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Culture of Dependency:

Does it Hold People Up,
Or Hold Them Down?

By Armine Ghukasyan
Sevan Newspaper

The eight people in 70-year-
old Rosa Gevorgyan's family
have been collecting family ben-
efits for so long, they can't
remember when they were last
able to support themselves.

"We have been getting
"Paros" from the state for many
years, and are hardly able to
make both ends meet," she says.
"There's one disabled person in
my family, another member of my
family is mentally impaired, there
are pensioners too and one of
my grandchildren already serves
in the army. None of us works.
Speaking of jobs: where are
these jobs? Its good that at least
the state gives us the benefit."

Armenia's social benefit sys-
tem, started in 1999, aimed to
improve the living standards of
the country's poorest families,
particularly those with many chil-
dren, pensioners or disabled
family members, as well as fami-
lies with few economic opportuni-
ties.

But is this benefit keeping
people impoverished, rather than
helping them out of poverty?

Some of those registered in
the program strive to get benefits
even when the payments are
only at the subsistence level.
While some of these families are
legitimately collecting benefits,
others avoid work or hold jobs
they don't report to keep their
benefits as a supplement to their
income. There are families who
have property, vehicles, and
even businesses, but these are
registered using other people's
names, so the "legitimacy" of the
system is preserved.

"Even those living in good
conditions think that the social
benefits equal a pension and
why shouldn't they collect them.
Some people prefer to settle for
the social benefit, rather than rely
on a job,” says Armenuhi
Nadaryan, a social worker from
the Sevan social service depart-
ment.

Next to Yerevan, Shirak and
Lori regions, which have the
largest populations in the country
and include the 1988 earth-
gquake-damaged areas, the
Gegharkunik region that includes
Sevan has the largest number of
families collecting benefits, as
well as one of the country's high-
est unemployment rates.

In Sevan and the surrounding
villages, since June of last year,
the number of families who regis-
tered for benefits is 2,700, of

which 1,896 receive social bene-
fits - or about 8,500 people. Of
those families collecting benefits,
42 percent have been collecting
assistance for more than five
years. Sevan social service
department officials say that
these families have been able to
survive with the monthly family

benefit as their only stable
income,.
The rest of the families,

though they have an income like
a salary or a pension, are still
poor enough to qualify to collect
benefits. Those families general-
ly stay on social assistance for a
shorter period, around one or
two years.

"When the program was first
started, the number of people in
Sevan seeking benefits was
much larger but since then the
number has declined over time
and stabilized in 2004 and 2005,"
said Artak Vardanyan, head of
the social services Sevan
branch.

"First people would apply
expecting to get "what they
deserve" from the state,” he
explained. "Later the clarification
of the criteria helped people see
it's not up to the social service or
social workers to set the mini-
mum income level for becoming
a beneficiary. Families with sev-
eral teenagers, people belonging
to different vulnerable groups
and where the family members
are only pensioners are included
in the list of those poor enough to
qualify for the benefit."

Unemployment and low
wages are one way for families
to qualify for social benefits. Yet
many families, particularly those
with teenage children who can
collect their own benefit for
being unemployed, use the ben-
efit to supplement wages earned
by working family members, par-
ticularly in low-paid state profes-
sions such as education and
health.

"People seek the most con-
venient option," says Lyuba
Bareghamyan, another Sevan
social worker. "The mother of
teenage children who is a
teacher by profession and her
salary is 43,000 AMD ($142) per
month preferred to leave her job
and be included in the list of
social beneficiaries thus receiv-
ing 40,000 AMD ($132), she can
then work in a private company
where she doesn't report her
income to the tax authorities,
thus becoming a shadow
employee."

The issue of shadow employ-
ment complicates the situation,

and is a problem not only in
Armenia but in most welfare
states in the world. Because of
the large number of people not
reporting their income to the
state tax authority, the real pover-
ty line becomes distorted, mar-
ring the accuracy of defining who
is truly poor. According to statis-
tics, the accuracy of Armenia's
poverty line is about 67-70 per-
cent, which is considered to be a
positive indicator. It doesn't sur-
pass 80 percent anywhere in the
world.

By narrowing the income cri-
teria, the state has become more
successful at identifying who is
truly poor and has removed
some people from the list of ben-
eficiaries. But this leads to confu-
sion about who is actually eligible
for the benefit.

"It's difficult to define the
poverty line when the true indica-
tors are hidden," says social
worker Nadaryan. "At first sight
the applicants meet the criteria
but sometimes it's tricky. The
lack of information about who
really should participate in the
program also plays a big role."

There's a certain group of
people who are accustomed to
being identified as poor and do
everything they can to maintain
their status as beneficiaries,
social workers say.

"l don't think it's humiliating to
be a beneficiary. Today rich and
poor people try to do everything
they can to stay in the system,”
confesses one such beneficiary,
who asked to remain anony-
mous.

"There are five of us in the
family," she says. "There was a
time when the only source of
income for our family was the
benefit. Three years ago my hus-
band left to work abroad |,
because there was no other way
to survive. It's already been two
years and my family's income
has increased. | have two
teenage children and one stu-
dent, and | am not employed.”

Attitudes to social assistance
have changed over the years,
says Vardanyan, but some peo-
ple who collect assistance over a
long time period still feel entitled
to the benefit, regardless of their
income.

"At first, people would say,
"give us a job so we don't have to
apply to the program.” Later, a
group of people developed a dif-
ferent approach: if the state gives
money, we should take advan-
tage of it. Pensions and salaries
rise, children become adults in
families with many members,

people find jobs, i.e. they main-
tain their participation in the pro-
gram for rational reasons. And
yet, even in the abovementioned
cases they don't recognize the
fact that they can no longer be
beneficiaries. They have had the
status of social beneficiaries for
7-8 years and it has had psycho-
logical consequences” he con-
tends.

