
Female labour participation in Chile

Taking leave of his senses
An extension of maternity leave is unlikely to get more women working
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AS CHILE'S first conservative president since the return of democracy in 1990, Sebastián
Piñera has bent over backwards to reassure the country of his compassion and tolerance. The
television and airline magnate's latest bid to be seen as moderate, however, may have got the
better of his business sense. In March he sent a bill to Congress that would require the state
to pay working mothers for up to seven months of maternity leave—more time than women
get in France.

Mr Piñera's concern for the plight of Chile's working women is justified. The country ranks
33rd of the OECD's 34 countries for female labour participation, ahead only of Turkey. And
its current maternity-leave scheme, which offers six weeks of time off paid by the state before
birth and 12 afterwards, is regressive: 52% of payments go to the richest fifth of women and
just 5% to the poorest fifth.

In an effort to redress these failings, Mr Piñera promised during his campaign to increase
Chile's state-funded post-natal maternity leave by as much as 12 additional weeks. On taking
office, he appointed a commission to advise him on the reform. Its report inconveniently
discouraged the president from implementing such a large extension of the programme. It
noted that the country's current scheme is already generous by Latin American standards,
and that offering more time off was unlikely to help poorer mothers. Instead, it
recommended extending the benefit to informal and short-term employees.

Extra maternity leave would probably not bring many more women into the workforce. Most
local economists say that the biggest obstacle to female employment in Chile is the country's
restrictive labour laws. One requires companies that employ 20 or more women to pay for
child care. Little wonder that so many Chilean firms have precisely 19 female workers.
Another rule prevents businesses from firing women for two years after they become
pregnant—creating an incentive to fire them earlier, or not to hire women of childbearing age
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at all.

Mr Piñera has taken some of these arguments to heart. His proposed reform grants
maternity leave to some temporary workers, such as rural fruit-pickers, and reduces the
two-year ban on firing pregnant women by three months. Yet he is unwilling to abandon his
campaign promise. His bill would provide an additional 12 weeks of state-funded maternity
leave at just under half the current subsidy level, and prohibit all but the richest 20% of
mothers from working during that time. (They were exempted because matching their high
salaries would have been prohibitively expensive.) Still, the new benefit would cost the
government an estimated $150m-200m a year—a hefty burden given the costs of rebuilding
after Chile's 2010 earthquake.

The bill will not be voted on for months while the president's congressional allies negotiate
with their opponents—who want to make the law even more generous and water down its
few attempts at cost control and labour-market liberalisation. Chileans may have elected a
conservative president, but at least on some social issues, the centre-left still holds sway.
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