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I.
BACKGROUND

The 1995 World Summit for Social Development, the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women, and the Summits of the Americas have all expressed growing concern about the poverty and unemployment encountered among broad sectors of the population, particularly women.


CIM’s Strategic Plan of Action, adopted in November 1994 by its Twenty-seventh Assembly of Delegates, the mandates of which include the eradication of poverty as a basic goal of development, pays particular attention to the unequal conditions faced by women and places high priority on overcoming poverty.  The Meeting of Ministers held in April 2000 adopted the Inter-American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality, the goals of which include promoting full and equal participation of women in all aspects of economic, social, political, and cultural development. More recently, the Plan of Action of Quebec City, adopted in April 2001 at the Third Summit of the Americas, specifically recognizes the need to promote, in conjunction with CIM and other agencies of the inter-American system and international organizations, improved market access for disadvantaged entrepreneurs, especially women.  The Plan of Action’s Initiative 15 is dedicated to Gender Equality and it recognizes, inter alia, that women’s empowerment, their full and equal participation in the development of our societies, and their equal opportunities to exercise leadership are all central to the reduction of poverty. 

II.
PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

A business leadership training program for young women and men was conducted on May 7-11, 2001, as the result of a cooperation initiative undertaken jointly by three Subsecretariats of the Government of the Province of Buenos Aires, the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM), the Young Americas Business Trust (YABT) of the OAS, and the Golda Meir Mount Carmel International Training Center (MCTC) of Israel. 


The training course was administered by Mrs. Shulamit Ferdman, the Golda Meir Center’s Director of Courses on Managing Microenterprises, together with a group of Argentine women entrepreneurs belonging to the Chamber of Women Small Business Owners, who had previously been trained in Israel, and other local instructors.


The participants were young entrepreneurs with small businesses, civil society organizations, and municipal staff working in departments concerned with production, development of microenterprises, and employment.


a.
Course Guidelines


One of the originally envisioned prerequisites of the training program was equal participation by men and women (50:50), but in fact women accounted for almost 70 percent of those trained. The objectives of the course were focused on improving the participants’ skills in: 1) analyzing problems associated with the establishment and management of microenterprises; 2) promoting the empowerment of women through development of microenterprises; 3) practical experience with organization, management, production costs, and marketing strategies, matching the opportunities open to women microentrepreneurs; and 4) learning from successful microenterprise support center projects. 


During the event, the participants enthusiastically prepared several small-business project proposals and presented them for discussion at the end of the course, with a detailed analysis of the feasibility of their being implemented, in light of market needs, credit availability, and the products’ potential end-users. Networking with other microentrepreneurs resulted in a highly useful exchange of experiences.


b.
Results


During the program it became quite clear that microentrepreneurial ventures represented an increasingly interesting and viable alternative, in view of the growing problems of unemployment and underemployment, both of which hit women the hardest. It was also noted that the number of women in the labor force continues to grow, but they still face the direst poverty, as they work mainly in the informal sector of the economy and have low paying jobs.


The following topics emerged as central issues in the discussions:

1. The need to develop support systems for microenterprises, to provide technical advice and assistance during the first period of survival, especially in the first two years following start-up. 

2. The status of women and the obstacles they face in setting up a company and, in particular, in obtaining credit, despite a worldwide trend in favor of women microentrepreneurs because of their better debt repayment record and statistically better sustainability levels. 

According to the information presented by the experts, in Israel over half all microenterprises owned by women are in the service sector and 30 percent in sales, and have proved to be a viable alternative for small working family groups.

3. The dilemma and tension of conflicting roles in the home and at work was a concern of the women participants in particular, despite the trend toward a more egalitarian society where the division of labor between men and women is becoming less rigid and the sharing of roles is considered an ideal situation which should be aspired to.

4. Participants analyzed the characteristic traits of successful women entrepreneurs, who had no prior experience, but were keen to take the initiative, be independent, get organized, and improve their economic lot.  The women microentrepreneurs providing the training agreed that, in their experience of working with microentrepreneurs, the key factor was not so much technical skill as the degree of motivation of each entrepreneur and his or her personal talents and the extent to which they were channeled in the right direction and perfected in the right environment, such as that provided by business incubators and support centers.

5. The effects of recessions and the need to generate jobs through self-employment are common problems in most of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean.

III.
POST-PROGRAM EVALUATION MEETINGS 


Several evaluation meetings were held after the workshop ended.  They were attended by the national organizers, representatives of the Golda Meir Training Center, the CIM, and the Young Americas Business Trust. 