Marine Avetisyan, a psychol-
ogist by profession, says the
roots of the culture of the
dependence on social benefits
stems from a lack of opportuni-
ty in the marketplace for fami-
lies to truly earn enough money
to support themselves. She
says that maybe the loopholes
in the benefit management
might also be the reason for the
dependence.

Strategic programs for fight-
ing poverty have been and are
being worked out in Armenia. In
2004 6.4 percent of the popula-

tion were among the poorest
people in Armenia, while in 2005
it dropped to 4.6 percent, and
during the same years the num-
ber of poor people dropped from
34.6 percent to 30 percent,
respectively. This improving
trend should have a direct
impact on the system of family
benefits by unburdening it and
making it more accurately target-
ed, say those who work in the
system.

"A very interesting process
has started. We have supporters
who want to clean up the lists,
including those who really need
benefits,” Nadaryan says.
"People themselves have taken
up the role of informing. The
function of social workers is also
of importance. We are deter-
mined to target families that meet
the existing criteria and to
strengthen the focus of social
assistance on only the extremely
poor households."

Getting off Assistance

Have a great business idea, but don't have the money or
resources to get started? Run a farm and need help with
supplies? These agencies can help you.

If you need start-up capital (a grant or loan) for a new business
and help with business planning, call ...
"Support Program for Small and Medium Businesses" (ProSME)
Contact Information:
Tel: (+374910) 56-15-21; 54-20-65
"Kamurj" Foundation for the Development of Micro Entrepreneurship
(focuses on women entrepreneurs)
Contact information:
Tel: (+37410) 27-86-24; 27-86-25
National Center for SME development in Armenia
Main office
Tel: (+37410) 58-32-61; 54-16-48
"Ecumenical Church Loan Fund of Armenia" Foundation (Armenian
national ECLOF)
Contact information:
Tel: (+37410) 51-71-58, (+374231) 4-05-18
If you need free business training/consultation, call ...
American University in Armenia/ Trpanchean Rural Development
Program (TRDP)
Contact information
Gyumri office: Tel: (+374312) 3-55-17
lijevan office: Tel: (+374263) 4-08-15
"Competitive Armenian Private Sector" program (CAPS)
Contact information:
Tel: (+37410) 53-86-58
If you are a farmer who needs money, livestock, or grants
for agro-business, call ...

"Center for Agribusiness and Rural Development" foundation (CARD)
Offers money for equipment, seeds and other farming needs
Contact information
Tel: (+37410) 54-57-11; 54-57-12; 54-57-13
Heifer International
Gives out livestock, grants and loans for agriculture-related business-
es, and money for farm equipment, seeds and other farming needs.
Heifer works through local organizations in different parts of Armenia.
Call to find out what projects are operating in your region AND/OR to
make a proposal.

Contact information:

Tel: (+37410) 537-322

...........................................
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By Gayane Abrahamyan
ArmeniaNow.com

"In my opinion, politics is for
men."

This statement doesn't come
from a man. The words are
uttered by Hasmik Poghosyan,
who as culture minister is one of
the few women to ever hold a
minister-level position in
Armenia. As such, they highlight
the depth of the gender divide in
Armenia - most particularly, the
glass ceiling that prevents
women from advancing to high-
er-level management positions
both in government and busi-
ness.

Women may make up 52 per-
cent of the population in Armenia,
but the public and private sectors
suggest a gender inequality pyra-
mid, the higher you move up the
fewer women are present. In par-
liament, women constitute a
mere nine percent of parliamen-
tarians (Irag and Nigeria boast
higher percentages).

During the 16 years following
independence only three women
have held positions as ministers
and for rather short periods, while
today, out of 17 ministers only
one is a woman. Only one
woman, recently appointed,
serves as a regional governor in
Shirak, while the position of the
mayor has never been held by a
woman.

Only at the local level has
there been some movement, and
the gains are small: in 2006 only
16 women were entrusted to
manage a village, nowadays out
of 866 villages, 27 have female
heads.

The public service system
also takes the form of a gender
pyramid - only eight percent of
women fill the roll of highly posi-
tioned deputy ministers. Among
the mid-level managers, such as
staff or department heads,
women represent only 21 per-
cent, while the pyramid is based
on female labor: in the lowest
paid non-managerial posts,
women represent 62 percent of
the workers.

Business is also a male
monopoly. Entry to that sector is
as hard for women as big politics.

Despite the fact that the num-
ber of high-level female business
executives in industry has grown
by 22 percent, they still represent
only three percent of the upper
echelons of management. On the
other hand, the representatives
of the so-called "weaker sex" are
more successful in small cottage
industries and family businesses,
where their involvement reaches
55 percent.

The biggest obstacle blocking
women's involvement in manage-
rial positions is the traditional divi-
sion of women and men's roles,

lgnored Majority

High Posts Are Still Unavailable to Women

“During the Soviet times women
were encouraged, but nowadays
what oligarch would ever want to
see his wife or his daughter as
the director of his company? No
one.”

Gohar Enoqgyan,
Parliamentarian, Manager of
Spring Clothes Factory

“The fewer women there are, the
more totalitarian rule in the coun-
try, while if women are more
involved in the legislature and
executive branch, the country
becomes less force-controlled.”

Larisa Alaverdyan,
Parliamentarian for Heritage
Party, former Ombudsman

“The insecurity of women
accounts for the security of men.
Women  themselves  study
female leaders closely, and very
often men’s activities are forgiv-
en, while one tiny mistake of a
woman becomes fatal."

Hermine Nalghdalyan,
parliamentarian,
PhD in Economics

say women in business and in
the NGO field.

"Family education, the vast
difference between the roles of
girls and boys doesn't let women
go further than men later in life
and very often even women
themselves trust men more,"
says Lilit Avetisyan, director of
the NGO Women's Forum, who is
also the director of the AL
Tandem Real Estate Agency.

The courage to break the dou-
ble standards and break the
"glass ceiling” isn't enough to
allow success, eventually social
and economic problems follow,
according to the few women who
have succeeded.

