An expecting
mother’s fight to
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mothers to be
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We’re having a baby! How exciting! However, this
bit of good news does bring some stress along with
it, especially when you're expecting your first child
in a foreign country. My husband and | are both
third year JETs in Tokyo, and we'’re well settled
into the routines of life in Japan. We thought the
most difficult challenge we would face would
be managing prenatal care and childbirth in
Japanese, but that’s been a surprisingly smooth
ride so far. What has been challenging and
stressing is working with the Board of Education
about how much time | can take off work after the
baby arrives and the task of finding day care.

Having a baby on JET is one of those topics that
you hear about, but not much about. It’s true that
Japan is a great place to have a baby, although
it's likely very different from your home country.
Japan also has good options for parents who
need to take time off work to care for a baby, but
the trouble for JETs is accessing these options.
JET contracts vary, but it seems to be the norm

that they do not directly address leave entitlement
for those of us with a new baby. When asking your
employer about your leave options in the case of
pregnancy, you will get mixed responses. From
the stories that | have heard, it is common for
JETs to be denied child care leave after the baby
becomes eight weeks old, and the explanations
for “why” are all different.

When our schools heard the news that | was
pregnant they were very happy and supportive,
but when | asked the Board of Education for
information on maternity and childcare leave,
things went downhill. The BOE sent me two
pages of translated, legal-sounding, contradictory
information. To elaborate, it included links to
government websites in Japanese — which |
can’t read. As alarming as all that was, the big
shock came in the last sentence, stuffed under
a subheading, at the bottom of a list, “Child care
leave is not allowed for JET”.




So with righteous anger | wrote to my BOE and
told them about the law. Their response was that
since my contract says I'm a “special services”
employee, they don’t have to give me all the
usual labor rights in accordance with a document
from 1950. | couldn’t believe it. They are trying
to deny me my right to child care leave based
on a document more than 66 years old? | don’t
even think child care leave existed then. | would
expect the current labor laws to override old laws
like this, but | don’t have the means to do much
about it. When | got angry about it, the BOE said
that CLAIR had recommended or suggested that
this special services designation be used for JET
positions.

The surface reason for why JETs are often special
services employees is pretty obvious; child care
leave is a big inconvenience to the schools we
work for, especially when we’re not permanent
employees. However, there is a reason for child
care leave; it protects parents’ jobs in a situation
where they need to take care of a child. | would
even argue that JETs need this protection more
than most due to the nature of our jobs. We are
not native Japanese speakers and we often don’t
understand the way things work with government
and various policies in Japan. We also lack the
local support network of family and old friends
most people can turn to in a time of need. JETs
need the option of taking more than eight weeks
to find a childcare solution before their jobs are on
the line.

The fact is that Japan, especially in big cities,
doesn’t have enough daycare openings for the
number of children whom parents want to enroll.
The declining birthrate has led the government
to push for women to both have children and to
return to their jobs for the sake of the economy.
This has caused problems; there aren’t enough
daycare facilities to accommodate the sudden
demand. The number of children on the official
waiting list for daycare in Tokyo alone is more
than 5,000. This paints a dark picture for JETs
who have babies in big cities.
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| think it is important for JETs to know what our
contract says about maternity and childcare leave.
If you don’t know the policy of your contracting
organization, | advise you to find out as soon as
possible, preferably before you're expecting a
baby. It may be a lot different, or more complex
than you expect. If you find yourself in a situation
where you are not getting support or the leave
from work you need, then | encourage you to
write letters, talk to people, and spread the word.
It cannot hurt your situation, and it may get your
contracting organization to take notice and do
something to help you.

As for long term change, I've heard that in 2020,
the special services designation for employees
will come up for review, and it could be changed to
include more benefits. Even if that does happen,
it is up to CLAIR and our various contracting
organizations to adopt this change. We should let
them know those benefits are important to us. By
sharing my story | hope that more attention will be
drawn to this issue and that other JETs will start
talking about the need for change too.