The following proposals were put forward with a view to improving the training program and ensuring continuity:

1.
Through the Israeli embassy in Argentina, the Golda Meir International Training Center offered the possibility of fellowships for training in microenterprise projects at the Center’s headquarters in Israel for pre-selected candidates. The next course is scheduled for November 2001.

2.
It was suggested that the representatives of the government of Buenos Aires province could study the possibility of developing “Business Incubators and/or Technology-based Incubators” of the kind already extensively tested by the State of Israel. They would be implemented in specific municipalities around the province under the auspices of CIM.


The Golda Meir Training Center provided reference materials, written specifically for this workshop, on various aspects of microenterprise management and the part it plays in local economic development. In those materials “technological incubator” is defined as a facility to support fledgling technological innovators so that they can nurture their innovative ideas, turn them into commercially viable products, and attract private sector investors. The experts reported that in Israel there are currently thirty interconnected incubators providing support for all aspects of microentrepreneurial development.


The Centers for the Support of Small Enterprises operate as independent, self-sustaining units. Together they act as an office centralizing responses to the needs of existing male and female entrepreneurs and of those starting up and planning new enterprises, helping them to develop a business plan, deal with banks and municipalities, and analyze the feasibility of their projects.

3.
In a later phase the invitation to take part would be extended to include chambers of small and medium-sized businesses, chambers of commerce, and business associations existing in the municipalities.

4.
The Golda Meir Training Center and CIM presented the representatives of the provincial government with a proposal for the establishment or improvement of microenterprise support centers (see Appendix 1) and for the creation of business incubators and high technology-based incubators.

IV.
MEETINGS WITH THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF WOMEN


Two meetings were held with Mrs. Carmen Storani, Director of the Argentine government’s National Council of Women, representatives of the CIM, the Golda Meir International Training Center, and the Cooperation Department of the Israeli embassy in Argentina. Mrs. Storani expressed great interest in developing cooperative ties with CIM and with the Golda Meir Center, most particularly with respect to technological incubators and incubators or support centers for microbusinesses in different regions of the country. To that end, a study would be conducted of the conditions, needs, and background data on microenterprises in several provinces with a view to preparing a preliminary joint project.

APPENDIX I

PROPOSAL TO CREATE MICROENTERPRISE SUPPORT CENTERS

General objectives:

1. To strengthen the role of Latin American women as independent microentrepreneurs.

2. To increase sustainability of women’s businesses. 

3. To offer practical experience on new market trends and modern management skills. 

Specific objectives:

1. To support technical assistance centers or groups for women entering the business market, and promoting the creation of Microenterprise Support Systems among them.

2. To train women to use new technologies and apply them to microenterprises.

3. To promote the creation or improvement of networks of women entrepreneurs in order to circulate current information and provide group support for cooperation initiatives in business projects.

Target population:

The goal is to provide a service through organizations and groups currently working with:

a.
Unemployed women.

b.
Women reentering the labor market after raising their children, or women pursuing a second career. 

c.
Young female university graduates unable to enter the labor market. 

d.
Women from urban or rural areas, based on specific cases and local needs.

Program:

1st Phase: 

Training the Trainers 
a.
A three- to four-week course will be held in Israel on different technical support systems. The women selected will be leaders from technical support organizations/groups in different countries (roughly three women per organization). After being trained, they will be responsible for implementing a microenterprise support system in their respective countries. 

b.
In general, the course content will be as follows: financial support programs for microenterprises, preferential development zones and assistance policies for industrial areas, existing support systems in the countries represented, support mechanisms in Israel (technology-based business incubators, tourist incubators, business development centers), activities to support women microentrepreneurs (project feasibility studies, promotion and publicity strategies, business plan, etc). 

An additional training module on the use of new technologies will be offered, stressing how they benefit microenterprises. It will cover general computing issues and e-commerce, the creation of human networks over the Internet, and web page design. 

2nd Phase:

Implementation of the microenterprise support systems project in the pilot countries, with the course participants:

a.
Each team will implement the project in its respective country, receiving on-going assistance from tutors (either they travel or they consult with them on-line over the Internet).

3rd Phase:

Establishment of an information-sharing network as a part of the pilot projects:

a.
Within the organizations offering Microenterprise Support Systems.

b.
For the women entrepreneurs themselves, to improve their marketing and business potential and their access to information.

4th Phase:
Conducting a Regional Meeting once a year in the pilot projects to examine case studies, progress, and obstacles, and to strengthen the training and information; this is to involve participants from the member countries and/or Israel.