"Women have serious poten-
tial, but they don't have the finan-
cial means at their disposal, get-
ting to the top in business or poli-

tics requires huge financial
investments," says
Parliamentarian Gohar Enogyan,
an experienced business woman
both during soviet and modern
times.

Enogyan has managed the
Spring Clothes Factory for more
than 30 years, and she started
her path to the director's position
from a bottom managerial post:
as a department product expert.
Raising her son didn't stop her
from having a successful career.

"During the soviet times
women were encouraged, but
nowadays what oligarch would
ever want to see his wife or his
daughter as the director of his
company? No one," assures
Enogyan: "And those women
who have the potential don't have
economic capacity.”

Though women enjoyed more
equality during the soviet era due
to policies requiring women be
represented equally in politics
and business, many historians
and academics call these gains
“artificial." The moment the
Soviet Union collapsed, the poli-
cy of emancipation vanished,
leaving women to face a back-
lash of conservatism in both their
personal and professional lives.

The severe social problems
generated during the post-Soviet
period had two opposing effects
on women. On the one hand, it
created women who are more
flexible, who find ways of sup-
porting their families and surviv-
ing, one of the most common
being retail trade. Today women
are involved by 35 percent in that
sector.

On the other hand, women
are widely abused and mistreat-
ed in the workplace.

"Women are the first victims of
economic changes. They not only
face discrimination when being
employed, but are also paid two
times less," says Irina Arakelyan,
senior expert of the National
Academy of Sciences Institute of
Philosophy, Sociology and
Rights.

Perhaps it's consoling that
Armenian women are not the only
ones to face prejudice in the
world. Globally, on average, only
17. 7 percent of all parliamentary
positions are held by women,
while only five women are the
head of a country. In the US,
democratic voters recently chose
a younger, less experienced man
over a more experienced woman
to run for president this November.

"Men create the myth that
politics are not of interest to
women and that being in politics
is not a woman's business. This
is a well accepted ideology," says
Jemma Hasratyan, the founder
and director of the Women with
Higher Education Association
(AWHE).

Though Armenians vary in
how comfortable they are with
female leaders, practically speak-
ing, the country is far from ready
to see specific women in leader-
ship roles. A survey conducted
by the International Republican
Institute through Gallup in 2007
suggested that the vast majority
of Armenians - 68 percent -
believed that women shouldn't be
involved in politics. But a social
survey conducted in 2006 by
Hasratyan's organization showed
that 60 percent of men and 83
percent of women approve of
women's involvement in politics
and 64 percent of women and 43
percent of men expressed willing-
ness to vote for a female presi-
dential candidate. These num-
bers exceed those of three years
ago.

But in that same survey, when
asked if their sister or mother
should run for office, more than
half of the respondents - 55 per-
cent - said "no."

According to those surveyed,
among the obstacles in women's
progress in the political sector,
the biggest problem (30 percent)
is credited to the traditional men-
tality.

The executive director of
AWHE, Lilit Zagaryan, says that
male and female stereotypes are
firmly rooted in society.

"A voter, seeing two unfamiliar
names of a man and a woman on
the ballot, automatically checks
the man. Not because he is jeal-
ous or against a female candi-
date, but simply because in his
sub consciousness he admits
only males as politicians," says
Zaqgaryan, who also has a PhD in
History.

Hermine Naghdalyan, doctor
of economics, who has been an
elected parliamentarian for 13
years without a break, came into
politics from business and sees
women themselves on the list of
obstacles.

"The insecurity of women
accounts for the security of
men, women themselves study
female leaders closely, and very
often men's activities are forgiv-
en, while one tiny mistake of a
woman becomes fatal," says
the mother of five children
Nalghdalyan, stressing that her
secret of success is support
and encouragement from her
family.

Among the obstacles sur-
veyed people mention corruption
in politics in the second place (15.
5 percent), suggesting the oft-
heard refrain that women are too
"good" to be playing in the corrupt
political and business fields.

Member of Parliament Larisa
Alaverdyan stresses that it is not
national stereotypes that drive
women out, but a non-democrat-
ic government.

"That is understandable: the
fewer women there are, the more
totalitarian rule in the country,
while if women are more involved
in the legislature and executive
branch, the country becomes

less force-controlled,” says
Alaverdyan, the former
Ombudsman.

The political patriarchic tradi-
tion was broken by the 'most fem-
inist' fraction of parliament, the
'Heritage' party, where three of
seven parliamentarians are
women, while the largest ruling
Republican party has only two
women out of 64 people serving
in parliament.

"It is impossible to achieve
democracy without giving a
voice to half of the population,”
says Heritage leader Raffi
Hovhannisyan.



By Naira Bulghadaryan
Civil Initiative newspaper
ArmeniaNow.com
Vanadzor Correspondent

The ten members of Styopa
Khachatryan's family live and
sleep in a one-bedroom contain-
er, the temporary homes used in
Vanadzor during the 1988 earth-
guake that now are home to the
country's poorest people.

The devastated, half ruined
containers (shelters), in the so-
called front yards of which the
inhabitants dry their laundry,
speak volumes about the abject
poverty of the owners them-
selves.

"My wife and | sleep in this
one, and my son and daughter-
in-law sleep in the other one,"
says 50-year old Khachatryan,
describing the commodities of
his house.

Their daughter with her little
son take up the corner that is
separated from main the room
by a curtain.

His wife, Lena Shestakova is
43 years old. She has delivered 10
children - five boys, and five girls.

The pension and the family
benefit are the only sources of
income for the family, which total
at 50,000 AMD monthly ($161).
"The money doesn't even make
it home, by the time we pay the
debts at the post office and con-
tinue adding up the list of debts
there is nothing left,” says
Khachatryan.

The husband doesn't have a
permanent job. Last year he quit
his guard's job, justifying the
decision with the statement that
16,000 AMD ($52) is too low of a
monthly salary. He says that the
job was not suitable for him; it
would take up the whole day, he
wasn't able to spend time with
his family, at the same time he
had mental health issues and
prefers to work with a more open
schedule. In spite of health
issues, his married son and he
earn money by working tempo-
rary construction jobs.

