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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this document is to contribute to the preparation of a new regional plan of action 
1995-2001.

The author’s task in this paper was to focus on evaluating the legislative measures contained in the 
1977 Plan, in order to identify the aspects that called for immediate action. However, for the reasons 
given in this paper, and based on previous studies and principles recognized in international mandates on 
non-discrimination against women, the author also spells out the deficiencies detected and the urgent 
measures that will have to be adopted if the objectives of equality, development and peace are to be 
achieved. Reference is also made to other documents in the field, especially those dealing with legislation. 
Even though further consultation of these texts might contribute to a better understanding of the current 
situation of women’s rights, we have tried to present the information in the present document in such a 
way that it is self-explanatory.

I. BACKGROUND

The Regional Plan of Action for the Integration of Women into Latin American Economic and Social 
Development was adopted by the member States at the eleventh extraordinary session of the Committee 
of the Whole of the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), held on 
21 November 1977 in Caracas, Venezuela, pursuant to the recommendation contained in the resolution 
adopted at the Regional Conference held in Havana, Cuba, in June of that same year. The basic purpose 
of the Plan, as pointed out in paragraph 10 of chapter I (Introduction), is "to present a minimum action 
programme, within the framework of principles of justice, equality and respect for State sovereignty, 
aimed at the promotion of equality of opportunity and responsibility for women in the common effort to 
overcome the obstacles which hinder the development of both men and women as individuals and as 
members of society".

The Plan formulates the essential measures that must be adopted nationally and internationally in 
order to achieve the aforementioned objective, and entrusts certain tasks to Governments and ECLAC.

In order to carry out the directives contained in the Plan, the countries of Latin America and the 
Caribbean hold meetings every three years, at which they analyse in depth the integration of women into 
development.

The programme of the sixth session of the Regional Conference, which will be held in Argentina 
in 1994, is of fundamental importance, since it forms part of the preparations for the Fourth World 
Conference on Women: Action for Equality, Development and Peace, which will be held in Beijing,
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China, in 1995. The activities preparatory to the World Conference should be designed to consolidate 
national experiences and determine which problems affect the countries of each region. It has been 
recommended that they be preceded by meetings of expert groups to begin to elaborate a new regional 
plan of action.1

In the case of Latin America and the Caribbean, the meeting of experts took place in Mexico City, 
from 26 to 28 October 1992, and the report of the meeting was included in the agenda of the Fifteenth 
Meeting of the Presiding Officers, held in that same city, from 29 to 30 October 1992.

A noteworthy fact from the report of that meeting of experts is that the group felt that the 
instruments adopted or ratified by the member countries were still valid. Special reference was made to 
the Regional Plan of Action (1977), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (1979) and the Nairobi Strategies, documents which, in their judgement, should be 
updated in the light of present reality.

This task cannot be postponed, since already in the 1970s the question of integrating women into 
development and the struggles for peace and international cooperation had taken on a new impetus. The 
above-mentioned documents are the result of activities carried out at the world level and have juridical 
force for those States that have ratified the Convention and adopted the report of the World Conference 
to Review and Appraise the Achievements of the United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, 
Development and Peace, held in Nairobi in 1985. To date, with the exception of Suriname, all the 
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean have ratified the Convention.

II. LEGISLATIVE MEASURES PROPOSED IN THE REGIONAL PLAN OF ACTION

Chapter II, section two, of the Plan proposes that Governments enact the following legislative measures 
to ensure non-discrimination:

"1. To revise existing legislation in order to eliminate those aspects that affect the legal and social 
status of women and prevent their full integration into society.

2. To adopt legislative measures that ensure women’s full legal equality with men.

3. To eliminate discrimination against women because of race, religion, national origin, civil status 
or any other reason, through the adoption of legislative or any other measures.

4. To adopt legislative and administrative measures that ensure women’s full political, cultural, 
economic and social participation.

5. To ratify the international agreements and treaties on women’s status and put them into practice.

1 Preparations for the Fourth World Conference on Women: Action for Equality, Development and 
Peace. Report of the Secretary-General (E/CN.6/1992/3), 23 January 1992.
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6. To revise the relevant international instruments in order to eliminate outdated standards and seek
to update them."

These measures have also been incorporated into the Convention and, together with the Strategies, 
constitute an advance on the regional document, since they develop and reaffirm its basic principles.

For this reason, ECLAC, through its Women and Development Unit and pursuant to the actions 
proposed in paragraph 88 of the Plan, has periodically evaluated the status of women in the different 
countries of the region. With regard to legislative measures, the evaluations were based mostly on the 
Convention and Strategies, and from the latter, actions proposed to achieve the objective "Equality".2

Studies on the relevant legislation in a number of countries of the region show that reforms in civil, 
criminal and labour law have been proposed and adopted to correct inequality before the law. Therefore, 
we can affirm that significant progress has been made in the de jure elimination of discrimination. In the 
sphere of civil rights, all the political constitutions of the countries of Latin America recognize equal 
rights and the full legal capacity of women to exercise those rights. Reforms have also been adopted 
regarding marital authority, the system of administering community property in marriage and parental 
authority, and laws have been passed regulating institutions such as de facto unions and family property.

