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1.  General Status of Women


As a rule, in previous reports we have tried to provide an overview of the different topics we are asked to address in the general reports for all the countries.


In this case, although we are keeping to a certain format which is necessary to unify general criteria, the focus of this report is on giving an idea of how important field work is if we are to achieve effective improvements for the women in our countries.


There is a danger involved in the tendency to draw up both national and regional studies, and to make evaluations and in many cases generalizations which do not necessarily reflect the actual situation of women taken on an individual basis.


Research institutions should have a clear purpose of attaining concrete objectives to improve the status of women in the various countries.  Otherwise, this research is useless and of course expensive.


In comparing rights and opportunities, the Declaration from the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, China stated as follows:  "Equality between women and men is a matter of human rights.  Social justice is dependent on it, and it is an essential, fundamental prerequisite for equality, development, and peace.  To achieve sustainable development based on human beings, the relationship between men and women must be transformed to one based on equality.  Sustained, long-term efforts are required in order for women and men to be able to work together so that they themselves, their children, and society are in a position to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century."


The key point is to determine how to achieve this desired equality of opportunities between men and women, and especially for those women who live far from the cities, whose only link with the world outside their homes is probably their husband or mate.


In this report we will give two examples of projects which provide clear benefits to women by strengthening their capacity to perform on their own.  The objective of this approach is to highlight the importance of practical application and the use of instruments available in every society, from a legal and institutional standpoint, and from an economic one.  As we have indicated in prior reports, in the opinion of this delegation, if we are to meet the needs of women in our societies, it is critical to have adequate information on their real requirements, to have information on the geographical areas where these needs are felt most intensively, to determine how they can be met, and finally to provide assistance geared to their individual needs to make the maximum use of the scarce resources available.


In other words, the major problem of Uruguayan women is not to be found in the treatment of their rights in the laws, but rather in the practical possibilities of exercising those rights.  One of the difficulties women have to cope with is unquestionably the meager information available to them on subjects that could be of interest to them and of particular benefit to them, such as education at all levels, health, with an emphasis on women's health problems, and how to obtain credit or loans or build a home, among many other examples which we could elaborate on at length.


Therefore we should not be concerned only with providing for equal rights, which have been established in Uruguay for many decades with clearly positive results, making the country one of the pioneering countries in the Americas in this regard.  It is vitally important to obtain relevant information on the situation of women in their daily lives, and on the special role that they are called on to play in educating future generations.  Women living in marginal situations, from both an economic point of view and the standpoint of domestic violence, to name just a few examples, are not capable of adequately transmitting the essential family values of love, solidarity, honor, national pride, and other positive values, which foster the formation of basic social units that are conducive to peaceful and socially organized coexistence.


The traditional monitoring methods based on indicators designed when needs were quite different, and geared to less evolved situations, may not be adequate for obtaining this information.  One of the challenges confronting society is how to obtain data that are really useful for designing social policies geared to achieving the desired results.  This point was widely discussed at the Second Hemispheric Encounter to Follow Up on "Item 18" of the Plan of Action of the Summit of the Americas, entitled "Strengthening the Role of Women in Society."  This meeting, which was held in Washington, D.C. on October 23 and 24, 1997, shed light on the importance of defining monitoring indicators that are consistent with the information to be obtained.  These indicators may not necessarily be the same in the various countries at different stages in the development process.


We will take as an example some indicators generally used to determine the status of women in different societies: the percentage of women and men in professional posts in the Judicial Branch, or in high positions in private business, or in cabinet ministries or government offices where the top posts in the Executive or Legislative branches are held by women.  These are highly relevant ways to obtain information on the status of women in decision-making positions.  However, it leaves out the entire situation of women community leaders, with their extensive influence over their peers, as in the case in the rural areas of countries in small, usually productive communities, in which some women play a dominant role in defending the rights of fellow women.


In the same way, situations of leadership and training among professional women or journalists can be found in small towns scattered around the country, and in some cases even in the capital.  The question immediately arises as to the purpose of the information to be gathered.  If the only information you are interested in is the number of women holding political office or management or university posts, the objective could be fulfilled with the  available data.  However, if you want to obtain information so that women leaders can be vehicles for the development of other women, the available data may not be entirely useful, since these data leave out thousands of persons who would serve that purpose.  It might be tempting to obtain the information that is the easiest to find, but we need to take into account the needs that we are trying to meet when we decide on the data to be gathered.


In this connection, there are many nongovernmental organizations and public agencies connected with ministries or municipal government offices that are involved in a variety of development programs in the area of training, production, and credit and that mobilize rural women and are working to improve their economic and social standard of living.

2.  Examples of Development Projects

2.1.
National Program to Support Small Agricultural Production Units (PRONAPA)


PRONAPA was established in May 1993 under the Uruguayan Ministry of Livestock, Agriculture, and Fishing as part of a cooperation agreement with the United Nations International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD).