To promote  population
growth, the government of
Armenia supports families with
many children, and in fact has
designed benefits that primarily
encourage poor families to have
more children. Last year, the
government began paying fami-
lies a lump sum of 200,000 AMD
($660) for the birth of a third
child, which was increased to
300,000 AMD ($990) this year.

Big Families,
Poor Families

"If we had the money, we would buy bread..."

N

.

.

Third-baby benefits designed by the government to boost population may be motivating poor families
like the Khachatryans (pictured above) to have more children than they can afford.

Though the government ulti-
mately plans to make this bene-
fit available to all families, right
now, only people collecting fami-
ly benefits, and those that just
barely missed qualifying for the
monthly social assistance pro-
gram are getting the money.

But that's not all. Having a
teenage child, especially when
there are many of them in a fam-
ily, is the best precondition for
the family to be included in the

family benefits program. The
more teenage children a family
has, the more points they get to
be included into the list of bene-
ficiaries. In the total sum of the
benefit, the portion allocated for
each child is 5,000-7,500 AMD
($16-25) per month.

But is the government, by
only supporting the poor to
increase the birth rate, indirectly
taking part in the process of
pushing these families more

deeply into poverty?

Last year, out of the rough-
ly 123,800 families who col-
lected family benefits in
Armenia, 80 percent of the
beneficiaries are families with
children between the ages of
2-18. Statistics also show that
the larger the family, the poor-
er the family. Nearly half of the
families with seven or more
members are among the poor-
est in Armenia.

Vanadzor, where the
Khachatryans live, is only part of
the poverty picture of the coun-
try. In Vanadzor, 12,000 families
are included in the program of
family benefits, about ten per-
cent of total number of beneficia-
ries nationwide.

"I have met few socially
secure families that have had a
third child," says Narek
Sargsyan, head of the protection
of children's rights in Lori Marz.

With every newly born child,
the Khachatryan family's poverty
has deepened.

“If | had a way to protect
myself from getting pregnant, |
wouldn't have this many chil-
dren," confesses Shestakova,
who has never had an abortion.

The couple says they never
intended to have so many chil-
dren, especially when they con-
sider the challenge of affording
bread.

"What condoms? If we had
the money, we would buy
bread," she says.

Their first four children, who
are already adults and have their
own families, are still supported
by their parents. Two of the sons
are married and live in Russia
with their families.

With the fifth and sixth chil-
dren's birth, the expenses grew
and not being able to take care
of them, the parents sent them to
an orphanage.

Styopa and Lena's next
school-aged sons (children
seven and eight) don't have a
place to sleep at home. Though
their mental capacities are nor-
mal,not being able to take care
of them either , their parents sent
them to a school for children with
mental disorders. "The children
sleep at the school, and "they
dress and feed them there too,"
explains Lena.

Two year old Mariamak (child
number nine), who lived with the
family in the container, fell into
the river last summer and
drowned.

The last time Lena delivered
a baby was a year and a half
ago. She gave birth to Marianna
(child number ten), who has a
blood disease. The
Khachatryans need  about
21,500 AMD ($70) for her treat-
ments, but they don't have it.

"The hemoglobin in her blood
is very low; local doctors have
asked me to take her to Yerevan,
but there's no money for that
either," says Lena.



Pension Increase Leaves
Thousands Worse Off

By Gayane Mkrtchyan
ArmeniaNow.com

Every night, 50-year old Sonya
Vardanyan wishes that the sun
wouldn't rise the next day. Her rea-
son for that wish: what will she
cook to be able to feed the 11 mem-
bers of her family?

So when she heard that her
elderly mother in law and 64-year-
old wheelchair-bound sister-in-
law's monthly pensions would
increase by four times in January
she naturally anticipated some
relief.

Instead, she now receives
3,000 AMD ($10) less than before
- this represents the cost of ten
days worth of bread. That's
because, when combined, the
8,000 AMD ($26) per month raise
each pensioner received pushed
the family's income too high for
them to continue to receive family
benefits assistance - causing them
to lose roughly 11,000 AMD ($36)
a month in family benefits.

"All of the members of my fam-
ily are unemployed. | have three
teenage grandchildren. Before, we
were barely able to make both

ends meet. Now we don't receive
any family benefit at all and | am
completely without hope. | don't
understand, what people like us
are supposed to do? What; they
think that because they raised the
pensions a little bit that everything
is fine now?" said Vardanyan, with
not a single spark of hope in her
tired pain soaked eyes. She does-
n't believe that a time will come
when, like others, their family will
be able to lead a normal life.

The Vardanyan family is one of
thousands of families who were
cast out of the family benefits pro-
gram by the new " pension
increase" - what appears to be an
unanticipated negative effect of a
well-intentioned pension reform
program.. The social reforms car-
ried out by Armenia's government
this year were notable for their
unprecedented quadruple
increase in pensions.

For many, the increase was a
blessing. A pensioner couple from
Yerevan, 61-year old Anahit
Harutyunyan and 70-year old
Aramayis Martirosyan, are doing
better after the pension increase in
spite of all the difficulties. Anahit

now receives 15,000 AMD ($50)
instead of 8,000 AMD ($26), and
Aramayis gets 36,000 AMD
($118), instead of the 26,000 AMD
($86) that he got before the raise.

"Of course we feel the improve-
ment in our everyday life. We live
alone, without our children, and
can take care of our expenses our-
selves. Wouldn't it be better to sim-
ply have the state grant some
advantages to the pensioners,
such as discounts for public trans-
portation or for communal expens-
es," Anahit says.

The head of the social security
department of Armavir marz,
Seyran Karapetyan, says that the
pensioners complain  mainly
because of the increase of prices
in the country.

"As a result of high prices, the
pension that they used to get is
equal to the pension they receive
today. But one thing is a fact: the
pensioners are content today as
well," Karapetyan says.