Comment: 

The entire project will be based on an exchange of experts from OAS member countries and Israel for both the execution of the program and the implementation phase in the pilot countries.

There are two options for implementing the microenterprise support center project in the pilot countries with the workshop participants following the first phase:

The two alternatives are the following:

a.
All participants travel to a selected country to implement a specific project (with the course tutors); or,

b.
Each team would implement the project in its respective country (with course tutors).

In either case, part of the tutoring will be on site, and part will be distance tutoring using on-line technology.

APPENDIX II

Message on behalf of Ms. Carmen Lomellin, 
Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) 

Organization of American States 

May 7, 2001

YOUTH BUSINESS LEADERSHIP TRAINING PROGRAM

On behalf of Ms. Carmen Lomellin, Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM), I would like to express our support and appreciation to Ms. Teresa Solá and her team of advisors for their efforts in coordinating and organizing this youth business leadership training program. This is a joint initiative for cooperation among the Equal Opportunity Office of the Government of the Province of Buenos Aires; the Employment Promotion Office of the Ministry of Labor, under Mr. Roberto Mouillerón; the Microenterprise Development Office of the Ministry of Production, under Mrs. María Teresa García; the Young Americas Business Trust 
(YABT); and the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) of the OAS. 

As a specialized organization of the Organization of American States (OAS), CIM carries out activities and programs to incorporate the gender perspective and promote women’s participation in all areas as a legitimate element essential to governance and development. In fulfilling that mission, CIM collaborates closely with national and international organizations, governmental and nongovernmental alike. 

This is an innovative joint program – one with equal numbers of men and women future trainers, which incorporates the gender perspective in its course content and promotes the development of participatory experiences, under the direction of experts from the Golda Meir International Training Center
 in Israel. The course is part of a pilot experiment we plan to continue in Argentina and extend to other countries of the Hemisphere. Its goal is to train instructors in the development of productive microenterprises. One of the course’s objectives is to facilitate the development of infrastructure for a microenterprise support system or to improve the existing mechanism, thereby promoting economic growth and generating employment. 

Specialized agencies and the international Summits both report that throughout the world women play a crucial part in economic and social development. The number of women in the workforce is rising, but they continue to face the direst poverty, working, for the most part, in the informal sector or in low paying jobs. Although there has been discussion over the last 10 years of the need for policies and programs to enhance economic opportunity for women, there is a need to translate such policies and programs into more effective action. According to recent statistics, there are more young women than ever in world history. It is therefore essential to create new, viable options to improve opportunities for access to economic resources so that these women do not also fall into poverty. Women account for 75% of workers in the informal economy and the number of women who are the sole support of their families is rising – approaching 36% in the Caribbean. The increasing numbers of women microentrepreneurs, or women aspiring to so become, suggest a need to step up efforts to improve their commercial and entrepreneurial skills. Data indicates that in Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Jamaica, over 30% of small and medium-scale enterprises are directed by women. 

We have occasion on this course to enjoy the participation of specialists with experience in Argentina and abroad who are aware of the need to promote new types of training and to implement networks among the various players involved in the area of microenterprise. In this, training projects play a crucial part. Training trainers includes developing techniques for leadership, key to attaining strategic results. Building a collective vision in which men and women participate on equal terms, putting together a committed team, facilitating ongoing association and collaboration, creating stimulating learning environments, and addressing current transitions are some of the key challenges for the leaders of our time.

The trainers are individuals who will know how to take best advantage of existing opportunities by detecting changes in the labor market, modes of production, and information and communications technology. As the lives of women and men are interlinked – at all ages – the transition to sustainable development may only continue when both men and women engage in dialogue. At a United Nations conference, one representative asked:  “If half of the members of all communities are women, why are women not represented to the same extent in all decisions taken?” 


Incorporation of the gender perspective in all areas is thus essential in fostering conditions that lead to a better understanding of gender relations, thereby laying the groundwork for sustainable development. That is the central goal of the Inter-American Program on Gender Equity and Equality, which was recently adopted by the General Assembly of the OAS and which the CIM is currently putting into practice.

In conclusion, I would like to mention that Initiative 15 of the Plan of Action of the Third Summit of the Americas, adopted a few days ago in Quebec City, reads: 

“Gender Equality: … women’s empowerment, their full and equal participation in the development of our societies, and their equal opportunities to exercise leadership are all central to the reduction of poverty, the promotion of economic and social prosperity, people-centered sustainable development, consolidation of democracy, and conflict resolution.” 

I wish you every success and, once again, we commend the organizers, trainers from Argentina and abroad, and the young people participating in the program for their combined efforts.
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