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INTRODUCTION

The adoption of the Declaration on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women
by the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1967 marked the beginning of
international efforts to achieve gender equity and put an end to the discrimination from
which women suffer. The second important step was the World Conference of the
international year for women, held in Mexico City in 1975, where a start was made on
producing an international women’s agenda. Although this social process has not been
without difficulties, the Governments of Latin America and the Caribbean have become

more and more firmly committed to it.

Shortly afterwards, the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, adopted by Governments in 1979, created a set of
international standards for progress towards gender equity. With the century drawing to a
close, the Convention has been ratified by all the countries in the region. This represents
crucial progress for women, as they are now protected against discrimination by an
international legal instrument, the binding character of which was strengthened in 1999
by the preparation of an optional protocol establishing procedures for exercising the right
of petition in respect of the Convention and for investigating serious or systematic breaches
of the human rights it enshrines. This protocol was adopted by the General Assembly of
the United Nations at its fifty-fourth session.
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Throughout this process, the struggle for equity has brought together a range of actors,
and has been led mainly by women themselves, women’s organizations and non-
governmental organizations. Nonetheless, United Nations bodies have played a very
important role both in legitimizing the struggles of women’s organizations and in providing

advice to Governments and assisting them in their efforts.

Government authorities and parliamentarians have come to play an increasingly
important role, turning the undertakings made when the Convention was ratified in 1979
into public policies.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the regional process began in 1977 with the first
session of the Regional Conference on the Integration of Women into the Economic and
Social Development of Latin America and the Caribbean (Havana). This has since become
a standing body that elects Presiding Officers and is convened every three years. The
Presiding Officers meet twice a year and provide a link between Governments and the
secretariat of the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)

for matters to do with gender equity and the advancement of women.

The first Regional Conference approved the Regional Plan of Action for the Integration
of Women into Latin American Economic and Social Development, and this was
supplemented in 1994 by the Regional Programme of Action for the Women of Latin
America and the Caribbean, 1995-2001 (ECLAC, 1995), adopted by the sixth Conference
held in Mar del Plata, Argentina, in 1994 to consider the changes that had taken place in
the region since the Plan was adopted and the effects it had had on the situation of women.
Among other contributions, the Programme of Action describes “equitable access for women
to power structures and decision-making processes through mechanisms and actions that
enable them to participate effectively in the development of full democracy” as one of the

priorities and strategic axes for improving the position of women.

Besides this, since the Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality,
Development and Peace was held in Beijing in 1995, there has been growing interest in
the development of mechanisms to evaluate the way women are improving their position
in society and, in particular, the measures being taken by Governments and civil society in
the countries to further this process. Evaluation involves not just follow-up of the measures
taken, but quantitative and qualitative assessment of their effectiveness and impact.
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The Beijing Platform for Action itself stipulates that countries are obliged to monitor
and evaluate the progress achieved in improving the representation and participation of
women. It states that, for this purpose, Governments must keep regular statistics on the
presence of women at all levels of decision-making, both in Government and outside it,
and in those processes that have gender equity as their outcome (United Nations, 1995).
Similarly, they are required to analyse and publish this information annually, together

with qualitative data on the situation of women and men.

In the light of this, at the twenty-second meeting of the Presiding Officers of the Re-
gional Conference on the Integration of Women into the Economic and Social Development
of Latin America and the Caribbean, held in 1996, the countries attending instructed the
Secretariat of ECLAC to produce indicators for use in evaluating the current situation and
the improvements that could be expected in future in respect of the participation and

leadership of women as an expression of progress towards gender equity.

To this end, a working agreement was signed between the Women and Development
Unit of ECLAC and the Gender Studies Department of the Latin American Faculty of
Social Sciences (FLACSO), within the framework of its programme for Santiago, Chile.
The work was carried out in a number of stages, beginning in 1997 when a set of indicators
was created with a view to obtaining a sort of snapshot of how things stood in terms of the
socio-political participation of women and their presence in positions of leadership in 37

Latin American and Caribbean countries.

This initial list of indicators was sent to the countries, and information soon began to
come in from governmental and non-governmental bodies. In the light of this information,
the selected indicators were revised and renewed emphasis was placed on the need to
obtain data from the women in charge of Government offices for the advancement of

women in the different countries.

