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General Aspects of the Report

The Women’s Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of Labour, Human Services and Social Security of the government of Guyana is the department tasked with the implementation of the OAS/CIM Plan of Action.

In this report, the Government of Guyana wishes to highlight all efforts made at the national level to further enhancing the status of the women in Guyana during the period 2010 - 2012.

During the period under review a number of initiatives were undertaken.  There have been many positive developments in the areas of alleviation of poverty, monitoring the situation of women generally and the progress being made in society, with respect to the collection of statistical data to be utilized for the continued development of programmes to empower our women.  

Guyana now presents a follow up on the Implementation of the Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equality and the Strategic Plan of Action of CIM.

(A) The Legal, Political and Economic Situation

Guyana’s socio-economic advancement over the recent years has been exceptional.  

Guyana’s recent developmental pursuits are considered fundamental in the transformation of its economy and in overcoming emerging national and global challenges. Over the last five (5) consecutive years, Guyana recorded positive growth averaging 4.4% - for the first time since attaining independence and the International Monetary Fund has stated in this regard that Guyana has made significant progress in maintaining prudent fiscal management policies of its economy thereby enabling a sound macro-economic environment.
Guyana’s debt has been the lowest in twenty years, with our current external debt amounting to US$1.2 billion as at December 31st, 2011.  Our current fiscal deficit is on a declining trend.
The macro-economic achievements were brought about through strategic diversification of Guyana’s productive base which has translated into marked growth in the services sector and a more diversified agriculture sector. The latter in particular, has contributed to increased food security - an essential objective in poverty eradication.
There are new emerging sectors such as construction, tourism, information and communication technology, oil and gas exploration and the expansion of the mining sector in gold and manganese.  This has radically changed the dynamics of the society providing more employment and greater demand for skilled labour.
The Government continued to advocate its pro-poor pro-growth approach to eradicating  poverty, improving equal access to services and expansion on the efficiency and quality 
of services offered, as well as creating an enabling environment for investment, and the 
expansion and diversification of the economic base.  As such, Government’s policies have 
reflected strong commitment to investment in the social sector, with increased budgetary 
allocations of over 25% of the annual budget allocated to the social sector, to target the 
critical areas of education, health, housing, water and social security to alleviate poverty and improve the quality of life of all our people, including our women and children. 
Guyana will continue to advocate at the international level for a reduction in carbon emissions with targets over specified times by all countries in order to save the planet. 

Notwithstanding the progress made in Guyana’s development during the review period, the socio-economic environment is not isolated from challenges: Guyana has suffered from the unpredictability of the weather patterns and rising sea levels in recent years, marked by floods in 2005 which affected 300,000 people and destroyed the equivalent of 67% of our GDP; our ethnic diversity poses challenges at the political level and thus the constitutional, legislative and parliamentary reforms which evolved during the 1999-2006 period after the broadest consultative process demonstrates a good faith effort by the people, the government, the parliamentary political parties, civil society and communities to create a new model of inclusive governance; our religious diversity, while it does not pose serious challenges as Guyana is a tolerant religious society, it requires time for extensive consultations with religious denominations and faith-based organizations in order to find consensus, on the implementation of measures to address social challenges. The on-going uncertain global economic and financial scenario has presented new challenges. At the emergence of the global financial crisis, for instance, the Government had to divert funds in order to introduce specific measures to cushion the impact of the crisis on the poor and vulnerable, most notably women, children, the elderly, Amerindians and the differently-abled, with regard to prohibitive fuel and food prices.
Government remains steadfast in its pro-poor pro-growth approach to eradicating poverty, improving equal access to services and the expansion on the efficiency and quality of services offered, as well as creating an enabling environment for investment and expansion and the  diversification of the economic base. 
By virtue of Constitution (Amendment) No. 2, The convention of Belém do Pará has been incorporated into Guyana’s legislation. Guyana has recognized that the endemic culture of violence generally and widespread gender-based violence in particular, demands intensive and extensive strategic action and multi-layered interventions by all within our society. Hence, the Government has made this a national priority.