This program offers technical assistance, training, and credit throughout the country to small rural, low-income farmers, wage-earners, women, and youth who are interested in diversifying their production and taking advantage of their competitive edge in regional markets.


The project is based on two fundamental and complementary tools:  production support services; and, rural credit.

2.1.1.
The production support services focus on the following four areas:

· Rural women and youth.

PRONAPA is encouraging women and young people who want to develop small businesses in conjunction with farm production, trade, or services to form groups.

· Technical training and organization.

· Technical assistance and transfer of technology.

· Industrialization and marketing of small businesses.

2.1.2.
Rural credit is provided through various local financial institutions that offer financial support for working capital and investments to groups of applicants that submit viable projects.


The projects for the most part involve work in wool, handicrafts, canning, sewing, dairy products, forestry, raising pigs, and fruit and vegetable growing, among others.


The interesting aspect of the program is that in addition to the training referred to, these groups receive instruction in gender issues, management, and in identifying and training leaders.

2.2.
Project to eradicate rural housing (MEVIR)


MEVIR was established as a solution for a target group with very meager resources living in rural villages or scattered in the countryside.  The basic objective of this program is to do away with unhealthy rural housing, which, as a rule, consist of isolated homes, with no access to public services.  This makeshift housing generally provides shelter to a large number of persons, and in many cases this factor contributes to promiscuity and domestic violence.  The problem of domestic violence is exacerbated by the prevailing "machismo," creating a situation in which the man has absolute control over the woman, largely because it is impossible for her to have her own source of income.


For rural women living in these conditions, the cultural elements of their environment create greater barriers and make it harder for them to be informed of their rights and to express their needs and have them satisfied than would otherwise be the case.  Among other problems, domestic violence is not expressed outside the family unit, and so it is very difficult to prevent or eradicate it.


Experience has shown that women are keenly interested in having clean and attractive homes.  This motivation, together with highly participatory methods, has had a considerable impact on the socialization and development of women.  As a result of these influences, once their housing is built, women want to continue pursuing other activities, such as attending meetings to discuss issues of health, education, family violence, recreational activities, child care, and income-earning.  This transformation taking place among women involves a new attitude vis-à-vis the community and society and an opportunity to cope with challenges, and, indirectly, it has a positive impact on the family structure and makes it more dynamic.


This project, like the previous one, enhances women's self-esteem, which represents a powerful weapon to help them to think independently and hence to be able to make decisions on their own.

We wanted to highlight these aspects in this report, since as laws are passed, it becomes increasingly necessary to analyze women's issues in greater detail, and to tailor assistance to individual cases, while targeting increasingly larger numbers of women, and perhaps relinquishing the practices of the wide-scale, global studies, which have not helped women to achieve effective improvements individually or for their families.


Women will improve their lots by being themselves convinced that their situation, which has probably been passed on from one generation to the next, should be changed.  As a result, efforts should begin at a very early age, as it is hard to bring about these changes in later years, when many decisions running counter to respect for the women in question have probably already been made.

We will now turn to some general aspects of women's issues.

3.  Education


As far as formal education at the primary level is concerned, there are no major differences between the sexes with regard to attendance, although the tendency for girls to leave school at an earlier age than boys has been detected.  However, in secondary and technical schools, the tradition of more boys in attendance than girls continues.


Among the teaching staffs in primary and secondary schools, women are predominant.


At university level, more women than men are admitted, yet there are more males graduating than females, especially in certain areas where men have historically been dominant, such as engineering.

4.  Health


Among the older generations, the life expectancy of women was greater than for men.  This trend has leveled out as women have entered the labor force and begun to suffer from illnesses caused by stress, which used to be found less frequently among women.


As for reproductive health, the birth rate in this country is very low, and this is changing the population pyramid and creating serious problems in the area of financing Social Security and ensuring adequate health benefits, in addition to the problem of the dependency of the elderly, which in many cases creates a heavy burden for heads of households.  Moreover, the highest population growth rates are found among the lowest income sectors of society.  This creates a difficult situation for the government.  On the one hand, it would be advisable for Uruguay to increase its birth rates, but the government also has the obligation to meet the needs of women who find themselves pregnant every year without wanting to be, mainly because of a failure to receive the necessary information.  It is curious to note that the use of contraceptives is widespread, and yet the number of undesired pregnancies has not been reduced to any extent.  This could be a sign that there are divergences in actual contraceptive practices.


As for the role of the government in this area, on the one hand it must respect the freedom of women and especially their dignity.  In other words, women should be informed of their options and be able to choose and make appropriate use of their choices.  This means that the government should provide objective information on all contraceptive methods, and not just the ones it considers most appropriate, and on the risks and advantages of each method.


