GENRAL OVERVIEW

The Government of Guyana has continued to face the challenge of improving the status of women and promoting gender equity across society.  The response to this challenge has been reflected in its on-going legislative agenda which has consistently focused on issues of the legal status and the rights of women.  It is worth noting that in this process, the decade of the 90’s stands out as being the single most significant period for women in Guyana.  It was the decade in which a firm foundation was established for the developments now taking place. Among the important Acts underpinning the strides made to-date in the status of women were the Prevention of Discrimination Act (1997), the Domestic Violence Act (1996) and the Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act  (1999). It was also the decade in which the National Policy Paper on women was passed and the National Commission on Women was established.  Further, Guyana became a signatory to the Belem do Para Convention, thereby underscoring its commitment to the protection of women from violence. With this foundation and the number of mechanisms now in place, the full and equal participation of women and men in society is increasingly becoming a reality.  However it is recognized that full achievement of this objective has been hindered by a number of social and cultural problems which continue to be addressed.

The Women’s Affairs Bureau – the National Machinery for Women – with the support of the National Commission on Women and the Inter Ministry Committee, has continued to give guidance and direction in the continuing thrust towards the Advancement of Women.  The National Plan of Action for Women to the year 2003, which has drawn on the Beijing Plan of Action has continued to guide all initiatives which promote gender equity.

THE CONSTITUTION OF GUYANA

An important development in the past year has been the completion of the work of the Constitution Reform Committee (2001).  This body has made recommendations which will address the problem of the unenforceable nature of the principle of equal rights for men and women as enshrined in Article 29 of the Constitution of Guyana (1980).  The Reform Committee agreed that there should be enforceable fundamental rights enshrined in the Constitution providing for non-discrimination on the basis of sex, gender, marital status and pregnancy etc.

In addition, seven human rights convention - Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Convention on the Rights of the Child, Convention on the Elimination of All forms of racial Discrimination, Convention Against Torture and other inhuman or degrading treatment, Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Convention on Civil and Political Rights and Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women, are to be part of the Constitutional provisions which would be applicable to both the public and private sectors.  These provisions will be effected through the establishment of several constitutional commissions which will monitor the implementation of these Human Rights Conventions which protect the inalienable rights of citizens.

WOMEN IN POLITICS AND PUBLIC LIFE

The Constitutional Reform process has provided a mechanism for an increase in women’s representation in Parliament. Specific recommendations were made for the mandatory gender representation of 331/3% women on the list of all political parties contesting the General Elections and Regional Elections.

While no provisions were made for the number of women to be selected on each list to represent these parties in parliament, this measure has resulted in a significant increase in women’s representation in Parliament.  There are currently 20 women or 30.7% of 65 parliamentarians, a 15.1% increase from 1997.  One of these women serves as Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly.

Additionally, the number of women holding ministerial office has also increased from 2 or 14.2% to 4 or 21%, representing a 6.8% increase.  For the first time in the history of Guyana, a woman of Amerindian background holds ministerial office; she has been assigned the portfolio of Amerindian Affairs.

NATIONAL PLAN OF ACTION

The Guyana National Plan of Action for women, 2000-2004, constitutes a comprehensive approach to addressing factors affecting women in key sectors: health, education and agriculture, as well as other critical issues which affect women, such as unemployment, violence against women and leadership.   The plan also outlines strategies for practical actions at a micro level such as skills training to support women’s economic empowerment.  It also highlights initiatives for action at a macro policy level, to ensure that development policies and strategies are designed to guarantee gender equality.  The plan also recognises that women benefit equally with men from the allocation of resources and programmes at every level.

The Ministry of Labour, Human Services and Social Security continues to be responsible for the implementation of this programme through three strategic agencies:

· The Women’s Affairs Bureau

· The Guyana Women’s Leadership Institute (GWLI)

· The National Resource and Documentation Centre (NRDC)

These three agencies have continued to play a significant role in developing the capacity of women.

Together they have targetted the following groups: -

· Women in leadership and decision-making at the political and public levels

· Women in non-governmental organisations (NGO’s), such as Trade Unions and community-based organisations.

· Women who are marginalised and are in situations of dire poverty, in both urban and rural areas.

· Women who have achieved a high educational status, but have low self-esteem.