In the area of penal law, some countries still have discriminatory laws on the books, either because 
the offence is considered more severe if committed by a woman (adultery or parricide of a husband living 
with another woman), or because a man who commits a crime may have his sentence reduced because 
of a "lack of modesty" on the part of a female victim (rape of a prostitute). However, some measures 
have been taken to eliminate such inequalities and to consider actions such as sexual harassment in the 
workplace and domestic violence as offences.

The studies also show that discrimination against women in labour law is also disappearing, and 
that women therefore have the right to freely work inside or outside the home. Regulations have been 
passed governing aspects such as the length of the workday, working conditions to protect health, and 
equal pay for equal work. Also, laws have been enacted to protect pregnant women and mothers. 
Therefore, there are no rules that explicitly discriminate against women on the basis of gender, and those 
that forbid women from doing certain kinds of work considered dangerous are being reviewed, since they 
unjustly block access to certain jobs.

All this demonstrates that most of the countries have adopted measures that accept de jure equality. 
It can therefore be stated in general that the action proposals contained in paragraph 19 of the 
Regional Plan of Action have been implemented, and that the immediate and urgent task that must be 
carried out in the region is to ensure that the laws are observed and to take measures to allow law to go 
beyond theory.

2 See ECLAC, Women and legislation (LC/L.457(CRM.4/5)), Santiago, Chile, 1988; María 
Angélica Silva, Estudio comparado de las legislaciones vigentes en materia civil, penal y laboral en países 
seleccionados de América Latina (LC/R.1040/Rev.l), Santiago, Chile, ECLAC, 1992, and Formulación 
de propuestas para eliminar eventuales factores discriminatorios contra la mujer (LC/R.1133/Rev.l), 
Santiago, Chile, ECLAC, 1992.



III. FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO INEQUALITY

If the Plan, Convention and Nairobi Strategies are taken to be still valid as basic instruments for 
elaborating a new regional plan of action, the documents that are based on them should also be so 
considered, especially if their purpose is to evaluate the application of these instruments. In this regard, 
the work done over the last few years by the Commission on the Status of Women, which, in fulfilment 
of its mandate, has monitored the implementation of the Strategies, is worthy of mention. Based on its 
assessment five years after the Strategies were adopted, the Commission formulated recommendations to 
accelerate the execution of top priority tasks to achieve the objectives of the Strategies.

The recommendations and conclusions of this analysis were adopted by the Economic and Social 
Council in its resolution 15 of 1990 (annex). This text is the result of a rigorous, wide-ranging analysis 
of the status of women, and is highly valuable as a guideline for future action. It examines the three 
objectives of the United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace, considered in 
the Nairobi Strategies as interdependent and all equally essential for the advance of women.

It should also be mentioned that, according to this study, the spheres in which the least progress 
has been made are those identified in various ECLAC studies. For that reason, complementary measures 
must also be taken in the region.3 The following are factors that prevent the objectives of the Decade 
from being achieved and call for urgent measures, in the view of ECLAC:

1. Equality

a) Laws still exist that must be changed in order to eradicate existing inequalities.4 Social, economic, 
political and cultural factors have been used to justify the persistence of de facto inequality, and these 
delay or prevent the full exercise of recognized rights.

b) Schools still transmit images based on stereotypes of the roles of men and women.

c) Women and men still participate unequally in the economy, as can be seen in segregation in the 
workplace, insufficient opportunities for training and career advancement, and unequal pay for equal 
work.

d) Women are poorly represented in political decision-making processes and high-level posts in 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations.

2. Development

a) Poverty is feminized due to a lack of recognition of the full participation of women in the 
development process.

3 See María Angélica Silva, Formulación de propuestas..., op.cit.
4 Ibid., specifically part II. 1.
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b) The focus and programming of current economic policies in relation to women working in the 
informal sector are deficient.

c) Women have unequal access to education and training at all levels and in all spheres.

d) Women’s capacity for agricultural production is insufficiently recognized, as can be seen in the
difficulties they have in gaining access to technology, credit and training for marketing and management, 
which prevents them from participating in decisions on land use.

e) Per capita expenditures for health care have been reduced, affecting mainly women’s health care
and nutrition. Also, insufficient attention is paid to new threats arising from increased consumption of 
drugs and alcohol and sexually transmitted diseases, including the pandemic AIDS.

f) Women have little participation in family planning programmes and limited access to information 
and to agencies that are responsible for elaborating programmes for demographic and family planning.

g) Social support measures to help women fulfil their dual role in the economy as wage-earners and 
home-makers have been downscaled.

3. Peace

a) Even though women are among the main victims of international, regional and national conflicts, 
their participation in decision-making with respect to those conflicts has not increased.

b) Not enough social attention has been paid to the violence that victimizes women in the family, 
workplace and society in general.

IV. PROPOSED MEASURES

The following is a brief summary of the measures related to each objective of the Decade that need to 
be immediately adopted. During this stage of the preparation for the Fourth World Conference, national 
agencies should determine, in light of the situation in their respective countries, which measures should 
be given priority in order to overcome the problems mentioned above.