According to the National
Statistic Service of Armenia, in
2007 there were about 530,000
pensioners in the country, roughly
one quarter of the population.

Today, the average pension is
21,200 AMD ($70) compared
t012,700 AMD ($42) in 2007,
10,900 AMD ($36) in 2006, and
9,800 AMD ($32) in 2005.

The head of the local social
service agency in Echmiatsin,
Hrach Avetisyan says that he has
seen many of the families who lost
their benefits as a result of the pen-
sion increase applying for urgent
aid. However, the urgent aid fund-
which is only 8,000 AMD ($26)
every three months - is not even
close to enough money to recover
finances for the families who have
lost their benefits.

According to the ministry of
employment and social affairs, the
government does not intend to cre-
ate any support programs for fam-
ilies like the Vardanyans.

The Galstyan (not their real
name) family from Sevan has
taken an extreme step to be able
to stay on the list of beneficiaries -
by petitioning the court for a sepa-
ration. The grandfather's pension
has increased from 22,000 AMD
($73) to 34,000 AMD ($112), and
the grandmother's pension has
increased from 24,000 AMD ($80)

to 36,000 AMD ($119). As a result
of the increase, the family lost
about 17,000 AMD ($56) per
month in family benefits.

"The only option | had was to
turn to the court with a request to
be separated from my parents.
Their pensions have increased but
that doesn't mean that | got
employment; how will | support my
kids?" their son says.

In the end, the court obliged
and divided the family. Today, the
two families live "separately” in the
very same four-bedroom apart-
ment. In June, they not only recov-
ered their benefit but they
increased it up to 19,000 AMD
($63).

But for most families, using the
court is not an option and the ben-
efit is simply lost to them.

"Ok, wasn't it possible to
arrange the pension increase in a
way that wouldn't hurt families like
us? Is it easy to support an 11-
member family, when no one in the
family works? Wherever you turn,
everyone claims to be a subordi-
nate. Who will fix this mistake
then?" questions Sonik
Vardanyan.

Are "Lonely Mothers" Really Lonely?

By Armine Kocharyan
Erkir Media TV

In many ways, Suren and Hasmik and
their son are a normal family.

The middle-class couple - he works in
retail, she is a college professor - have been
together since they started dating 20 years
ago. They live with their 16-year-old son in
Yerevan.

Yet their union is not registered by mar-
riage documents, for one reason: Hasmik
has found it easier to collect family benefits
under a program designed to support the
very poor as a so-called "lonely" or unwed
mother. Registering their marriage would
cause them to lose the 15,000 AMD ($50)
per month that she currently collects for
raising her son "alone."

"This not only helps us with our income.
It has the added benefit of helping to keep
our son out of the army," says Hasmik.

This year, about 11,800 "lonely" mothers
will collect benefits in Armenia, making up
about nine percent of the total number of
beneficiaries. These women, officially, earn
the title "lonely" because they have children
who have no fathers listed on their birth cer-
tificates.

These "lonely" mother beneficiaries are
especially prevalent in the marzes, notably
in, Armarvir Mars, which stands out as the
area with the largest number of lonely moth-
ers per capita. Not registering marriages has
become a part of the local culture here and
the advantage of being a lonely mother is
spread with the "kind advice" of the neigh-
bors, according to Astghik Avagyan, lead
specialist in the benefits department of the
employment and social affairs ministry."|

think that people have to take this path
because of their social conditions," she
says. "A psychological imperative has been
established that they should do anything
possible to get at least something from the
state."

But the picture is not only true in the
marzes. There are many cases like this in
the capital too, but with one difference:
while villagers will openly admit to a social
worker that they intentionally haven't regis-
ter marriages, in Yerevan people are more
inclined to hide the practice.

"Social workers tell interesting sto-
ries," says Avagyan. "Once a social work-
er told me that she visited a single moth-
er's apartment in Yerevan, and noticed
men's clothes hung in the room. When
she asked who those clothes belonged
to, the so-called "lonely mother"
answered that they were for the guests."

Though there may be a short-term
advantage to collecting benefits as a lonely
mother, Armine Tanashyan, head of the
women's issues department at the ministry
of social affairs, warns of several conse-
quences - most of which affect only women
negatively.

"For instance, if couples separate or
split up, women don't have the right to
demand anything from their husbands;
they cannot even apply to the court," she
says. "Without having documented proof
about the marriage, the wife can't demand
anything from her husband - not even her
living space."

To address this problem, Avagyan sug-
gested the ministry pay 200,000-300 000
($660-$990) lump-sum as a motivation for
couples to register their marriage. But this

"Some so-called "lonely mothers” won't register the father's name on their child's birth
certificate to be able to collect monthly social assistance. But is this practice a destruc-
tive self-fulfilling prophecy, leaving mothers unprotected further on down the road?"

policy was rejected after some discussion,
she said.

When informed of this offer, Suren and
Hasmik the couple found the idea inter-
esting and exciting, and said they would
give up their monthly 15,000 AMD ($50) if

the policy was adopted.

"We would be the first among those reg-
istering their marriages," says Hasmik.
"Because what is the guarantee that the
benefits system will work with the same
principles in the coming years?"
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Does Money Love Men More?
Women Still Don't Get Top Jobs, Top Pay

By Karine Asatryan
www.alplus.am

Walk into any bank and you'l
see mostly women working there.

But while educated women
have made gains in the highly
paid financial sector, with more
than 53 percent of them now filling
available jobs, they still don't get
the top jobs or the highest wages,
according to figures from the 2008
National Statistics Service.

In general, banking is one of
the few professions in Armenia
where higher education is com-
mensurate to higher wages.
Though Armenian women are
more educated than men, holding
more undergraduate and gradu-
ate degrees, higher education
doesn't generally give them a
competitive edge in the job mar-
ket, nor does it increase their
earning power.