· Policy makers, planners, technical and professional groups who could play a pivotal role in incorporating a gender perspective in their work.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING

The major role of the Guyana Women’s Leadership Institute continued to be the empowerment of women. It focuses on leadership training at two broad levels: -

· Personal leadership – building women’s self-esteem and self-confidence, motivating them to have a greater appreciation of themselves and developing interpersonal skills.

· Public Leadership – building the self-confidence of women to prepare them for effective participation in public life and decision - making, increased participation in civic life and take advantage of opportunities to empower them economically.

The Institute’s programme during the last two years has targeted primarily grassroot women to prepare them for active participation in the political, social and economic spectrums.  The multifaceted curricula address areas such as leadership and decision-making, the legal status of women, the economy, small business management and women’s health. The most recent development has been its focus on women in rural areas, taking programmes out to these locations.

INFORMATION

The National Resource and Documentation Centre, not withstanding the existing financial constraints, has maintained responsibility for the collection and dissemination of information on women and gender issues.  The Centre also publishes a Newsletter, which provides information of interest to women. It works in close collaboration with the women’s Affairs Bureau to collect and collate statistics of women’s involvement in different sectors of national life. The Centre is also now engaged in providing outreach services to women in remote areas

THE NATIONAL COMMISSION ON WOMEN AND THE INTER-MINISTRY COMMITTEE

These two agencies continue to work in collaboration with the Women’s Affairs Bureau and have maintained responsibility for promoting gender mainstreaming into different sectors (through ministries, departments and agencies). They have also continued to provide technical advice to the Women’s Affairs Bureau on the formulation of policies and programmes for the advancement of women. 

SOCIAL ISSUES

In the area of women’s health, there is national concern about the increasing number of citizens affected with the HIV/AIDS virus.  Women have become a vulnerable group due to poverty and unemployment.  Recent statistics show that Guyana has the second highest infection rate in the HIV/AIDS virus in 2001 so far.

In the area of women’s and children’s health status, Guyana has made a significant achievements.  These include: -

· A reduction of female mortality from 81 per 10,000 population in 1997, to 50.9 per 10,000 in 1999, representing a decrease of 29.1%.

· A reduction in child mortality from 16 per 10,000 per population in 1997, to 14.1 per 10,000 population in 1999, representing a decrease of 30.1%.

Special programmes are being promoted by government supported agencies such as the Institute for the training and development of women, 159 women graduated from the first cycle of a programme training in non-traditional skills such as carpentry, masonry, electrical installation, plumbing and joinery and many of them have already secured jobs with private construction companies.  The programme was run by the Distance and Continuing Education with funding from IDB.

Initiatives are also being taken by Non-Governmental Women’s Organisations to reduce poverty, e.g. Rural Women’ s Network is working closely with the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation in Agriculture (IICA) to implement education and income- generation programmes for women.

POVERTY AND STRATEGIES FOR ITS REDUCTION

The National Development Strategy, which has already been tabled in Parliament for debate, is the major framework in which poverty reduction strategies are articulated.

Women have been involved at all stages of the local, regional and national consultations dealing with this programme. The Women’s Affairs Bureau has already held a consultation with representatives of Non-governmental Women’s organisations to review the Interim Strategy which was produced.

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
The country is facing a major challenge with respect to the incidence of violence against women and children. While there is still a retention of the belief that violence against women is a matter which should be kept in the private domain, there is now some evidence that this situation is changing and that the issue of domestic violence is now a great deal more in the public domain.  The Domestic Violence Act (1996) in this regard, has continued to be the basis for action by government agencies and institutions.

Achievements to date include the following: -

· The provision of counselling services and some legal aid by a few organisations.

· The increasing number of NGO’s which provide counselling, legal advice, support in court, education and shelter.

· Government grants and subventions to NGO’s e.g. the Guyana Association of Women Lawyers and Help and Shelter for reaching out to women.

· The training of members of the police force and social work agencies to manage cases of violence against women.

· The development of new services such as neighbourhood voluntary social workers for providing an immediate response to problems in locations where professionals are not immediately available. 

CONCLUSION

The Government of Guyana, through the Women’s Affairs Bureau maintains strong links with non-governmental women’s organisations, and through these links, activities are monitored and programmes appropriate to the needs of groups and their particular communities are mounted subject to the availability of the required resources.

Considerable attention is currently being given to public education and sensitizing women to their fundamental rights as well as their legal rights.
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