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BACKGROUND

Following the United Nations Conference on Women in N a i r o b i , Kenya, B'nai
B ' r i t h Women has begun a d r i v e to urge the United States Senate to r a t i f y
the 1980 United Nations Convention on the E l im ina t i on of A l l Forms of
D isc r im ina t ion Against Women. This e f f o r t rea f f i rms BBW's commitment to
i ts 1980 resolution supporting rat i f ication of this important human rights
treaty for women.

RESOLUTION

Be i t resolved that B'nai B ' r i th Women urges the Senate Foreign Relations

Committee to hold hearings on the treaty in order to begin the r a t i f i c a t i o n

process. B'nai B ' r i th Women w i l l continue to inform communities and organ-

izations throughout the country.about th is e f f o r t and to en l i s t the i r support

for r a t i f i c a t i o n . B'nai B ' r i th Women w i l l also work with state and local

Commissions on the Status of Women to develop grassroots support for the

treaty and spearhead follow-up ac t i v i t i e s in the states.
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BACKGROUND

The pursuit of affirmative action in this country has posed some thorny issues
that are once again coming to the fore of public debate. For over 20 years
there have been laws prohibiting discrimination on the basis of race, sex,
ethnic origin, religion, and, more recently, age, but these alone have not been
sufficient to end discrimination. Dismantling a system of pervasive and
extensive discrimination is a worthy goal to which the country has committed
itself, but is one not easily achieved.

How then to proceed? Vigorous enforcement of the law is clearly one avenue.
However, this alone, it is argued, is not. sufficient because it is expensive,
time-consuming, and discrimination is not easily proved. Aggressive outreach
to minorities in education, job training, and employment are similarly almost
universally endorsed (although recent funding cutbacks have seriously impaired
some of these efforts).

Quotas - A more divisive issue is whether or not affirmative action should include
numerical quotas. Quotas are fixed numbers or percentages set aside for the
exclusive use of a particular group. If the country is to move from theoretical
to actual equality, this is the only way to proceed, say many civil rights
activists. The Jewish community have been leading opponents of this as a remedy
to discrimination. Having suffered from exclusionary quotas, they have opposed
inclusionary quotas as being the same—destructive of the ^/ery concept of equal
opportunity.

There have been instances where courts have ordered temporary quotas in hiring
as a remedy to past, proven discrimination and, usually in these cases, there is
also a continuing resistance to ending discrimination. Some opponents of quotas
find this acceptable (American Jewish Congress and ORT, for example). Others
(American Jewish Committee and ADL) believe that in such instances the courts
should impose fines or perhaps jail sentences on those responsible for perpetuating
discriminatory practices and to grant remedies such as back pay to those who can
prove they were discriminated against. Quotas under any circumstances, they hold,
are unacceptable.

Goals and Timetables - Most affirmative action plans include some provisions for
goals and timetables. Goals mean a reasonable, realistic target and no penalty
is exacted for not meeting that target, provided that a good faith effort has
been made to reach it within a stated period of time. Changing circumstances
or unrealistic estimates can interfere with realizing goals, despite best efforts.
An example is in an executive order drafted by President Johnson that is presently
being rewritten by this Administration. That order as it presently stands,
requires that businesses that wish to receive government contracts must determine



i f there are fewer women or minorities in their employ than would be expected
according to their availabil i ty for work. I f there are fewer, the contractor
must develop goals and a timetable and make a "good fai th" effort to meet
these targets. The regulations specifically prohibit " inflexible quotas,"
require only "good fai th" efforts to reach "reasonably attainable goals." A
study by the Department of Labor in 1983 of 77,000 companies showed that
minorities and women made significantly greater gains in employment at companies
contracting with government than in those that did not. The Administration is
proposing to change this order so that affirmative action plans wi l l not include
any numerical goals or timetables, even voluntary ones. Such goals, they argue,
violate a race- or gender-neutral approach that is the hallmark of true equality.

The Administration makes no distinction between quotas or goals (nor does ADL).
Others (such as the American Jewish Congess, American Jewish Committee, Union
of American Hebrew Congregations) say that overzealous administrators have
sometimes used goals as fixed quotas, but in fact, they are different. To
assure that goals are properly used in affirmative action plans they must be
properly developed, adequately monitored, and periodically reviewed.

Collection of Numerical Data - A related issue is whether or not statistical
data on race, gender, ethnic origin, etc., can be collected and used to assess
progress in affirmative action. The Administration is proposing as part of i ts
revision of the executive order mentioned above, to prohibit such collection.
Others (including vir tual ly all Jewish organizations) find that i f such data
are collected without violating the privacy of being used to favor or discriminate
against an individual, i t is acceptable to assess progress in el iminating
discrimination.