(1) Domestic Violence Act 1996- 

The Domestic Violence Act of Guyana was passed in December, 1996 in order to give legal protection to persons who have suffered abuse or are at risk of suffering domestic abuse. Since its passage there has been a review of the legislation with the hope to strengthen its effect. The Ministry of Human Services and Social Security undertook an assessment to identify problems and gaps with the structure, implementation and enforcement of the Domestic Violence Act and undertook to outline potential solutions to these problems through draft regulations.   
The new draft regulations seek to address the following:

· Improve access to justice by outlining in detail the procedure for making applications for all types of orders under the Act, 

· Institute a more user-friendly and safe application process for victims by clarifying that applicants do not need to be present at the time of service, by outlining in detail the procedure for applications for interim orders and applications for service other than personal service and by attempting to restrict the potential for adjournments after an application has been filed. 

· Safeguard the rights of property owners in the context of occupation and tenancy orders by outlining in detail the requirement that persons having an interest in a relevant property be given notice of a hearing involving that property and ensuring that applicants are aware of their obligations prior to the granting of tenancy orders.

· Provide clarity and facilitate the use of numerous provisions within the Act including those governing hearings otherwise than in-camera, orders providing for contributions to the welfare of the applicant, service of protection orders, the duration of protection orders, applications to vary, discharge or revoke orders, bail and the responsibilities given to both the police and the Director of Social Services.  This will encourage the use of the Act in the manner it was initially envisioned.  

(2) Counter Trafficking in Persons Act 2004-

 This act specifically deals with the offence of trafficking in persons and provides severe penalties for summary conviction as well indictable convictions. The Counter-Trafficking in Persons Unit (C-TIP Unit) of the Ministry of Labour, Human Services and Social Security was established in 2005 in response to the need to address reports and incidences of Trafficking in Persons in Guyana, and to strengthen the overall national response. Among the many responsibilities of the Unit is the development and implementation of country wide public awareness programmes to sensitise the general public on Trafficking in Persons. In order to facilitate this intervention, the Ministry uses the opportunities afforded by national and regional programmes to highlight this issue and to sensitize the public.

Trafficking in persons is a global issue and is not as widespread in Guyana as is reported internationally. The seriousness of this crime requires robust and sustained interventions particularly through country wide awareness programmes and the maintenance of an effective network of counter trafficking in persons focal points. In this regard, the Counter Trafficking in Persons Unit, in collaboration with the Women’s Affairs Bureau and the Probation and Social Services Department of the Ministry conducted several workshops and sensitization campaigns countrywide with regional administrative officials, community leaders and other stakeholders. Counter Trafficking in Persons Focal Points trained by the CTIP Unit are currently operational in Regions 1, 2, 6, 8, 9&10. These Focal Points serve as conduits between the Ministry and those Regions, and have benefitted from on-going training from the Ministry. It should also be noted that persons are now being charged and brought before the court for Trafficking in Persons offences. 

The Ministry of Labour, Human Services and Social Security provides victim support to alleged victims in accordance with section 18(1) of the Combating of Trafficking in Persons Act 2005 which includes the provision of appropriate accommodation, medical assistance, psychological counseling and education. 

(3) Sexual Offences Act 2010- 

In this new law sexual offences include rape, sexual assault, sexual activity with a child under the age of 16, meeting a child following sexual grooming, sexual activity with a child by abusing a position of trust, obstructing prosecution by preventing a child from testifying, and sexual activity with a person with a mental disorder. Other offences are exposure of genitals, voyeurism and intercourse with an animal. To give greater protection to women victims the definition of rape has been widened and under this new legislation a person commits the offence of rape if they engage in sexual penetration with another person or causes other person to engage in sexual penetration with a third person as long person did not consent to penetration. Further a husband can now be guilty of raping his wife and marital rape is now statutorily criminalized by s. 37.  Further under the Sexual Offences Act there is provision for a more conducive environment for a witness to testify. These special measures include the use of (1) screens in court so that the witness does not see the accused, (2) the use of audio - visual links, (3) the removal of gowns, (4) the examination of a witness through an intermediary appointed to assist the witness and the use of anatomically correct dolls in the taking of evidence from children.
Guyana now outlines the current public policies and progress made with respect to developmental programs aligned within the four priority areas: 