"Our culture does not allow a
woman to use her education and
become a professional that earns
more money or earns more than a
man. According to statistics
almost all upper-level positions
are occupied by men because
men are considered a family head
and therefore should earn more,"
says gender expert Astghik
Avetisyan, who formerly worked
for the United Nations Women's
Development Fund.

The highest paying sectors in
Armenia are banking and other
financial services with the average
wage reported during the first
three months of this year of about
240,300 AMD ($800) per month ,
compared to a countrywide aver-
age of 85,700 AMD ($285) per
month .

Yet women are not advancing
to positions higher than mid-level
management. \Women earn an
average salary of 144,670 AMD
($482) per month , compared to
men, who earn an average of
282,170 AMD ($943) per month.

By Karine Petrosyan
Pro Media Gender NGO
Women and Politics newspaper

Narine runs a hair salon out of
her apartment and Anik routinely
puts in 15-hour days baking
bread, in a cramped, windowless
room with 35 other women.

According to the Armenia's
national employment statistics,
neither of these women is consid-
ered employed. The data shows
that women hold only 32 percent

In banking
and finance,
women have
made some
gains - but
the top jobs
and top
salaries still
go almost
exclusively
to men.
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In the entire country, no senior
position at the Central Bank or the
other 22 commercial banks is held
by a woman, while only two of 21
universal loan organization direc-
tors are female.

Armine Mkhitaryan, 34, is an
attractive woman who works as an
assistant manager at a regional
bank branch . After graduating
from Yerevan State University, she
began her career in the bank as
an accountant and slowly reached
her current position step by step.
She feels that it is futile to even try
to reach a higher position, though

she believes that her knowledge
and experience would qualify her
for a promotion.

"If there is a vacancy | need to
carefully consider whether to put
my candidacy forward or not," she
says and explains with a smile. "I
should take into account that | am
a married woman living in a small
town. While the new position car-
ries with it more responsibility,
additional working hours and (she
laughs) a car with a driver it also
means the presence of a strange
man next to me all day long."

As odd as it may seem,

according to her, one cannot
ignore the fact that this will cause
a problem for a woman in the
workplace especially when one is
living in a small town outside of
Yerevan.

According to Mkhitaryan, she
earns more than her husband.
When her husband tried to get a job
at the same office where she works
he received the following answer:
"Won't you feel bad knowing that
your wife earns more than you?"

According to Mkhitaryan, her
husband has come to accept the
fact that she earns more, though a

Shadow Employment:
Short-Term Gains, Long-Term Risk

of the officially recorded jobs in the
country today. Yet take a stroll
down the street, enter malls,
shops, cafes and other service
jobs. While you will mostly see
women working, many of these
"workers"- belong to a group cate-
gorized statistically as "informally
employed,” also known as the
"shadow economy."

Because they are not regis-
tered anywhere, it's hard to know
exactly how many people are
working informally. Employment

statistics, which are collected sim-
ilarly worldwide, are always
accompanied by a "shadow econ-
omy" of workers who don't register
their businesses or pay taxes on
some earned income. But in tran-
sitional economies like Armenia,
the number of people who work
informally is much higher.

For women who have special
vocational skills or training, working
informally can be an advantage:
they earn more because they don't
have to pay taxes and their skills

are in demand. But for women
who don't have higher education or
particular job skills, they are more
vulnerable to economic exploita-
tion. These women often do hard,
labor-intensive work, work long
hours and earnlow wages.

"Skilled people will never stay
hungry,” asserts Anna, who has
worked out of her home as a tailor
for the past 20 years. She is well
known and has steady clients. A
widow, Anna has managed to sup-
port two children, including paying

couple of years ago he would not
have liked it.

While women involved in finan-
cial activities consider their wage
to be more or less in line with their
education, it's the exception to the
rule elsewhere. In most sectors,
such as healthcare and education,
where people are required to have
a high level of education women
dominate the workforce but the
pay is low. Women make up 87
percent and 83.5 percent of the
workforce, respectively.

According to NSS data, those
employed in these sectors receive
the lowest average wages. In the
first three months of 2008, those
employed in the education sector
received an average wage of 62,
660 AMD ($207) per month while
those employed in the health care
and social work sectors received
even less, at about 50,000 AMD
($165) per month.

Biologist Gayane Grigoryan,
32, is an assistant scientist at
Yerevan State University. This fall
after four years of hard work she is
finally going to defend her candi-
date of science dissertation and
receive her full degree. Currently,
Grigoryan receives 20,000 AMD
($66) per month and finds it laugh-
able to consider that Armenia will
offer her the opportunity to earn a
salary commensurate with her
education and efforts. Her col-
leagues, she says, earn no more
than 50,000 AMD ($165) per
month. Few employers in Armenia
require scientific research, so her
options are limited.

"Biology is a science for rich
countries. Unfortunately, Armenia
is not the one and | feel that | must
seek prospects abroad. Abroad
you can earn money with your
knowledge and live normally so
after receiving my scientific
degree | might go out of country
because | like my profession and
want to continue with that." she
says.

college tuition for one of them, on
her salary.

"If | register my business, | will
have to pay very high taxes," says
Anna. "Why should | do that?
What do | get from it?"

Both the experienced and the
inexperienced benefit from work-
ing informally. Narine and Varduhi
are young. Both in their twenties,
they offer beauty services out of
their homes - Narine cuts hair and
Varduhi does nails.

Continuede on page 8



By Tatevik Sargsyan
www.amnewsservice.org
Dependence or Work

45-year-old Shushanik (not her
real name) said her marriage to a
philandering doctor was so bad,
even her neighbors said they
would testify on her behalf when
she finally divorced him after 20
years.

"All of a sudden the course of
things made me realize that | am a
woman, | am worth something
and that | have to regain my self-
esteem" she said. "But most
importantly | felt confident about
my choice only after | realized that
I am financially independent and
that | can afford to live alone and
take care of my two kids."

