open door policy that can never be replaced by a website or an electronic voice mail system maintained at the national level.

The Regional Offices have also played a critical role in meeting the Labor Department’s goal of helping women become self-sufficient through increasing women’ s access to nontraditional occupations (NTOs). For instance, the offices have fostered positive relationships between community-based women’s trade organizations and apprenticeship programs and Private Industry Councils, and the offices have provided specialized technical assistance to help states meet their obligations under the Nontraditional Employment for Women Act.

Regional programs have also helped women connect with each other, identify areas of shared concern and collaborate to develop community resources that respond to their needs. Regional conferences and initiatives like Working Women Count give the Department of Labor important information about what policies and issues should be addressed locally and nationally to increase women’s full participation in the workforce.

We are particularly concerned that the elimination of the Women’s Bureau Regional Offices, coming not long after the Department eliminated the Equal Pay Matters Initiative, is sending an unfortunate signal that the Administration is placing a low priority on the concerns of working women. We urge you to vigorously support the Women’s Bureau Regional Offices and the critical work they do for America’s working women.  Please let us know of your final decision in this matter.
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