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4 women sue Toyota, supplierWeb Posted: 07/07/2009 12:00 CDT

Toyota Motor Corp. and one of its suppliers are being sued for sexual
discrimination and harassment in federal court by a group of women who
claim they were passed over for promotions in favor of less qualified men at
the carmaker's San Antonio campus.

The women also claim they were sexually harassed or witnessed
harassment.

The four lawsuits, filed in San Antonio last month, allege that female
employees at Toyotetsu Texas Inc. face a “glass ceiling” and are “routinely
assigned to the lowest-paying positions and given little or no opportunity to
advance to higher-ranking positions.”

The women, who are suing for lost compensation and job benefits they would
have received and an unspecified amount for emotional distress, filed their
lawsuits on behalf of an estimated 400 female workers at the supplier's three
U.S. locations. Toyotetsu, a supplier that stamps metal parts for Toyota
vehicles, also has a location in Canada, which is not included in the lawsuits.

A federal judge will determine if their lawsuits qualify for class action
certification, a lengthier court process that can increase the chances of
winning a discrimination suit because it makes individual claims easier to
prove, said Albert Kauffman, a law professor at St. Mary's Law School.

Toyotetsu is a subsidiary of Toyoda Iron Works, which also is listed as a
defendant in the lawsuits and is half-owned by Toyota. Toyotetsu, which shed
about 30 of its 215 San Antonio jobs in February, is among the 21 on-site suppliers that produce components for the
Tundra at Toyota's local plant.

Toyotetsu officials declined to comment Monday, and a lawyer representing the company did not return a call for
comment.

For its part, Toyota said it does not “believe there is any legitimate basis” for the Japanese carmaker to be included in the
lawsuit.

But, according to the lawsuits, the alleged discrimination that women at Toyotetsu face stem from Toyota's 14-point
philosophy, know as the “Toyota Way,” which is described in court filings as a “mechanism for reinforcing widespread
Japanese cultural prejudices, including discrimination against female employees.”

“This case really goes to the heart of the operation of the company,” said Christopher Brennan, an attorney representing
the four women who filed suits in San Antonio.

The four San Antonio women — three of whom no longer work at Toyotetsu — allege they were denied promotions on
various occasions, required to train less qualified male employees to take those positions and forced to work in a hostile
environment where sexual harassment claims went uninvestigated. In addition, three claim they ultimately lost their jobs
because they spoke up.

According to court documents, one of the women is from Japan and worked an interpreter for the Toyotetsu Texas
president. The other three women are American. Of the Americans, one was a specialist, the lowest-paid salaried
position at Toyotetsu Texas; one was an assistant manager; and the other still is a production control specialist.

In 2006, Brennan represented a Japanese-born woman who filed a $190 million sexual harassment suit against Toyota
that ended in an undisclosed settlement and the resignation of Toyota's top North American executive. In the aftermath of
the 2006 settlement, which put a spotlight on the way the carmaker handles sexual misconduct in the workplace, Toyota
formed a panel to review its sexual-harassment policies and said U.S. executives would be trained to better recognize
and to prevent inappropriate behavior.

Brennan called the San Antonio lawsuits the “second part of the story” that unfolded in 2006.
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Jeffrey Liker, a professor of industrial and operations engineering at the University of Michigan and author of five books
on Toyota, said the allegations in the suit don't appear consistent with Toyota's philosophy, which he's tracked since
1983. He said manufacturing plants generally tend to be “very tough environments and lots of swearing, with lots of
macho men.”

“But in the Toyota environment, there's high value placed on respecting and listening to people,” he said. “Everything I've
seen was that Toyota was going out of their way to encourage women because they're very conscious of affirmative
action and diversity.
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