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ADDRESS BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE INTER-AMERICAN COMMISSION OF WOMEN

DR. CRISTINA MUÑOZ, AT THE INAUGURAL SESSION OF THE TWENTY-NINTH REGULAR MEETING OF THE ASSEMBLY OF DELEGATES OF
THE INTER-AMERICAN COMMISSION OF WOMEN

(Washington, November 16, 1998)
His Excellency, the Chair of the Permanent Council Ambassador Francisco Paparoni; Secretary General of the Organization of American States, César Gaviria; Assistant Secretary General of the Organization of American States, Ambassador Christopher Thomas, who postponed his trip this morning to be with the women of the Americas; many thanks, ambassadors, delegates to the Inter-American Commission of Women, special guests, Emeritus advisers; Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Commission of Women; ladies and gentlemen:


Before sharing some thoughts with you, I would like to express my solidarity with the CIM, with the sisters and brothers of the countries of Central America and the Caribbean who have been affected by hurricane “Mitch,” and I invite you to spend a moment of silence in remembrance of the victims.


 This Assembly is doubly significant.  Not only does it mark the close of the 70th year of CIM activities, it is also the last assembly of the twentieth century: a century in which the women of the Americas have struggled so arduously to achieve recognition of their rights and to raise awareness of their contribution to society.


It fell to me and the whole of the Executive Committee to take on the commitment and responsibility for continuing to carry out the mandates of the XXVIII Assembly of Delegates.  As the two-year period draws to a close, I am proud to say that the results have proved highly satisfactory.


We have forged ahead with implementation of the Strategic Plan of Action of the CIM, especially its top priorities.  Last February, we held the Inter-American Meeting of Consultation of the CIM on Women’s Participation in Power and Decision-Making Structures.  It provided a forum for the women experts taking part to analyze the hurdles women face in this field, as well as an opportunity to put forward a plan of action with strategies to overcome those hurdles.  The plan is being presented for consideration by this Assembly.  We also held four subregional meetings in order to put forward and analyze strategies dealing with priority areas of the Strategic Plan of Action of the CIM, thereby recognizing and serving the diverse needs of each of these subregions.  For the first time, we implemented the new Seed Fund distribution system, which was acclaimed at both the national and regional level and yielded excellent results.  In addition, we embarked on the fundamental task of renewing and strengthening the CIM as it enters the twenty-first century, striving always to play a more effective and weightier role in the struggle for equal opportunities and gender equity.


Noteworthy, in this biennium, was the work carried out by the Commission in following up on the mandates conferred at the First and Second Summits of the Americas.  This period also saw the start of major joint projects with other bodies in the Inter-American System that, given their scope and importance, will set guidelines for the CIM’s future activities.  The Commission also attended important regional and global forums, spreading its message.


We fully share both the Secretary General’s and the Permanent Council’s desire to take steps to modernize and reinvigorate the OAS. The Executive Committee, the Permanent Secretariat, and the Delegates of the CIM set about strengthening and modernizing the CIM in this two-year period.  Our diagnostic assessment of the situation and the steps we propose will be submitted for consideration by this Assembly.  They have two basic objectives:  1) to strengthen the deliberative functions of the CIM, boosting its consensus-building capacity, exchanging information regarding the situation of women in the Americas, identifying and developing strategies for new areas, and encouraging cooperation among states; and 2) to reinforce its technical side, in order to be able to play a more significant and prominent role in the work of institutions of the inter-American system and other global organizations, as a political body with a  strong technical base.


All of these achievements were possible because the Executive Committee is hard working, supportive and committed to the CIM’s objectives.  To my colleagues on the Committee I would like to express a warm vote of thanks for their work in these years in which we set out to change and reorient our much-loved specialized body, the CIM.  Without their constant support and sound advice, our administration would not have achieved the success it did.  I am sure that once their mandate on the Committee concludes, all of my colleagues will continue struggling for women’s rights, both within and outside the Commission, as I will, too, offering our firm support to the CIM and its new Executive Committee.


I should also like to thank all the Principal and Alternate Delegates for their collaboration with the Committee and with the Commission as a whole, during this two-year period, as well as for their prompt replies to the many questionnaires they were sent.  Nevertheless, I would like to urge them to redouble their efforts and to contribute more and more to the CIM because that is one way to strengthen it.  Without the help of our Delegates, we cannot achieve the results that the CIM needs if it is to maintain its historic role in the defense of women’s rights and to make an impact in OAS member states.  For them, the support group that helped prepare this Assembly, and all those individuals and institutions that devoted time and energy to the Commission’s activities, my heartfelt thanks.