It took her a long time to take
the plunge, because Shushanik
knew that as she captured some
kind of freedom, she also agreed
to carry the burden of supporting
herself and her two children all on
her own. And in Armenia, there is
little support for women like
Shusanik, who make up a small
but growing portion of Armenia's
labor force.

As the economy of Armenia
has grown in the last few years,
the divorce rate has also slowly
inched up. If in 2002, 0.5 percent
of marriages ended in divorce, by
2006, that number had doubled,
leaving more and more single
women to survive in the labor mar-
ket. Experience shows countries
that are better off economically
have higher divorce rates, such as
Sweden, who has among the
world's lowest unemployment
rates (about five percent) coupled
with the highest divorce rate
(nearly 55 percent). Does the
increasing number of divorces in
Armenia allow more opportunities
for women, t00?

Since the day of her divorce

Young Women

By Tsaghik Grigoryan
H2 TV

When she interviewed for a job,
the local tv station told 21-year-old
Armine Hovhannisyan that she
was not hired as a tv host because
she had one crooked tooth.

But her rejection came, she
says, only after Ms. Hovhannisyan
revealed to the interviewers that
she wasn't married and therefore
had no children. On her way out of
the studio, she noticed a 35-year
old female tv host who had not one
but two rather noticeably crooked
teeth.

"We look for young, good-look-
ing girls (20-30 years)...", one can
see this kind of announcement
more often in print and on TV, and
it leads to the perception that the

Divorced Women:
The High Price of Freedom

Shushanik has worked in several
places at a time in order to make
ends meet. Currently, she teaches
English as a college professor,
works as a translator in the
Constitutional court, freelances for
NGOs, and also has a contract
with OSCE as an international
election observer. But that's not
all: Shushanik also conducts pri-
vate English lessons on week-
ends.

She is not the only one: 67 per-
cent of divorced Armenians who
work more than a full day are
women, while 87 percent of
divorced people who work full time
are again women, according to
the Armenian National Statistics
Service (NSS). The statistics
show that many divorced women
in Armenia like Shushanik have
agreed to pay for their "freedom"
with more and more work.

"It's really hard even though
both of my children are grown up
now, | have to pay tuition, | have to
buy clothes and take care of all the
household expenses. It's even
hard for a husband and a wife to
support a family together, leave
alone a single mother," she says,
yet adds, "I am thankful for the
opportunities that | have now, |
know a lot of women out there
don't."

That may be true even for
women with professional training,
leaving them with few choices out-
side of the marriage, however
unhappy. Anahit Sargsyan (not
her real name), 54, the mother of
three children cannot remember
one happy day out of a lifetime
spent with her husband, who has
cheated on her and treated her
very badly during their 31 years of
marriage. But she has conscious-
ly chosen to endure what she
openly calls "hell" because she
can't afford to support her children
on her own salary.

job market is hungering for young
women. However, the statistics
show that these "offers" either stay
unanswered, or that these are not
decent jobs.

In fact, national employment
data shows that young women
between the ages of 20-29 hold
just seven percent of the country's
officially recorded jobs, compared
to the 16 percent held by young
men of the same age. While the
number of women in the official job
market never exceeds that of men,
the group of women most
employed is older, between the
ages of 45-49,

Why are young women being
turned away from the office?
Though Armenian women as a
group are better educated, with
more women than men having a

Divorced women in Armenia work longer hours than any other
group, statistics show

A Yerevan high school chem-
istry teacher, Anahit works long
hours at school and even has pri-
vate lessons at home, but her total
monthly income doesn't exceed
90,000 AMD (about $300).

"The money that | earn would-
n't even be enough for me to rent
a house and pay utility bills, leave
alone to buy food and take care of
other household expenses," says
Anahit. "l love my children a lot
and | realize that being a single
mother | won't be able to provide
the minimum for them. | love work-
ing, | am not lazy, but in our reality
it's even harder for women of my
age to find well paid jobs. Maybe if
| knew English, I could have a bet-
ter chance, but | am a chemistry
teacher.”

The trouble is that Armenia
reports that only 1.09 million peo-
ple - less than 50 percent of the
population - are actively employed.
Less than half of those, only 41
percent are women. Those who
are employed are most actively
engaged in the education (83.5
percent) and health sectors (87
percent), among the country's low-

est paid professions at 35,000-
44,000 AMD ($115-$145), accord-
ing to the NSS statistics.

But the official employment fig-
ures, which register only those
people who are reporting to the
tax office, are only part of the story.
An immeasurable number of peo-
ple are informally employed, many
of them women in the service and
trade industries. Women with no
specific job skills are often exploit-
ed, working long hours for low
wages: minding stalls or shops,
serving in cafes or cleaning office
buildings, for example (See
"Shadow Economy" story on
Page 6 for more details).

For some women, divorce
means not only losing a spouse,
but also losing their living space if
they've moved into their hus-
band's apartment. With housing
prices and inflation soaring, the
monthly rental cost of a one-bed-
room flat is about 65,000 -120,
000 AMD ($214-$396) per month
in Yerevan, or up to 25,000 AMD
($82) per month in Vanadzor or
Gyumri. That's an extra expense
for an already tight budget.

In Armenia, where the divorce
rate is lower compared to 39 other
countries in the world, statistics
show that nearly a quarter of all
divorces happen after 20 or more
years of marriage. This also corre-
sponds to the employment rate,
where women in their forties are
more likely to be employed than
women in younger age groups.

For pioneers like Shushanik
who do decide to divorce, there
are few places to turn to for finan-
cial support. Many of these
women may earn little enough
income to qualify for family bene-
fits monthly assistance, but even if
they are eligible and do become
beneficiaries, the 5,000-7,000
AMD ($16-$23) allocated per child
and the basic amount is not
enough to even cover the rent of a
flat or buy food for kids.

If there are hardly any organi-
zations that support divorced
women financially, there are a few
that support women psychologi-
cally. "Ayg" Psychological
Association reports that 40 per-
cent of their visitors are either
divorced women or women at the
edge of divorce, while indepen-
dent psychologist Lyusia Badiryan
says 20 percent of her clients are
divorced women.

