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NATIONAL REPORT:  V E N E Z U E L A
(Item 3.c on the agenda)

I.  OVERVIEW OF THE REPORT

This report describes the current situation of women and the changes that have taken place in the country over the past two years.

The keystone of the new government elected in 1998 was the convening of a National Constitutional Assembly, intended to restructure the country and to establish a new institutional, political, economic, and cultural framework for the men and women of Venezuela. Since these transformations could not be achieved without an appropriate legal basis, in 1999 the National Constitutional Assembly drafted the new Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, which created a new juridical order and was adopted by means of a referendum held on December 15 of that year.

Over these past two years, women in Venezuela have made great progress. The most important advance is, of course, a gender-aware Constitution; others steps forward include the enactment of the Law on Violence Against Women and the Family and of the Organic Law for the Protection of Children and Adolescents. 

Although Venezuela has made great progress in the juridical area, as can be seen with the new Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, which fully recognizes women’s citizenship, obstacles to the full implementation of the Platform for Action handed down by the Fourth World Conference on Women still exist.

Regarding work issues, women are still restricted to the worst paid, least qualified, and traditionally “female” jobs in both the formal and informal sectors of the economy. The wages and salaries earned by women for similar jobs performed under similar conditions as by men are around 30 percent lower, even among those who are highly qualified, despite the fact that almost 28 percent of women are heads of families and that this proportion is twice as high among the country’s poorest families. The idea still prevails that women’s earnings serve only to support the menfolk’s wages, regardless of whether or not the men are actually present. 

Women invariably face higher unemployment rates than men; this is particularly true among women aged from 15 to 24. 

This impoverishment of the population, particularly its female members, works to curtail women’s participation, and the values of patriarchal culture still prevail to ensure that in spite of women’s incorporation into some collective endeavors, they do not enjoy power therein. 

Nevertheless, actions have been underway to develop and progressively consolidate policies aimed at overcoming discrimination against women and promoting the emergence of values that will ensure that gender equality takes root.

II.  LEGAL, POLITICAL, AND SOCIOECONOMIC SITUATION


In legal terms, major progress has been secured for Venezuelan women, including the advances outlined below: 

Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela:

The new Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, approved by the people in a referendum on December 15, 1999, enhances the visibility of women and expands the concept of citizenship; the Constitution also uses nonsexist language and reflects gender awareness from its preamble to its final provisions; and, inter alia, it recognizes the value of domestic labor and the sexual and reproductive rights of women. It should be noted that the Constitution reflects the proposals submitted by the National Women’s Mechanism and the Women’s Organized Movement.

· Direct, positive, and gender-sensitive enshrinement of the principles of equality and equity as the basis for civic duties and rights.

· Enshrinement of equal duties and rights for men and women within marriage and common-law unions.

· Raising to the constitutional level all treaties, pacts, and conventions dealing with human rights, in accordance with recent trends within contemporary constitutions. 

· Enshrinement of the equal abilities and rights of Venezuelan men and women with regard to nationality. 

· Enshrinement of the guarantee of protection for women and families against violence and all forms of discrimination.

· Enshrinement of sexual and reproductive rights, including protection for freely chosen motherhood and the right to obtain responsible sexual education, sexual and reproductive health services, and expert information on the subject. 

· Development of guarantees of equality at work, in wages (equal pay for equal work), job training opportunities, guidelines for staff recruitment, social security and comprehensive protection of both male and female workers, with recognition of maternal privileges and the conditions associated with the obligations of men and women arising from parenting duties.


Law on Equal Opportunities for Women


Enacted in September 1993, this legislation aims to guarantee full enjoyment of rights and the creation of the Women’s Institute, a body with a legal identity, its own patrimony, and permanent organs for defining, executing, directing, coordinating, supervising, and assessing policies and issues related to the situation of women and the conditions they face. It also provides for a National Women’s Rights Defense Office, responsible for overseeing compliance with and awareness of the law and for providing free legal assistance in defending those rights. The law was amended on October 26, 1999, to allow the President of the Republic to appoint the Institute’s authorities, as set forth in the nation’s Constitution and the Organic Law of the Public Treasury.

Law on Violence Against Women and the Family


Adopted in 1998 and coming into force in January 1999, this law represents a major step forward in eradicating violence against women and recognizing their human rights. It attempts to go further than simple definitions of crime, and in so doing offers alternative methods of punishment and educational measures aimed at prevention. It covers sexual harassment and rapes committed by husbands or live-in partners.

Organic Law for the Protection of Children and Adolescents


Adopted on October 2, 1998, and coming into force on April 1, 2000, this law follows the Convention on the Rights of the Child and represents a change of paradigm by adopting the doctrine of comprehensive protection for boys, girls, and adolescents.

Political Situation of Women 


Legislative achievements and permanent efforts notwithstanding, Venezuelan women still encounter occurrences of discrimination that seriously hinder their attaining positions of importance within political and managerial organizations, trade unions, and public office.


What women have achieved in political participation and within decision-making echelons is of very little importance:

· Female Participation in the Legislature


Female representation in the 1998 election increased by 5.96% in the Chamber of Deputies, to stand at 12.56%, and it rose by 2.57% to 8.77% in the Senate. 

The National Constitutional Assembly elected in 1999 maintained the same proportion of women as the 1998 election; and on the National Legislative Commission appointed in January 2000 the proportion of women increased to 28.57%. 

· Female Participation in Gubernatorial and Mayoral Office

During 1999 there was one female governor who did not finish her mandate, and another female governor who was appointed by the National Constitutional Assembly. At present there are no female governors.

Female mayors accounted for 10.9% of those elected in the 1995 election, a figure that fell to 7.27% in 1998.