The response from the countries was very positive, and the data provided were of
considerable value. Between June and September 1998 the information received was sorted,
processed and systematized. Nonetheless, there were still gaps in the data which made it
difficult to obtain an accurate overview of the extent of participation and access to power

among women in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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To meet the demand for information as far as possible, recourse was had to other
sources. Among these were the latest report of the Women’s Environment and Development
Organization (WEDO), information supplied by other United Nations bodies, the Inter-
Parliamentary Union and the Governments themselves through their Web pages, the
FLACSO Statistics on Latin American Women database and some publications produced

by women’s non-governmental organizations from different countries in the region.

The purpose of the present publication is to submit the results of this work so that they
are available to governmental and non-governmental bodies concerned with improving
gender equity.' It should be regarded as a starting point that will provide a basis for future

reports on whatever positive or negative developments may occur.

At the same time, this report identifies information and research gaps that the countries
can take account of when drawing up their national agendas, so that current shortcomings

can be rectified.

This report is essentially descriptive. It is like an up-to-date snapshot, an overview
with few nuances. Rigorous, contextualized analysis of the information gathered, and
comparisons between countries and subregions, would require more time, space and

research.

The different chapters of this document deal with conceptual aspects pertaining to the
socio-political participation of women and to the indicators. They present the statistical
information that has been collected on the presence of women in politics and society and
on the progress that has been made in applying public gender equity policies. The document
also contains a bibliography, a list of the information sources used and a full listing of the
indicators requested, which shows where gaps were encountered and where the relevant

information was difficult to obtain or unavailable.

! The information analysis is based exclusively on the data that were available up to September 1999.



I. WOMEN'’S SOCIO-POLITICAL
PARTICIPATION AND LEADERSHIP
ON THE INTERNATIONAL AGENDA

he status of women has been a matter of international concern for decades,
both in the United Nations (Commission on the Status of Women) and in the
Organization of American States (Inter-American Commission of Women).
One of the main concerns has been the absence of women from the spheres where decisions

are taken, a visible manifestation of inequality.

As early as 1975, it was argued at the World Conference of the International Women’s
Year, held in Mexico City, that political participation was one of the keys to integrating
women into development. On the basis of an analysis that revealed how poorly women
were represented in leadership positions, it was recommended that extending the
participation of women in decision-making should be considered a strategic objective. A
number of measures were proposed for this purpose, and were included on the agendas of

the subsequent United Nations Conferences.

Some of these measures were: informing women about their rights as citizens and
encouraging them to exercise these, ensuring that women had the right to vote and to stand
for public office, and promoting widespread female participation at every level of decision-

making.

At the first Conference, held in Mexico City, the United Nations Decade for Women:
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Equality, Development and Peace (1976-1985) had been declared, in the expectation that
substantial progress would be achieved over the decade. To this end the different United
Nations bodies made technical and material resources available and created specific

programmes to help incorporate women into development.

Ever since this first World Conference and the first session of the Regional Conference
on the Integration of Women into the Economic and Social Development of Latin America
and the Caribbean (Havana, 1977), regional and world meetings have been held regularly
to deal with the concern for women to be integrated into the decision-making sphere. It is
worth emphasising that major developments have occurred in the international situation
over this period, and the approach to women’s issues has also changed. This is because
more information and knowledge have been built up about the different factors that affect

their gender status, which has led to increasing conceptual precision.

This change was made evident at the different meetings and conferences, as were the
enormous obstacles that still hinder women from gaining access to the positions where
influence is exercised and decisions made in their countries. At the second World Conference
of the United Nations Decade for Women, held in Copenhagen in 1980, the issues discussed
and debated in Mexico were examined anew, it being recognized that little progress had
been made. Whether progress is made or ground lost does not depend only on the
commitment of Governments and international organizations or the strength of organizations
in the women’s movement; economic and socio-political processes around the world also

have enormous influence.

The third World Conference (Nairobi, Kenya, 1985) was held against the background
of a very severe world economic crisis, which had a serious effect on Latin America and
the Caribbean. The subjects of poverty, Third World debt and the adjustment programmes
imposed by the world economic authorities featured prominently in debates among women’s
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other women’s bodies in the Non-
Governmental Organizations’ Forum. Certainly, subjecting countries to drastic budget
reductions and cuts in social protection policies was unlikely to advance the cause of
equity. This was the so-called “lost decade” in the region, with ten years of zero growth.

