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GENERAL OVERVIEW

The Legal, Political and Economic status of women in Guyana since the last reporting period reflects the recognition of Government of the principle of Equality of women and men.  This has been enforced with signing and ratification of the UNCEDAW in 1981 and the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against women in 1995.

The 1980 Constitution is currently under review.  Legislative reforms during the 1990s sought to correct deficiencies in the legal system which still discriminated against women thus paving the way for amendment which aimed at correcting any deficiencies.  Government has also ratified other conventions, for example The Rights of the Child and Relevant ILO conventions.

Since the declaration of the Decade for Women 1975, women advocates have been examining women’s position trying to find ways for a more holistic approach for gaining major achievements toward  equality and women’s development.  Since 1981 the Women’s Affairs Bureau has been the focal point in Government for initiating this approach with the approval by Parliament of the National Policy on Women.  The two supporting mechanism, The National Commission on Women and the Inter Ministry Committee have been promoting and giving guidance on the Advancement of women.  These two entities in the implementation of the National Policy promote the policy understanding of gender analysis and the potential for intervention on behalf of women in Guyana. 

Therefore, the thrust of the Beijing Platform for Action is reflected in the Policy, as a result of these measures.

There is a National Plan on Women to the year 2003 and a National Development Strategy.

Gender issues have been integrated in all the sectors of the strategy.

Judicial

The participation of females in the Judicial system has been enhanced with the recent appointment of two Pusnie Judges.  The position of Chief Justice has been held by a female since 1997.  There is a slight increase from 1998.  Currently there are 4 females out of the 10 High Court Judges, there are two Court of Appeal Judges, both are males.  There has been a larger percentage of women admitted to the Bar during the past two years.  The potential therefore exists for more women to be promoted within the profession.  The President of the Guyana Bar Association is now a woman, the second female to hold that position within the last five (5) years.

Constitution of Guyana

The Constitution of Guyana is being reviewed and Women’s Non Governmental Organisations have been lobbying for 1/3 (one third) female representation on the Political parties’ list and to sit in Parliament which is still being addressed by a special committee.  However, there are some other positive steps proposed for the new Constitution.

(i) There will be an elevation of Article 29(1)  (Equality of the Sexes) to be placed under Fundamental Rights.

(ii) The UNCEDAW is to be considered as Human Rights under the new Constitution.

(iii) A strengthening of the Anti Discrimination Provision to include non discrimination on the Basis of Sex, Gender and Marital status.

It is felt that Women’s Human Rights will be safeguarded with this intervention.

Women in Politics and Public Life

Women in Guyana continue to enjoy the rights accorded them since 1953 with the granting of Universal Adult Suffrage to vote in all elections and public referenda and to be eligible for election to all publicly elected bodies.  There has been slight improvement of females in Parliament, females account for 13 or 15.6% as against male representation of 52 or 84.4%.

However, women’s representation in senior public office is still unaccountably low.  In spite of this, women are still on the agenda.  At t he level of Permanent Secretary – in the Office of the President, the Ministry of Housing and Water, the Ministry of Trade, Tourism and Industry, Director General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Registrar of the Supreme Court, Positive indication of the  advancement of women in the public sphere is at the levels of their representation of Deputy Permanent Secretary, Principal Assistant Secretary and Assistant Secretary in the Public Service.

In addition, women continue to be located at the lower levels of the Public Service.  The highest ranking female in the Army (Guyana Defence Force) holds the position of Lt. Colonel.

While women have been involved successfully in the political campaigns and its activities, they have  been under represented in the political leadership.  With the new proposals for the Constitutional Reform this should be corrected giving women and opportunity to perform  at the highest level of decision making in the country.

Education and Training

Education and training activities have been enhanced with the establishment of the Women’s Leadership Institute and a Documentation Centre for Gender studies.  Information is today accepted as a key factor in the development strategies adopted in all societies.  In recognition of this fact, the Government of Guyana in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has supported the establishment of the National Resource and Document Centre for Gender and Development as one component of a project which has been designed to further the advancement of all Guyanese women through enhancing their ability to participate more fully  in all aspects of national development.  This project will also support the process of gender equity and gender sensitization.  The Resource and Documentation Centre is therefore committed to the provision of critical information support required for the effective pursuit of this entire developmental thrust.

The core responsibility of the Resource and Documentation Centre is the development of a comprehensive collection of print and non-print material produced locally, regionally and internationally, which deal with all facets of women’s issues; gender equity, gender sensitization and  as far as is feasible the personal development of women in our society.  Equally important tasks for the Centre will be the dissemination of information and the provision of a range of information services, utilizing such technologies that are available.  At another level the Centre plans to support and to stimulate research where feasible and to make information available to all agencies, organisations or government ministries involved in social, economic or other aspects of planning related to women.  It must be noted that the Centre will also serve as the repository for material which records the achievements of outstanding Guyanese women in all fields of endeavour and that it expects, eventually, to function as an archive for material on Guyanese women.  In this regard the Centre will serve as the institutional memory of the society recording the contribution of outstanding women to the development of our society.