Allow me, on behalf of the CIM, to express our gratitude to the Secretary General of the OAS, Dr. César Gaviria, for his unswerving support, and to the Assistant Secretary General, Ambassador Christopher Thomas, for his tireless collaboration and support for the Commission and the cause of women.  My sincere thanks also to the Permanent Secretariat and particularly to the Executive Secretaries I dealt with in the course of my duties: Margarita Roque, Cristina Tomassoni, and Carmen Lomellin, the current Executive Secretary.


As this century draws to a close, those of us who form part of the OAS and the CIM are experiencing times of change that we should not fail to make the best of.  At the OAS, the gender perspective has gained ground, opening up new opportunities for joint initiatives with other parts of the Organization to advance the proposals contained in the Strategic Plan of Action and the Santiago Summit.  Nonetheless, we must devise new strategies and mechanisms with which to imbue the entire Organization with a gender perspective so that the analysis of gender aspects becomes a leitmotiv of all OAS actions, programs, and projects.  These opportunities have to be explored and worked on in order to ensure that they have a multiplier effect and boost existing resources, while we forge ahead, in unison and on every front, with achieving equal opportunities for women.


Furthermore, as a result of the activities carried out in this biennium, the CIM will soon be in a position to provide member states with concrete proposals, now being prepared, for putting into effect leadership and education strategies and programs with a gender focus.  Likewise, as in the past, the CIM will continue to suggest concrete steps in the area of violence against women, a field in which the CIM’s leadership is well established and recognized by inter-American organizations.  These timely and important contributions are yet another example of the CIM’s huge potential to proposing concrete solutions in areas of priority concern to the governments of the Hemisphere.


Despite the considerable progress achieved by women in the Americas during the twentieth century, much remains to be done to achieve their full incorporation in the development process, in economic, social, political, and cultural life.  The CIM has an important role to play in the future.  It must continue to work as a hemispheric governmental forum par excellence, as a consensus-building center, feeding member countries with instruments and strategies to promote equal opportunities and gender equity at every level.  Specifically, it should tackle the issue of the feminization of poverty in the framework of the commitments made by governments at the Santiago Summit and it should present this Assembly with ideas on what to do about it.  It must strengthen its ties with civil society, especially with organized women, promoting their participation in every walk of life.  The Commission should become the main point of reference–and indispensable ally–of delegates as they deal with issues that are of concern to women but also–because they cut across society–intrinsically linked to all social sectors.  In this regard, as a specialized body of the OAS, the CIM has a major role to play in reasserting its commitment to the strengthening of democracy in our countries and the reversal of any authoritarian tendencies that may arise.


I am sure that this Assembly will be crowned with success, reflecting the energy, determination, and commitment of the Delegates to promote the hemispheric leadership of the CIM and the fulfillment of its goals.  That will help advance a more just and democratic society, in which all its members, men and women, shall be able to participate fully and on an equal footing in the development process, as the builders of tomorrow’s peace and prosperity in the Hemisphere.


This event also marks the end of my period of office as President of the CIM, a post that has brought me much personal and professional satisfaction.  It was my privilege to work with women leaders from all the countries because the delegates are key experts in each country.  In my own country, I embraced the cause of women many years ago.  There, as the first Minister for Women, I devoted myself to institutionalizing that secretariat as the leading body for drawing up public policy on women’s affairs and to placing gender issues on the political agenda in Paraguay, constantly strengthening ties with civil society.  I believe that that effort was not in vain.  Now, from a different angle, as a Senator of the Republic, I continue to combat discrimination against women and to struggle for gender equity, and it is a foregone conclusion that I shall continue to support the CIM, in which I learnt so much and to which, I believe, I have made some contribution.


Together with the Executive Committee, I had the honor to make use of this forum for initiatives that I am sure will continue to contribute significantly to the enhancement of women in our Hemisphere.  This has been one more rung on a ladder we shall continue to climb with renewed strength, the same spirit of progress, and fierce determination to fight for the women in this Hemisphere.


Thank you very much.
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