The World Conference evaluated the achievements of the Decade for Women, whose
motto was “equality, development and peace”, and confirmed the negative impact that the

economic crisis had had on the situation of women. The evaluation revealed that, although
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the goals and aspirations agreed on by the international, governmental and civil society
actors involved had not been achieved, the issue had been placed on the national and
international agenda during the period, and the standards set at that time are now a real
influence on the politics and societies of the Latin American countries, and on the lives of
thousands of women who are trying to develop as full citizens.

It was here that the document “Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies for the Advancement
of Women” was approved. In respect of participation and leadership, this document pointed
to the need for a joint strategy involving Governments, non-governmental organizations,
the academic world and other actors in order to promote the participation of women in

development policy- and decision-making.

During the 1980s, a number of countries in Latin America and the Caribbean initiated
re-democratization processes. At the same time women, and feminists in particular,
succeeded in giving universal currency to an approach based on the concept of gender and
the analysis that springs from this, which has proved to be an effective instrument for
understanding the transformation of sexual difference into inequality in social processes.
All this has brought to the forefront the subjects of women’s leadership and their
participation in the spheres where decision-making takes place. Against this background,
the commitment of Governments to achieving progress in gender equity has gradually
crystallized, largely in the form of new governmental institutions with responsibility for
implementing policies for the advancement of women. Subsequently, point G. of the world
Platform for Action approved by the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing,
which deals with “women in power and decision-making”, based its strategic objectives
and measures on the consideration that, under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
everyone has the right to take part in the government of his or her country. It also pointed
out that achieving equality of participation in decision-making between men and women
would produce a balance that more accurately reflected the composition of society, and
that it was necessary to strengthen democracy and enable it to function properly. Equitable

participation in political life would play a crucial role in the advancement of women.

According to the Platform for Action, this process has the potential to strengthen and
promote democracy by making it viable for equality to be incorporated into public policy-
making, for government and administration to be made transparent and accountable and,
lastly, for a form of sustainable development to be extended to all areas of life. It points

out that the empowerment and autonomy of women and the improvement of women’s
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social, economic and political status are necessary preconditions for this (United Nations,
1975, p. 98). It suggests that, while there is a movement towards democratization in most
countries, women are usually under-represented at almost every level and in almost all
authorities within the State and in executive positions in unions, employers’ organizations,
professional associations and political parties. It points out that the obstacles to full
participation by women derive not only from institutional structures and mechanisms, but
also from stereotypes and discriminatory practices in the public and private spheres. Again,
special mention is made of the discouraging effects for women of having to cope with
family and child-care responsibilities at the same time as they pursue a job, a political

career or social leadership.

Although where participation and leadership are concerned the Platform for Action is
based on the concept of equal rights, it recognizes that the capabilities and resources of
women differ depending on the economic, social and cultural conditions in which they
live. These differences can be seen whether the comparison is with men or between women
themselves. The need to which this gives rise, as far as the State is concerned, is for
specific public policies aimed at groups of women in situations of social exclusion or
marginalization for reasons of age, race, disability, ethnicity, poverty or a combination of
factors, and for policies to benefit women as a whole, in order to achieve balance between
women and men. In short, the Platform seeks equity, which is seen as equality combined

with appreciation of difference.

Within the region, the sixth Regional Conference on the Integration of Women into the
Economic and Social Development of Latin America and the Caribbean (Mar del Plata,
1994), preparatory to the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995,
approved a Regional Programme of Action which served as an input for the document being

prepared by the Governments for Beijing. The strategic objectives of this Programme were:

a) The promotion of different forms of affirmative action to provide and extend access
for women to the exercise of power in the legislative, judicial, executive, administrative

and planning spheres.

b) The promotion of initiatives aimed at bringing about conditions whereby women
can achieve equitable political representation and participation in the formal and infor-
mal spheres of civil society, in all decision-making processes and in the area of

development planning.
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The quest for equitable participation is based on the democratic ideal which holds that
actively incorporating women into politics and other areas of public decision-making would
enhance democracy, open up opportunities for creating a sustainable form of development
and contribute to the transparency and general representativeness of the system. This would
be achieved both through the incorporation of an under-represented sector into the public
sphere and through the specific contributions that the social gender position of women

would enable them to make to politics.

