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President of the Inter-American Commission of Women,
Chair of the Permanent Council of the Organization of American States,
Executive Secretary of the CIM,
Ministers,
Ambassadors,

Delegates to the Inter-American Commission of Women,
Delegates,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a happy coincidence that we are inaugurating this Seventh Special Assembly of Delegates of the Inter-American Commission of Women just a few days after the election of Senator Cristina Fernández to the presidency of the Argentine Republic.  I would like to take advantage of the presence of the Chair of the Permanent Council–the Ambassador of Argentina to the OAS–and of the Argentine delegation to congratulate their country on this extremely important democratic election, which in my view reaffirms the hemispheric trend toward equal opportunity in the political sphere.  This trend is unprecedented in our region, which now has two elected women presidents, who happen to come from neighboring countries.  Through you, Mr. Chair and Mr. Ambassador, I would like to extend congratulations to President Fernández–to whom I was able to extend my congratulations–and to say that we are launching this meeting under excellent auspices.


I cannot fail to congratulate the people and Government of Guatemala on the election that took place yesterday, the final democratic election this year.  We have had a long series of elections over the past two years and their successful conclusion demonstrates the vitality of these democratic processes in our region, which have consisted of clean, competitive democratic contests, with large turnouts, lively discussion, and a broad exchange of views, as is appropriate for increasingly stable democracies like ours.  The election in Colombia was also expected to be very problematic.  Elections always pose problems, but in Latin America they are less and less controversial. Increasingly before elections there tend to be a considerable number of news stories and a great deal of debate.  Afterwards, a large part of the international press unfortunately fails to mention that the electoral processes were peaceful and normal, which is something we should be pleased about.


I think we are beginning this meeting under excellent auspices.  I also think it should be said that the CIM has made considerable headway in its activities over the past year.  I want to mention this in particular because I participated in the third meeting of experts of the Mechanism to follow up on implementation of the Convention of Belém do Pará.  It was very impressive to see the businesslike approach to the process, the large numbers of people attending, and the participation of civil society organizations, not only from the Argentine Republic but from the entire region.  I was present at the inauguration of that meeting and was struck by how forcefully the women of the region expressed their views on these matters, and by the large turnout and the soundness of the conclusions reached.  In my view, this mechanism is intended to provide the governments of the Hemisphere with a strong form of support.  As I have said, however, at some specific point in time, the problem will lie not only with the follow-up mechanism but also with the implementation of policies that are consistent with the purpose of the Convention.  We are very concerned about the increase in femicide in the Hemisphere.  This is a phenomenon that is being reported more and more, and better statistics are being kept.  But the number of women killed this year in the countries of our region has increased, and this has to be a matter of concern.  It should oblige us to continue improving the Mechanism to follow up on implementation of the Convention of Belém do Pará and also to promote appropriate policies to prevent the recurrence of such crimes.  Thus the success we urgently need will depend on the governments’ capacity to effectively implement the recommendations they will receive from the Committee of Experts, since this topic of gender-based violence is a problem of discrimination, human rights, and democracy.  We must give it our full attention.

Likewise, I believe that the CIM must continue to insist–and here I mean not only the Commission but also the OAS, the Organization itself–in making efforts against gender discrimination a centerpiece of our activities.  Despite all the progress we have made, there are major impediments to equal opportunity for the women of the Americas.  First of all, there are areas where we have fallen behind, starting with the distribution of public resources, and this prevents significant headway from being made in this regard.  If the concept of gender perspective is not taken into account from the moment public budgets are drawn up, discrimination will continue and no specific solution will be found to the problems of women, in particular those living in poverty.  I have often said that single-parent homes headed by women make up a disproportionate number of poor households in our region.  Some countries are already working on this issue, and it is important to exchange success stories in this area.


The fact that women have not been fully incorporated into the economy is also a key issue, because unemployment and underemployment disproportionately affect women, who now tend to be hired for positions that have no job security or are in informal, low-productive sectors of the economy, despite the sizable advances made by women in the educational sphere.  Women’s elementary and secondary school attendance figures are higher than men’s, but this is not yet reflected in the job market.


I would also like to point out that the rising trend in the number of working women will bring considerable pressure to bear on our economies in the years ahead.  A couple of years ago the IDB reported that five million jobs would have to be created each year in Latin America and the Caribbean–and this didn’t include North America–to keep the unemployment rate stable. And this figure will rise even though it’s already very high.  This huge figure of five million will increase not only because the birth rate of the generations of women joining the workforce was high–and fortunately it is on the wane–but also because more women are starting to work.  In my country, fewer than 40 percent of women have jobs, but this percentage will increase significantly over the coming years.  This is a major issue that we must be concerned about.

In addition, I hope you’ll be able to make progress in your consideration of the adoption of the Declaration of San Salvador on Gender, Violence, and HIV, which presents the CIM’s view of this problem, a problem that is increasingly harming women.  Once again I think it is important to express the Organization’s full support for the fight against this scourge and the need to coordinate our efforts with other international organizations, like the Pan American Health Organization, with which we have always enjoyed excellent cooperative relations. 


I realize as well that your meeting will address amendments to the legal instruments of the Inter-American Commission of Women.  I wish to emphasize a point that has been raised time and again:  that it is necessary to adapt the Commission to today’s requirements.  I’m not a conservative as far as names are concerned; I’m not saying that I don’t want this body to continue to be called the Inter-American Commission of Women.  Rather I want it to be a much more dynamic and active organ–one that represents our richness.  Surely the course of action of this body is set by the group responsible for women’s issues in our Hemisphere, but that body should have a greater capacity to implement policies.  This brings us to a favorite topic of our President–the topic of resources, which admittedly we have to try to increase and deal with much better in our annual budget. 


Lastly, I would like to note that at the last regular session of the OAS General Assembly, it was decided, at the behest of the Government of Brazil, to declare 2010 the Inter-American Year of Women.  This gives us an opportunity to organize a number of activities related to our achievements and to our plans and programs and to promote the causes and undertakings that we have mentioned here.  It will be a busy year.  Not only are several countries celebrating their centennials in 1910, but the Organization itself is planning to celebrate its centennial that year.  Although the Pan American Union began to operate earlier, its General Secretariat was installed in 1910.  Consequently, that is our centennial year as an organization.  I am convinced that you will be able to come up with the activities needed to make the Inter-American Year of Women the stunning success it deserves to be and, in doing, so I hope we’ll cooperate with other organizations involved in women’s issues in the region.

I wish you every success in your deliberations, and I sincerely hope that your work will be successful in all of the areas I’ve mentioned.
Thank you.
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