"The vast majority of these
women are the initiators of the
divorce," says Badiryan. "One of
the main causes of divorce is
women trying to remain indepen-
dent in the marriage, and men
having problems with that."

But regardless of the support
available to divorcing women, the
challenges are immense.

"Once again | am thankful that
| support my family, but the price |
pay is too high," says Shushanik.
"My mother went through the
same and her health became so
poor with years that she died at
the age of fifty."

Left out of Job Market

graduate level education, this
doesn't give young female gradu-
ates an edge when they enter the
job market. The real reason is that
young women of childbearing age
can be expensive to employers
because they must pay for mater-
nity leave.

This is what Hovhannisyan
thinks happened to her at the tele-
vision station, as she was rejected
from the job only after answering a
series of questions about her mar-
ital status and personal life. The
trick is that it is difficult to prove
because most potential employers
will not admit that they do not want
to pay maternity benefits. Twenty-
one year-old Alvard Mkrtchyan
says she recently applied for the
vacant position of kindergarten
head in her village. But when the

village mayor found out that she
had just gotten married, he sud-
denly revoked the job offer.

"All  the documents were
already ready to register and begin
work and | presented those.
However for some unknown rea-
son | was refused at the last
moment," said Mkrtchyan

Other employers are more
honest. When one car parts
importer and trading company
hired a male over a 24-year-old
woman to be a computer operator,
he admitted it was not that she
lacked the skills but the decision
came down to her potential cost to
the company if she got married
and had children.

"Well, she is a young girl, she
can suddenly get married, have a
kid, run the home, can-I-go-home-

earlier, and stuff like that. And | do
not even mention that my budget
cannot allow for maternity leave,
that is not a good deal for me. That
is the reason," said the employer,
who asked that he not be identi-
fied.

The maternity benefit, say
some young women, actually hurts
their chances more than it helps in
the job market.

"Putting the responsibility on
the employer's shoulders means
decreasing women's compatibility
in the job market," says 22-year-
old Hasmik Rafaelyan who gradu-
ated this year with an honors diplo-
ma, and who is still searching for a
good job. "For making young and
married women more compatible
in the job market, we need a new,
well-balanced state approach."



Working In the Shadow

Working informally and not reporting income to the state may have short term gains for some employers
and self-employed people, but the long-term risks leave many employees vulnerable. Read more on page 6.

The term "shadow economy" doesn't just refer to the illegal ways oligarchs earn their fortunes. Those people in
Armenia whose employers don't report their income are also working "in the shadow,” with much less lucrative results.

These workers - many of them women - are often abused, working long hours for low pay.

Continued from page 6

Both say they can earn
between 200,000-300,000 AMD
($660-$990) per month. Because
they don't pay taxes, they say,
they can offer lower prices, which
helps attract more clients.

State officials admit there is lit-
tle to motivate such small busi-
ness owners to register their busi-
nesses, except that it will affect
their pensions later in life.

"These women working in the
shadow are deprived of the possi-
bility to receive pensions based
on their official work experience
and in the future will get only
social pensions,” says Roza
Mkrtchyan, the head of the insur-
ance and pension guarantee
department of the ministry of labor
and social issues.

Shadow Employment:
Short-Term Gains, Long-Term Risk

Unfortunately, for women with
few job skills, the only informal
work available is hard labor.

Anik has been shaping bread
dough for two years in a bakery
on the outskirts of Yerevan. The
55-year-old woman works with
many other bakers in a low-
ceilinged room. There are seven
lavash gas baking ovens running
at the same time, and because
the building isn't ventilated, all the
heat and fumes hang inside. The
poor conditions often cause the
bakers, including Anik, to have
dizzy fits, fluctuating blood pres-
sure and loss of consciousness.
Anik recently lost two months of
work due to illness. Now she has
to work from 8 am to 11 pm an
average of 5-7 days per week.
Anik shapes 12,500 loaves of
bread made from two and a half

50-kilogram sacks of flour each
day. And for all that work she
receives 3,000 AMD (about $10)
per day in exchange for the terri-
ble pain in her arms and her legs.
Sometimes it's a poor trade when
the pay is lower or , instead of
money, workers take home
burned bread that the bakery
can't sell."It's a stable source of
income, and | don't have to buy
bread," says Anik, who helps sup-
port and feed a family of six.
Unbelievably, Anik is one of the
lucky ones. Her pay is compara-
tively high and she gets bread, an
increasingly expensive commodi-
ty. No such benefits exist for
employees in shops and malls.
Twenty-year-old Liana works as a
salesperson in a Yerevan depart-
ment store at the glass products
department for 12 hours a day six

days a week, standing on her feet,
being polite to clients and cleaning
all the products. Unfortunately the
informal nature of her employment
allows for a great deal of abuse by
the shop owner.

If anything is broken, no mat-
ter who is to blame, Lianna has to
pay for it. As her director says
with irony, "We will deduct the
money from your "poor payment"
(Editor's Note: in Armenian the
word poor parymentpayment has
only one letter difference from the
word salary)", which is only 1,500
AMD (about $5) per day. On top
of all this there is the tradition of
bad treatment from management,
who verbally abuse employees
for every possible reason. They
promise bonuses for various holi-
days but the employee's informal
status allows the management to

avoid payment, claiming that the
shops make no profit.

"I don't have enough money to
go to school,” says Liana, who
reports that she is currently looking
for a better job, but that it will prob-
ably be in retail. "I don't have any
other skills, what else can | do?"

Many NGOs want to protect
women's unemployment and
rights issues, but say that it's diffi-
cult when so many women work
informally.

"Without documentation, it's
nearly impossible to protect these
women," says Lilit Avetisyan,
director of the Women's Forum,
which organizes trainings in
Yerevan and the regions, trying to
inform people about the impor-
tance of employer employee
rights and responsibilities, job
contracts and conditions.
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