The lack of parity and balance that our societies evince in terms of the representation
of women in the decision-making process reveals that powers are distributed unequally in
both the private and public spheres. This means that access is not enough by itself and that
it needs to be accompanied by improvements in the capabilities of women and by State
policies that incorporate this concept of balance between the genders in both targeted and
general policies. There is likewise a need for political action not just to reform structures,
mechanisms and institutions, but also to change stereotypes and discriminatory cultural
patterns. In other words, reforms at the macrosocial level accompanied by changes in

daily life in a dialectical and reciprocal relationship.

Primarily, the idea of gender equity means improving the participation of women by
means of positive action and social empowerment. More or less implicitly, though, this
type of improvement requires both that individuals gain power and independence and that
gender relations change in the private sphere, against a background of respect for cultural

identities, meaning by this not just gender, but also class, race and other types of identity.

Underlying all this is the notion of process, in the social, political, economic and cul-
tural spheres, whereby a range of actors come together in time and in different spaces,
with different capabilities and resources. In this context, the State has to protect, promote,
assist, evaluate and supervise tasks that it needs to perform in collaboration with non-
governmental organizations and civil society, with the aim of implementing more

cooperative, less vertical policies.

This United Nations-driven process of setting an international agenda for progress in
gender equity has been accompanied by other initiatives. Of particular importance are the
Inter-American Summits held in Miami in 1994 and in Santiago, Chile, in 1998, which
involved Governments explicitly committing themselves to initiatives aimed at increasing

the presence of women in positions of power.
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At the same time, the 1997 World Inter-Parliamentary Conference considered the
question of quotas for legislative positions, and concluded that the correct level for these
was around 30%.? In that same year the Santiago Consensus, proposing the adoption of
affirmative action measures, among other agreements, was signed at the Seventh Regional
Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, held in Santiago, Chile. Shortly
before this, the ministers in charge of women’s affairs in those Caribbean countries that
are Commonwealth® members had set a participation target of 30% quotas for decision-

making bodies.

2 This figure is not arbitrary, but is based on the idea that when the representation of a minority group in political
institutions (parties, congress) increases to a figure of around 30%, this group acquires the ability to set agendas
and form alliances that benefit it (See Dahlerup Drude, 1985).

3 The Commonwealth is a voluntary association of 50 Governments (of sovereign countries, originally linked to
the British Empire) that work for international peace and understanding.



I1. STATISTICS AND INDICATORS
OF SOCIO-POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

o say that the presence of women in decision-making positions is not
commensurate with their contribution to society is not an ideological or
capricious claim, but one that can be demonstrated by objective data. It is a
fact that women in the region have been steadily leaving the domestic sphere and entering
the labour market and different areas of public life. Nonetheless, their new participatory
role is a subordinate one and does not extend to the political and social spheres where

power is exercised.

The purpose of the information given below is to show how limited the socio-political
participation of women is. It consists mainly of quantitative statistical data, but other types
of information are also provided. Taken all together, they provide the basis for different

indicators to measure or evaluate the progress of women and advances in gender equity.

Statistics are numerical data used to record certain characteristics of a set of individuals
or observations which provide a basis for drawing conclusions and making decisions.
They can be used to distinguish between situations, show different aspects of them and
study relationships, and to gain knowledge of a particular characteristic, fact or action, its

distribution in the population being studied and its development over time.

The choice of areas or subjects for statistical analysis is guided by an understanding of
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social phenomena. This means determining what is going to be measured, and how, as
statistics correspond to certain specific criteria or objectives; in other words, not all the
characteristics of a set of people are recorded systematically, but rather the records and
measurements made are determined by a purpose, which may be academic, administrative

or political.

In this case, what are needed are statistics that can enable us to evaluate the progress
made by women in terms of participation and leadership, and help us formulate, implement
and evaluate policies and programmes that can serve to bring about further improvements

in this area.

Indicators, for their part, are measures that are constructed to synthesize important
situations whose development over time is to be studied (Galvez, 1994). They are produced
from the statistical information available to answer specific questions which are formulated
on the basis of a particular conceptual framework or project for change. They must therefore
be pertinent and relevant measures that derive from a particular process of selection and
elaboration based on the data provided by statistical systems. They may be descriptive or
analytical (Guzman and Rios, 1995). Indicators are used to analyse results that are
determined to be desirable in relation to a variable, establish accurate and rigorous
comparisons between groups and sectors of the population, geographical areas, etc., and
identify social problems and disparities. They enable us to study trends, i.e. to identify the

changes experienced over time, be they positive or negative.