1. Equality

a) Gap between de jure and de facto equality



i) Adopt "special measures", which, owing to the fact they are mentioned in article 4, 
paragraph 1, of the Convention, legitimize whatever action is carried out in this regard, if 
the conditions presented there are met.5

ii) Inform women and men about the rights of women; plan and carry out campaigns to impart 
basic knowledge of existing legislation.

iii) Assist women to exercise their rights, through national mechanisms and non-governmental 
organizations.

b) Insufficient progress of women in education

i) Train teachers about differential treatment based on gender, coeducation and vocational 
guidance.

ii) Revise textbooks as quickly as possible, by 1995 if feasible, in order to eliminate those 
concepts that reflect gender-related prejudices.

iii) Adopt measures to avoid projecting a stereotyped image of women in the mass media.

iv) Introduce changes into educational systems, both academic and non-academic, at all levels, 
in order to modify psychological, social and traditional practices that provide the basis for 
de facto obstacles to women’s progress.

c) Unequal participation of men and women in the economy

i) Promote the participation of women in economic decision-making processes, inter alia. 
through studies on women who work in the public and private sectors; promote training 
programmes.

ii) Increase the number of women wage-earners, and also adopt measures to eliminate gender- 
based segregation in the workplace; improve women’s working conditions.

iii) Gather, update and improve statistics on wages paid to men and women and apply the 
principle of equal pay for equal work.

iv) Adopt concrete measures to determine the economic value of non-remunerated work and take 
it into account in national policies by 1995.

d) Lack of participation in political decision-making

Promote the participation of women in parliaments, political parties and government agencies, so
that they can exercise their electoral power in their own interest and in that of society.

6

5 For more detailed information, see the report of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
presented to the thirty-sixth session of the Commission on the Status of Women (E/CN.6/1992/7), 
12 December 1991.



Lack of representation in high-level posts

i) Increase the number of women in high-level posts in intergovernmental and non
governmental organizations and achieve greater participation by women in selection and 
hiring processes, so that men and women are equally represented in high-level posts by the 
year 2000.

ii) Develop hiring and training programmes that prepare women to perform political and 
administrative tasks.

iii) Draw up lists of women qualified for jobs.

2. Development

Feminization of poverty

i) Revitalize economic growth through policies based on structural adjustment measures and 
other reforms that promote the full participation of women in the development process.

ii) Formulate policies that provide women with equal access to credit, raw materials, markets 
and decision-making.

Deficiencies in the informal sector of the economy

i) Provide support for programmes to improve the living conditions of women who work in 
the informal sector.

ii) Apply appropriate technologies that increase the output of that sector and give it greater 
access to markets.

iii) Encourage women who work in that sector to organize themselves, learn about their rights 
and acquire the support they need to exercise them.

Unequal access to education and training

i) Redirect available resources so they provide women with equal access to education and 
training.

ii) Make special efforts to eliminate every gender-based difference in literacy training for adults 
by the year 2000.

iii) Elaborate programmes to ensure that parents and teachers offer equal educational 
opportunities to girls and boys.

iv) Encourage young people to study scientific and technical disciplines, especially those that 
correspond to national development priorities, and prepare them to participate fully in 
economic and public life.



d) Slow improvement in the living conditions of rural women

i) Provide more support to women in their role as agricultural producers.

ii) Grant priority to projects that ensure women’s access to technology, credit and training in 
marketing and management, and strengthen their capacity to take decisions concerning land 
use; improve agricultural infrastructure.

e) Deterioration of health care for women

i) Consider adequate and accessible health care as one of the priority goals of the Global 
Strategy for Health for All by the Year 2000.

ii) Allow for greater participation of women in decision-making as regards health care.

iii) Launch programmes to improve health care for women and guarantee their access to suitable 
maternal and child health services, family planning and risk-free maternity programmes, 
nutrition services and primary health care.

iv) Give urgent attention to the rise in sexually transmitted diseases, and adopt radical prevention 
and rehabilitation measures in the face of alcohol, drug and psychotropic substance 
consumption and abuse.

f) Lack of participation by women in family planning programmes

Train women to control their fertility, to determine when to have children and to space births.

g) Insufficient social support for women who are both heads of household and wage-earners

Provide social support measures to facilitate the combination of responsibilities of parenting and 
child care with remunerated work, and take measures to ensure that men and women share those 
responsibilities more equitably.

3. Peace

a) Lack of participation by women in decision-making concerning armed conflicts

Include women in delegations in charge of negotiating international agreements concerning peace 
and disarmament, and establish a goal with respect to the number of women who should participate in 
such meetings.

b) Violence against women in the family and society

i) Adopt immediate measures to duly punish acts of violence against women and policies to
prevent, monitor and reduce their repercussions.
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ii) Organize appropriate penitentiary, educational and social services, including refuges, training 
programmes for law enforcement officials and for personnel in legal, health and social 
services; adopt suitable dissuasive and corrective measures.


