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REMARKS OF THE SECRETARY GENERAL
OF THE ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES
JOSÉ MIGUEL INSULZA,
AT THE INAUGURAL SESSION OF THE THIRTY-THIRD ASSEMBLY 
OF DELEGATES OF THE INTER-AMERICAN COMMISSION OF WOMEN 

His Excellency, President of El Salvador, Elías Antonio Saca,

President of the Legislative Assembly, Professor Rubén Orellana, 

President of the Supreme Court of Justice, Doctor Agustín García Calderón,

Madam Vice-President of the Republic, Mrs. Ana Vilma de Escobar,

Foreign Minister of the Republic, Mr. Francisco Lainez,

Madam Chair of the Inter-American Commission of Women, Minister Nilcéa Freire, 

Ambassadors, 

Delegates to the Inter-American Commission of Women,

Representatives of the OAS,

Ladies and Gentlemen:


I am very pleased to be at this inaugural session of the XXXIII Assembly of Delegates of the CIM. It is a great opportunity to reflect for the first time with all of you, women leaders of the hemisphere, about the kind of actions the OAS must take to respond to the problems that afflict our societies, especially in the area of women’s human rights and gender equity and equality.


Our first and foremost responsibility in this organization is not only to reaffirm the essential principles and values of this hemispheric community, but also to advance in the practical realization of these common values through public policies that yield tangible and positive results for people.


To do this, it is essential to consolidate our democracies and strengthen governance; the protection of human rights; integral development that goes beyond economic growth to incorporate the principles of inclusion, gender equity, and equality as a base for prosperity; and a policy of multi-dimensional security, free of violence, that deals effectively with the primary security problems affecting the population of the hemisphere.


In my interview with the Chair of CIM and during my participation in the meeting of the Executive Committee last May, I expressed my great interest in strengthening the Inter-American Commission of Women to give it a much greater executive capacity, so that it could play a more preponderant role similar to that which is played currently by the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights, the electoral observation missions, and the work carried out by our Organization in areas of transparency and the fight against corruption. I am convinced that the promotion of gender equality is essential for democracies. Democracy without women is only half a democracy.


For these reasons, we must continue implementing the measures proposed in the Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality, the IAP. This program is a reflection of the sustained commitment of member countries to assure equal and equitable opportunities and benefits for all of the inhabitants of the Americas: women, men, girls, and boys.


The OAS has integrated gender equity into its agenda because a basic principle for building stronger and more prosperous democracies is that all citizens without regard to their sex, race, or origin must have the same opportunities to participate in society. If the women of our continent do not have the same access to political, social, economic, and cultural life, this is discrimination against one-half of our citizens. When women are not fully integrated into the economy, society is deprived of essential talents, economic development is clearly delayed, and efforts to reduce poverty are obstructed. “Neutral” policies that are not sensitive to gender—because they do not recognize the differences between the way men and women are affected by public policies—can contribute to perpetuating inequalities.


Therefore, I am very happy to see that the agenda adopted for this Assembly includes the issue of parity and political participation. I feel very proud to be present today in a country that has a woman Vice President, and I am also proud to be from a country which, while not having as many women in public life as some other countries in the hemisphere, has made some important steps in this direction including the election of a woman as President. It is an exception in our America for women to occupy the highest position in a country, for there to be parity in a cabinet of ministers, or for there to be many women in decision-making positions of government. Therefore, as President Bachelet has said, “we need to advance so that the exception becomes the rule and so that parity in various roles becomes as natural and balanced as the gender makeup of our societies.” This issue, like all gender-related issues, is not just a women’s issue; it has to do with breaking the barriers that have historically existed and kept women from participating fully. It has to do with narrowing the gap between “what should be” and what is really done. We aspire to inclusion as a means of reinforcing democratic governance.


We should also make every effort to include the gender perspective in various aspects of economic and social development. The situation of women in the hemisphere still requires much progress on aspects such as the full incorporation of women in the labor market, equal pay for equal work, and non-discrimination in the workplace. In spite of the fact that we have made important progress in access to education, professional women still do not receive the equal treatment to which they have a right in a democratic society.


The issue of violence was taken up by our governments, when they adopted the Inter-American Convention for the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence Against Women, “The Belem do Para Convention,” and two years later when they approved the Mechanism for following up on its implementation. This new tool will help to provide follow-up and to analyze the way in which the Convention is being implemented. It will facilitate cooperation among states party and among member states of the OAS, and contribute to securing its goals. It gives us great satisfaction that they are now halfway through the first exercise of multilateral evaluation, and we are looking forward with great anticipation to the meeting of experts that will be held next year in Argentina. It is an opportune time to reiterate to you the need for countries to provide the technical and financial support needed for this Mechanism, as Mexico and Brazil have done so far, so that it can become a true center for cooperation between governments and for monitoring hemispheric progress in the struggle against violence. The OAS has had successful experiences of following up on conventions and we hope that this mechanism will achieve the same results.


It has been decided that the central theme of this event will be the gender aspects of HIV/AIDS. Channeling the fight against HIV/AIDS has become not just a need, but also an obligation at the institutional level. According to PAHO, at the end of 1999, 25% of HIV positive adults in Latin America were women and 30% of HIV positive adults in the Caribbean were women. Currently, these percentages have gone up to 30% in Latin America and 50% in the Caribbean.
/  The Caribbean is the region of the world that is the second most affected by HIV; more than 440,000 people are living with this illness in Caribbean countries. Among adults between the ages of 15 to 44, AIDS has become the primary cause of death,
/ and it is estimated that 36,000 people died from AIDS during the past year.
/  It is projected that for some countries of the region, life expectancy at birth will be about 10 years less in the year 2010 than it would have been if AIDS was not present.
/ In Latin America, more than 1.7 million people are living with HIV.
/ In 2004, approximately 95,000 people died from AIDS, and another 240,000 were infected.
/

Given this situation of pandemic and the evident vulnerability of women, it is fundamental that the Inter-American Commission of Women take action to support the battle against this illness, and you can count on the total support of the Organization to collaborate on these objectives through its already solid partnership with the PAHO on this issue.


AIDS should also be considered in its relationship to other fundamental issues like the human rights of women and gender equity and equality. According to PAHO, various studies have shown that there is a relationship between experiences of sexual and domestic violence and infection by HIV/AIDS. This could be associated with gender violence directly in terms of sexual violence, but also indirectly because of women’s inability to negotiate the conditions under which sexual relations occur, among others.
/ At the same time, some studies reveal an increase in violence in the lives of HIV-positive people, particularly women, which is associated with their condition of being infected.
//

The hemispheric agenda of the CIM should include very broadly the issues of full participation and political representation of women, access to education and health services, full and equal incorporation into the world of work, the struggle against poverty, and the battle against all forms of violence against women. If we are capable of coordinating the components that lead to achieving effective action in all of these areas, with clear principles, we will be on the road to reaching our much-desired objective of equality and equity between men and women, and therefore, a truly democratic society.
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I hope that this Assembly we are beginning today marks new turns in that direction and that your deliberations and efforts bear significant fruit for all of the women of the Americas.

Thank you.
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