· eradication of poverty;

· the elimination of violence; 

· education and the participation of women in power and;

· decision making structures.
The current status of women with respect to the eradication of poverty in Guyana

Among the major developmental interventions are: 

· Investments in the provision of safe water to households, with the focus on improving the health and well-being of all of our people, especially women who in the past had to fetch water for long distances. Such investments allows for women to spend more of their time and energy on self-improvement and for improved attendance and retention by children in school.

· Allocation of house lots to a low-income families and / or a single parent enables a woman - and we must point out that there have been thousands of house lots distributed since the commencement of the government’s housing programme in 1995 - to allow a woman to better take care of her family and to have security of tenure and greater pride and self-esteem. 

· Recruitment of obstetricians from overseas to improve gynecological and obstetric capacity, and the placement of recently graduated Cuba-trained Guyanese doctors in outlying regions of the country, to address key challenges in the area of maternal health.

· Maintaining programmes that have been started with the support of the Global Fund and PEPFAR which address critical communicable diseases that affect women and children in particular. With lack of funding from our international development partners, there must be a responsible transition or else history may find that more harm has been done than good.

· Investment has been made in offering free Anti-Retroviral Treatment and the Prevention of Mother to Child Transmission Programmes to our people, to address the reduction of mortality and improvement in the quality of lives of persons infected with HIV/AIDS. 

· Through the Single Parent Assistance Programme and the Women of  Worth (WOW) micro credit scheme, both of which were elaborated in our report to the UNHRC UPR process in 2010 and in subsequent follow up responses to questionnaires. In the case of the latter we are targeting women by providing opportunities for them to access low interest loans and micro-credit facilities to undertake small business projects in various fields. 

· The share of women in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector has increased from 29 percent in 1991 to 33 percent in 2006. This positive trend suggests that the labour markets are becoming more open to women in industry and the service sectors, and that more women are in a better position to have greater economic security and well being. We now see many more women employed in the services, entertainment, media and mining sectors, and, women hold higher positions in the private sector more than ever before.  

With respect to the elimination of violence, in addition to the progress highlighted in legislative reforms, the Government of Guyana has pursued the following initiatives: 

· Establishment of white zones or safe zones where victims of abuse could go to seek help and protection; the provision of funding to the Guyana Legal Aid Clinic, a free service to vulnerable Guyanese, which has as a result been able to expand its legal services to four (4) of the ten (10) Administrative Regions. It is anticipated that these services will be incrementally extended each year; 

· Initiation of a massive sensitization and training programme on domestic and sexual violence,  in partnership with faith-based organizations, where 600 religious leaders and activists from five Administrative Regions in the country with high rates of violence attended;

· Establishment of a Men’s Affairs Bureau in 2011, to provide a forum for boys and men to be heard and to receive help and counseling, which emerged from recognising that the culture of violence requires specific focus on boys and men. The Men’s Affairs Bureau advocates against domestic and sexual violence and for responsible male behaviour and parenthood. It also works with male victims of abuse and domestic violence. New NGOs have emerged in the last two years such as the Men’s Empowerment Network that focus on reaching males at the community levels trying to influence behaviour and offer counseling in anger management.