With regard to what are regarded as "preventive examinations," such as Pap's tests or regular gynecological examinations, there is still much to be done in expanding medical care to all women.  Uruguay is a country with high cervical and breast cancer rates, which could be radically reduced with preventive medical care.

5.  Work and Social Security


Women have been gradually acquiring jobs that were previously held exclusively by men in our country.  Examples are jobs as guards on interdepartmental buses, waitresses in bars and restaurants, army officers, firemen, soccer referees, and university deans.  The growing number of women entering institutions of higher education has led to increases in women in management positions in both the private and public sectors.

A gender-based analysis of the work situation shows that unemployment is slightly higher, as is idleness, which is probably influenced by the longer life expectancy of women.


When employment is considered nationally by categories, the female labor force is comparable to the male only in the private sector, but is smaller in the public sector and among the self-employed.

6. Women and Violence


Domestic violence is a topic of increasing concern, and there are over twenty specialized centers in Montevideo to care for women who are victims of violence.   Concern among the general public is growing, and this is reflected in media coverage of the topic, including the participation of the victims themselves.


Unfortunately, domestic violence exists and it is damages the very core of society.  The Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence, like the citizen's safety law, has helped make the people aware of the problem.  There is probably still much to be done in this area, for both the victims and the perpetrators, and for the persons who deal with the specific cases of violence.


It is not easy to find solutions, and even breaking the link between the couple does not solve the problem, since it creates new conflicts of survival, especially among lower-income families.  Frequently abandonment, separation, or single motherhood without a stable partner create situations in which women have to take over responsibility for their households, and work to sustain their families.  It is difficult for them to reconcile these situations, in view of the problem in finding care for their children.


Even in two-parent homes, around 23% of the income is attributed to women.  This significant and growing contribution is decisive in extricating numerous households from poverty and in making up for the shortage of resources in the poorest households.


This is another problem being addressed by the educational reform in Uruguay, by establishing schools with dual schedules and by providing meals for school children.


In the case of women who are heads of household, social recognition should take the form of specific policies, plans, and programs which address the vulnerability of their situation and make it possible to break the cycle of poverty and inequality in which they find themselves at the present time.

7.  Participation in Politics


On this topic we would like to explain that since there have not been any elections since the previous report was prepared, the information given in that report will be reiterated here.


As we have indicated in earlier reports, Uruguay was one of the first countries to recognize the right to vote, established in Law No. 8927 dated December 16, 1932.  This would lead one to assume that during the more than 60 years since the law was promulgated, women's participation has been growing, both on an active basis, by exercising their right to vote, and on a passive basis, through their right to be eligible.


Their participation as voters in national elections has in fact increased, first of all because in our country it is obligatory to vote in national elections, and also because the number of women eligible to vote is larger than the number of men.  Thus, out of 2,223,701 persons eligible to vote in 1989, women accounted for 1,191,106, and in the elections held in 1994, out of 2,330,154 eligible voters, 1,214,485 were women.


However, with regard to their eligibility to hold office, the participation of women has not grown by the same proportions.  It is important to point out, however, that in the 1994 national elections, the number of women who gained seats in the National Parliament increased considerably.  For instance, in 1989, out of the 30 seats in the Senate, there were no women senators, although there were two alternates.  In 1994, two women acquired seats in the Senate.  In the House of Representatives, which has 99 members and three times as many alternates, we see that in 1994 seven women were voted in as deputies and there were 50 alternates.  Some of these alternates have taken seats in this legislature, increasing the number to as many as 10, the record for a single session of the House to date.  This participation, which is usually below 10% of the elective offices, is not proportional to the number of women eligible to vote, which as we have seen is over 50%.  It is very difficult to identify the reasons why more women are not holding elected offices.  It may be that women are not as interested or inclined to it, but it is certainly an area in which there is still considerable cultural discrimination, which is reflected in a work system which is not adapted to women with families.


At the departmental or municipal level of  "Departmental Boards" [Juntas Departamentales], participation of women is somewhat greater, although the number of women elected is still below the percentage of women voters.


In the Executive Branch, there is only one female minister, the Minister of Labor and Social Security, and no under-secretaries, out of a total of twelve ministers plus the secretary to the Office of the President and the director of the Planning Office, both of which are offices with ministerial rank.

8.  Laws


Under the law, women have enjoyed the same rights as men since 1946, with Law No. 10793 on civil rights for women.


Recently, on July 12, 1995, Law No. 16707 on citizen's safety was promulgated.  Article 18 of that law includes the crime of domestic violence in the Criminal Code, and provides for a sentence ranging from 6 to 24 months in prison, and for an increase in the punishment of one-third to one-half whenever the victim is a woman (par. 2 of Article 321 bis of that law).  It is important to bear in mind that this law was promulgated before the legislature took up the Convention on the Prevention Punishment, and Eradication of Violence against Women, ratified by Law No. 16735 on January 5, 1996.
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