In the case of indicators dealing with the participation and leadership of women, the
idea is to give a picture of a complex social process whose goal is gender equity, and in
which different actors participate in different ways. The aim is to understand changes in
social organization, in a culture that has traditionally relegated women to the private sphere,

reserving the public sphere for men.

For these purposes, in this study we have identified indicators of both “political will”
and “results”. “Indicators of political will” are measures that show the extent to which
Governments are committed to gender equity, and they provide information on the efforts
being made to make good this commitment. They are variables of a qualitative type, which
means they are proxy indicators that provide a rough measure of the phenomenon being
studied (Third World Institute, 1997). They might refer, for example, to the creation of

organizations for the advancement of women, the introduction of bills or of regional or
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local regulations, or the formulation of specific programmes, among other things. “Result
indicators”, for their part, measure the consequences of different processes or actions in
relation to a specific target (Faletto and Bafio, 1993). These are quantitative indicators,
measures that may express the degree of success in the form of a percentage or numerical

result, or of rates of change in the ratio between two or more variables.

To appreciate the processes of change that we are concerned with here, it was necessary
to establish a particular conceptual framework that would enable us both to choose the

relevant statistics and to produce appropriate indicators.

A. REFERENCE FRAMEWORK FOR INDICATORS

The reference framework used to identify indicators is the one provided by the
documents referred to in the previous section. The diagnoses carried out for the Fourth
World Conference on Women suggest that the primary reason for the exclusion of women
from public life is imbalance in gender relations (between women and men) and day-to-
day discrimination which extends to the public sphere. This gender inequality is one of the

main barriers to the attainment of social equity and greater democracy.

Historically, political action has produced and perpetuated, fed and been fed by a form
of social organization in which the sexual division of labour creates norms, identities and
institutions that stereotype and discriminate against women (Astelarra, 1990). This is why
the persistent inequities that affect them are also reflected in the political sphere and in the

under-representation of women wherever significant power is exercised.

Although women have demonstrated social leadership capabilities, the traditional
stereotypes of the sexual division of labour that define what is feminine and what is
masculine reinforce the tendency for political decisions to be largely monopolized by
men. Against this background, the presence that women now have in public life in the
region has been achieved to a very large extent through their own political struggles.
These struggles have been waged under adverse conditions, in a culture where participation
and leadership are built on power relationships that relegate women to a subordinate position
with respect to men. To a great extent, the progress we now see is the result of the actions
and role of the women’s movement, both within countries and in international bodies and
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structures. Nonetheless, the way women have acted has differed according to the political,

economic and social conditions and the specific history of their activities in each country.

Participation is a powerful political tool for negotiating with other actors on certain
decisions that affect the gender balance in society.

In the public arena, different spheres and levels of decision-making can be identified.
The figures show that a disproportionate number of men attain to the highest positions,
while women’s access to power and their hold on it are more precarious. While some

progress has been achieved, the efforts made so far have been insufficient.

Political power makes it possible to build a desired order. This order must include
gender equity as a prerequisite for improving levels of participation and democracy in our
countries. Equitable participation presupposes a growing role for women in public life, on
a basis of equality in political and social rights. This means increasing not just the
transparency of political processes, but also the possibility of narrowing the gap between
State action and the concerns of citizens. In other words, the democratic process needs to
be strengthened and deepened.

If participation is about exercising influence in public life, leadership is about the
ability to transform reality and implement plans for social change. In both cases, the idea
is that if they were exercised fully, they would help to shape a pluralist, representative and
participatory democracy. In other words, participation and leadership generate more
participation and leadership. The fact is that overcoming the difficulties that women face
means removing the obstacles that prevent them from participating, and creating the
conditions they need to do so. If the situation is to be turned around, State authorities need
to show commitment to progress in gender equity by reforming and enforcing legislation,
designing and implementing public policies and providing the necessary resources, and
the same commitment needs to be shown by political parties and economic and cultural
agents. There is also a need to remove or diminish th