· Launching of a National Conversation on Domestic Violence in June, 2012 under the theme, “It’s Our Problem, Let’s Solve It!” which includes community-level discussions being held in seventeen targeted communities across Guyana during the period July to November, 2012.  The ultimate objective is the formulation of a revised National Action Plan for the eradication and prevention of Domestic Violence. The Plan would be accompanied by a Comprehensive Communication Strategy and a Monitoring and Evaluation Framework for monitoring domestic violence cases and other reported cases of violence in our society in keeping with the new Sexual Offences Act.

· Extensive government-led campaigns on domestic violence and advocacy work done by non-governmental organisations, has disseminated the relevant messages in schools, the mass media, in communities and at other levels, and has resulted in increased awareness. The establishment of a hotline has been another such initiative. A list of Probation and Social Welfare Officers available for this crucial task has been published. Protocols were developed in 2009-2010 to guide the police, health practitioners, social workers and the Judiciary with regard to domestic and sexual violence cases.

· Launch of the National Plan of Action on domestic violence comprises of sixteen (16) specific objectives to provide information about trafficking in persons; to improve cooperation mechanisms among key stakeholders to prevent trafficking; to enhance capacity of hinterland communities; to provide appropriate and comprehensive direct assistance to victims; to enhance capacity of stakeholders to identify victims; and provide direct assistance through training. To strengthen this initiative there is a national referral mechanism and an inter-agency protocol to enhance the capacity of the law enforcement agencies to investigate, prosecute and convict traffickers. One of the successes of this Plan was the formation of a task-oriented group whose primary objective is to standardise training materials and eliminate gaps in geographical coverage of awareness programmes. 

Equal access to education:

Guyana has made considerable progress towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals, in particular Goal 3 on “promoting gender equality and the empowerment of women”. We have met the target of eliminating gender disparity in primary and secondary education, and will continue to strive towards parity at the tertiary level. In fact, enrolment of females is higher than that of males at both the secondary and tertiary levels. We have also recognized that in order to address gender equality and domestic and sexual violence in the Guyana context, we must pay much greater attention to the social phenomenon of male absenteeism and underperformance by boys and young men.

Whilst Guyana can proudly say that it has virtually achieved universal primary education, the most significant advancement has been equal access to primary and secondary education by Amerindian children. In 1992 there was only one high school in the interior of Guyana where the majority of the Amerindian population lives. Today there are 13 with dormitories with over 5000 students. This is the first time that Amerindian children have equal rights as all other Guyanese children to secondary education. This has opened up opportunities to access post-secondary and tertiary education and it is being seized upon by our young Amerindians in the nursing, teaching, medical and other professions.

Other significant interventions include:

· The universal uniform allowance programme has had a major impact on children from poor and vulnerable households being able to attend school from nursery to secondary levels. 

· The Hinterland Scholarship Programme, where Amerindian children benefit from tuition support for their educational pursuits. 

· The economic assistance to single mothers and skills training for youths are all aimed at reducing poverty, creating equality of opportunities and access to the delivery of services to reduce the vulnerabilities of women, children, and Amerindian communities.

· The One Lap Top Per Family Project aims to provide laptops to 80,000 households over the next 2 years to bring Guyanese into the modern world of information technology.

· The educational programme on television to children and families including public service health information notices. 

· The expansion of distance education to hinterland teacher trainees.

· The introduction of a National Learning Channel, being the first dedicated education television channel to support teaching primary and secondary subjects to the viewing audience. As this develops greater capacity and outreach activities will be conducted throughout the country. A variety of information on science, technology, the arts and culture will be included as well as skills training for school leavers and housewives.
The participation of women in power:
Guyana is continuing its efforts in ensuring that equal opportunities are available to both men and women. Recent achievements are:

· An increase in female representation in Parliament, from 18.5 percent in 1992 to 32 percent in 2012. Government’s role was instrumental in achieving this result through its 2001 legislation requiring political parties to include a third of women on their lists of candidates as an eligibility criteria in order to contest national and regional elections. The consequential sharp rise in female representation in the National Assembly has resulted in Guyana being ranked 25th out of 189 countries for the highest proportion of women in Parliament (Inter-Parliamentary Union May 2012).  