In summary, the Centre aims at being the focal point for all information both current and retrospective on women in Guyana.

The Guyana Women’s Leadership Institute (GWLI), located at  Cove and John, East Coast Demerara was established in l997.  It is a pioneering venture which is intended to build the capacity of women to enhance their participation in the decision making process and in all aspects of community and national development.  

This initiative also underscores  the Guyana Government’s determination to promote gender  equity and the full and equal participation of our women in the decision making process by providing them with the basic tools and skills-education and training.  

The philosophy of the Guyana Women’s Leadership Institute is to provide training for girls and  women to enable them to be confident, assertive, economically independent, more involved in decision-making at various levels and leaders in their communities, sectors or particular areas of work. By empowering women for leadership positions.  We enable them to enhance their quality of life and that of their families and ultimately their societies.

The Institute’s training programme covers a wide range of areas and places emphasis on social skills, entrepreneurial skills, organisational and leadership skills.  There are courses in Image Building self Esteem/confidence, Understanding the Self, Introduction to Gender, Healthy Lifestyles, mentoring, Conflict Resolution, Effective Communication Organisational achievement at the end of the year.

In essence, the primary objective of the Institute is to provide education and training for girls and women; to stimulate further learning and to equip them with the social skills and knowledge to assist them in realizing their full potential.   

Since its establishment 300 women have graduated in various fields. Special programmes for females active in Local Government, Regional Development and Community Development have been successfully undertaken.  The University of Guyana, Teachers’ Training College and the Institute of Distance and Continuing Education representatives serve as members on the Board of Directors and have been loud in their praise for the standards set by the institution which caters for grassroots women also.

The University of Guyana last graduation list  for 1998/99 indicated that there was a 62% female overall passes in all faculties.  

In general, more females than males are enrolled at the tertiary level.  Women represent and out number males according to the enrolment figures at the Institute of Adult and Continuing Education (IDCE).  In addition, the statistics at the Critchlow Labour College graduations have indicated an enrolment pattern similar to that of IDCE.  This is also notable from the data pertaining to the Cyril Potter College of Education shows that is female oriented consistently higher than that of their male counterparts.

According to the Human Development Report 1996, the gender variations in education are significant with females out stripping males at the University (60:40), technical ocational, (57:43); teacher training (80:20) and secondary levels (53:47).

Social & Economic 

While the Domestic Violence Act was passed in 1996, there has been many negative attitudes hampering implementation since it was felt that cultural practices and other beliefs were being contravened.  With the support of Non Governmental Organisations and other social partners, Magistrates, Attorneys, Policemen and other individuals have received special training to deal with the violence in society.  A National Steering Committee comprising of 34 organisations have been set up and a Secretariat is established within the Ministry of Human Services and Social Security to deal with the issue of family violence.

Government has estaablished a Poverty Alleviation Programme through which the Ministry of Human Services and Social Security, has been allocated a small sum to assist persons in difficult circumstances and persons with disabilities.  Recipients receive artificial limbs, spectacles, eye care treatment, funeral expense, emergency floods, fire relief. Legal assistance, and other urgent women’s and family issues.

The Living Conditions Survey (1999) which measured the impact of economic and social programmes indicated that there was a reduction in poverty levels.  In addition, there was decline in poverty levels among all ethnic groups, while the city showed the highest reduction in the incidence of poverty and in the rural interior conditions changed marginally.

However, despite the poverty survey mentioned was not made of the significant progress in areas of improving health status, life expectancy literacy, and access to public services, which are critical to one’s standard of living.

Women’s advancement in the economic participation is based on their access to financial resources.  Here the main sources of credit are the financial institutions.

Since  women represent a visible proportion of persons who are self-employed in the informal sector, they are located in small – scale activities.  Hence, for some their economic possibilities are dependent on access to credit through soft loans provided by independent non-profit organisations.

The Institute of Private Enterprise Development (IPED) Small Business Credit Initiative (SBCT) and Commonwealth Youth Credit Initiative (CYCI) for youths have open their doors to both females and males.

Conclusion
The Women’s Affairs Bureau (National Machinery) relates with Non Governmental Organisations, co-ordinates, implements and reviews the activities of the National Plan of Action for Women annually.  Public Education sessions and workshop seminars are held to sensitize the public and society at large of the progress on the Advancement of Women.
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