Sexual harassment still a big problem

Toyota lawsuit a reminder that changes in Japan are coming too slowly
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The sexual harassment lawsuit filed in the United States last week against Toyota Motor North America Inc. and its chief executive has been a harsh reminder to Japanese firms that neglecting harassment allegations can result in damage to their corporate images.

In the $ 190 million harassment lawsuit, Sayaka Kobayashi, 42, has accused Toyota Motor North America President Hideaki Otaka -- who was forced to step down Monday -- of unwanted sexual advances and assault. She has also accused Toyota Motor Corp. and its North American unit of negligence.

Lawyers have said that over the past decade, firms in Japan have improved their policies against sexual harassment due to changes in the law and an increased awareness of their corporate social responsibility.

However, they said companies are not doing enough to educate their male employees that their behavior victimizes women and has serious consequences, including severe emotional damage.

Some firms are simply trying to protect their images and not dealing with discrimination, the lawyers charged.

"Many companies these days are introducing antiharassment measures," including setting up sections where employees can seek help if they are being abused, said lawyer Sanae Tanaka, who advises firms in sexual harassment cases.

Some firms also hold employee seminars to explain what types of behavior constitute harassment, she said.

However, she said men generally lack a real understanding of the issue.

"Men, on their part, merely follow the guidelines that their companies provide and do not even try to understand how much emotional damage victims suffer from being harassed," Tanaka said. 

Yuko Nakashita, a lawyer who has worked on sexual harassment cases since 1989, said men need to be taught that inappropriate and unwanted sexual advances can cause women serious emotional distress.

"Many men tend to dismiss sexual harassment, believing that it's not a big deal. Some even think that making sexual advances makes women happy even though they resist," Nakashita said.

In Japan, the issue of sexual harassment in the workplace first began drawing public attention in 1989, when a woman in Fukuoka sued her male boss -- the first such action in the country.

In 1997, the 1985 Equal Employment Opportunity Law was revised to require employers to "give consideration" to preventing sexual harassment in the workplace.

After that revision, the labor ministry issued guidelines with specific steps companies could take to improve working conditions for women and many did just that.

The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare is going further. In March, it submitted a bill to change the law so companies would be obliged to properly handle sexual harassment complaints from employees. The bill is expected to be passed in the current Diet session and the law will take effect in 2007.

In the U.S. suit, Toyota was quick to act, announcing Otaka's resignation and steps to improve policies against harassment and discrimination. The carmaker perhaps recalled another high-profile American lawsuit, again targeting a Japanese automaker.

Mitsubishi Motor Manufacturing of America Inc. -- Mitsubishi Motors Corp.'s U.S. unit -- was slapped with a sexual harassment suit by 26 female workers in 1994 for neglecting their harassment complaints.

MMC settled with the plaintiffs for $ 34 million in 1998.

The lawsuit sparked widespread criticism of MMMA and MMC in the U.S. and led to a huge boycott of MMC cars. The automaker was forced to introduce a zero-tolerance policy against sexual harassment at all its group companies worldwide.

MMC also revised its office regulations in 1999 so anyone caught engaging in sexual misconduct could be fired.

There have been cases in which employees have been dismissed for sexually harassing coworkers, MMC said, declining to give details.

Lawyer Nakashita said the compensation Japanese courts award harassment victims is too low, averaging 1 million yen to 2 million yen, and is not enough to raise awareness about the problem.

As part of Toyota's quick response, measures its U.S. unit took include forming a special task force to review its current policy on sexual harassment and making clear in senior executive training the procedures for dealing with complaints. The automaker would not say what steps it already has in place.

"At Toyota, we have zero tolerance for sexual harassment or discrimination of any kind," Toyota President Katsuaki Watanabe said in a statement released Monday.

The automotive industry is fairly advanced compared with other sectors in Japan in terms of antiharassment policies, because carmakers have been influenced by the lower level of tolerance overseas, where they have doing business for many years, according to Nakashita.

"In many companies (in Japan, sexual harassment) has yet to be taken seriously," Nakashita said, adding she does not think many firms here have a zero-tolerance policy.

According to the Health, Labor and Welfare Ministry, sexual harassment complaints filed at equal employment opportunity offices nationwide rose to 7,706 in fiscal 2004 from 2,534 in fiscal 1997.

Nakashita said the reason the number has risen is because more women are getting the courage to expose the problem.

"But this is still the tip of the iceberg," she said.