· Women are well represented in public life generally, although there is room for increased representation on management boards, service commissions, as well as in the labour movement and the business sector. The public service is comprised of a much higher percentage of women than men with women visibly holding senior technical and administrative positions. Today women hold 1/3 of the places in the Cabinet, as well as women occupy the positions of the Director of Budget, the Registrars of the Land and Deeds Registries, the Director of Public Prosecutions, the Permanent Secretaries of the Ministries of Education, Labour, Human Services and Social Security, Foreign Affairs, and Home Affairs and the Judiciary. 

· The Constitution provides for 4 constitutional rights bodies- the Women and Gender Equality Commission, the Rights of the Child Commission, the Indigenous Peoples Commission and the Ethnic Relations Commission- which were appointed following an agreed upon consensual parliamentary mechanism. The first 3 were appointed for the first time in 2009 and 2010. Of note, is that there is only one male,  on the Women and Gender Equality Commission and the Rights of the Child Commission whilst women hold 1/3 of the seats in the Indigenous Peoples Commission. The Ethnic Relations Commission was the first to be appointed in 2003 but failed in the 9th Parliament to gain the required 2/3 majority to be re-appointed. The Human Rights Commission which is the umbrella body for the 4 rights commissions is awaiting the submission of 6 names from the Leader of the Opposition from which the President will name the Chairperson.

· The Woman and Gender Equality Commission has been fully constituted and is functioning. The Government provides annual budgetary allocations for its office and staffing. Some donor agencies have provided support to specific programmes, which the Commission has taken up, such as sexual harassment. This Commission is mandated to monitor and to protect the human rights of women and to vigilantly guard against discrimination. Its mandate allows for it to receive and investigate complaints and to call for redress. Sensitization of the public and specifically women’s organizations to gender issues and to the mandate of the Commission has been its focus in its first 2 years of existence. As all other Commissions, it reports directly to the National Assembly and in September 2011 tabled its first annual report.

Going forward, Guyana requires the following actions:

· Constant, consistent and on-going consultation and partnerships between government, the non-governmental sector and faith-based organizations and adequate resources to continue the campaign to end domestic violence, including expanding the availability of counsellors across the country, and the need to train and recruit psychologists to provide specialized services have been identified as actions to be pursued. 

· Extensive government-led campaigns and advocacy work done by non-governmental organisations, has disseminated the relevant messages in schools, the mass media, in communities and at other levels, and has resulted in increased awareness. The establishment of a hotline has been another such initiative. A list of Probation and Social Welfare Officers available for this crucial task has been published. Protocols were developed in 2009-2010 to guide the police, health practitioners, social workers and the Judiciary with regard to domestic and sexual violence cases.

· A functioning Family Court will also accelerate the case resolution process. It is projected that the Family Court will become operational during the latter part of 2012 and will address matters pertaining to the family, such as adoption, custody, divorce and maintenance issues and domestic and sexual violence. 

· A disabling factor to assessing accurately our efforts to advance women’s rights has been the issue of timely collection and analysis of statistics. Even though Government has been taking steps to improve the collection of accurate data and strengthen the M&E Framework, including the digitization and electronic compilation of relevant data, much more investment is required to strengthen the system for the collection of data.

· Constant evaluation is required, of the services provided to victims of domestic violence and to the women who are victims of violence including an evaluation of client satisfaction.

· A scheme is required to provide financial assistance to women who were victims of violence.

We recognize that although much has been accomplished much remains to be achieved. Poverty remains a serious challenge despite the fact that the last inequality study in 2006 showed that poverty had declined to 35 per cent. However, it should be noted that Guyana is ranked as one of the countries in Latin America and the Caribbean with a very low level of 
At the regional level, the Government of Guyana remains committed to lend its support to initiatives and best practices of the regional member states of the OAS/CIM and participate where possible in regional forums, as we seek to improve the status of our women.  
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