Within the Legislative Assemblies, the proportion was the same for both the 1995 and 1998 elections, at 14.5%.

· Female Participation in the Executive Branch

During 1998 there were two female ministers of state, responsible for the treasury and the labor ministry. In 1999 there were two, in charge of the treasury and the ministry of the environment. At present there are no female ministers in the cabinet and five female vice-ministers.

Socioeconomic Situation of Women 

The problems of the sustained increase in poverty in general and of poverty among women in particular have created ever greater levels of social inequality, characterized by growing inequality among the genders; this is particularly true in underdeveloped countries, as a result of their highly regressive income distribution patterns. Venezuela does not escape this tendency: regarding wage differentials between men and women in Venezuela, on average women earn 25 percent less than men for doing the same jobs. This difference is more pronounced in certain regions of the country, particularly around Zulia state (42.7%), the central part of the country (38.6%), and in the capital (26.9%). For women aged between 20 and 40, the wage differential is 20 percent.

In terms of the workforce, and according to figures from the Central Office of Statistics and Informatics (OCEI), at the close of 1999 the female workforce numbered 3.7 million workers, accounting for 36.5 percent of the total Venezuelan labor force of more than 10.2 million individuals. 

III.  FOLLOW-UP ON THE IMPLEMENTATION 
OF CIM’S STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION

In February 1999, Hugo Chávez Frías took office as President of the Republic. Since then the country has been undergoing a process of accelerated change. Among the main aims of this is integration with the peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean; the government also believes in the vital importance of establishing relations with the rest of the world, and that one way to achieve this is by observing the commitments regarding women that the Venezuelan State has acquired within international forums.

It proposes the inclusion of gender awareness into the government’s program, combining the five key points of the Government Program with the National Women’s Plan, starting the operations of the National Women’s Institute, which has already been created through the current Equal Opportunities Law, creating follow-up measures to monitor compliance with the constitutional provisions that favor women, and promoting an equitable female presence within the government and in decision making.

In order to address the falling standards of living faced by women, a number of social strategies have been implemented:

· Cooperation agreement with the United States embassy in Venezuela, intended to develop a strengthening plan for Venezuelan women leaders, called “Leadership, Media, and Microbusiness Management.” Additionally, and in order to tackle the growing feminization of poverty, three workshops on small-scale business have been held in Caracas and in the states of Vargas and Miranda; these events were also sponsored by the U.S. embassy.

· A strategic alliance was signed with the People’s Bank (Banco del Pueblo), to create the Credi-Mujer credit line; this will provide poor women with loans to help them set up small businesses, thus fighting poverty and creating employment opportunities for economically disadvantaged women. 

· Institutional participation by the National Mechanism in the social programs developed by the Single Social Fund (FUS).

· Creation of meeting points to provide special attention for rural and indigenous women. 

· The Commission on Women and the Informal Economy has also been created, to assist, advise, and train women who work in that sector of the economy.

· The relaunch of the National Commission to Prevent Early Pregnancies, together with the provision of reproductive health services for adolescents of both sexes at the almost 5,000 outpatient facilities run by the Ministry of Health and Social Development across the country, in an attempt to reduce high teenage pregnancy rates.

· The Venezuelan State is promoting a comprehensive health policy, emphasizing the sexual and reproductive health of Venezuela’s men and women; to this end, the percentage of GDP earmarked for health spending has been increased.

· Signing of agreements with government agencies and decentralized bodies for the implementation of the program, with regional governments, and with nongovernmental  organizations.

· Start of operations of the National Women’s Institute and allocation of funding for its work.

· Strengthening the National Women’s Institute’s advisory committees, which comprise representatives of women’s NGOs, experts, and other individuals with an interest in women’s issues.

Prevention, Eradication, and Punishment of Violence Against Women

· Adoption and enforcement of the Law on Violence Against Women and the Family.
· Drafting of the National Action Plan on Violence Against Women and the Family (2000-2005), intended to coordinate actions that will allow the Venezuelan State to prevent and punish violence against women and families. Currently under revision.
· Creation of the 800–MUJER telephone hotline, intended to provide victims of domestic violence with individual assistance.
· Creation of the Commission on Violence Against Women and the Family, the aim of which is to orchestrate the prevention and attention programs and policies that are to be implemented within different agencies of the executive branch of government. The powers of this Commission are those set down in the law, as stipulated in Chapter II, Article 8.

· Creation of a high-level Commission to coordinate efforts aimed at preventing and punishing violence. The office of the national attorney-general, the National Human Rights Commission, and the National Women’s Council are all involved with this Commission.

· Publication and distribution of 20,000 copies of the Law on Violence Against Women and the Family.

· Implementation of a regional pilot program for preventing and attending to family violence against women, with financial support from the Inter-American Development Bank and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).

· Workshops on applying the Law on Violence Against Women and the Family have been taught in the metropolitan area and eight of the nation’s states.

IV. STEPS TO MAKE PROGRESS IN IMPLEMENTING
CIM’S STRATEGIC PLAN OF ACTION

· Information must be taken from official reports and documents to universities, schools, trade unions, political parties, residential districts, and streets. That is the best way to turn the agreements first into political demands and then into effective policies.
· Until this takes place with each of the important steps forward taken in connection with violence, health, economics, globalization, human rights, female participation in politics, and other areas, the achievements secured will appear only on documents that are carefully filed and used, from time to time, by experts eager to show how much they know about the advancement of women.

· Design mass campaigns, using all available media, to heighten awareness of equality issues and gender equality, stressing the fact that this is something that cuts across all areas and all situations.

· Violence against women is a very serious issue: figures from the Inter-American Development Bank state that between 25 and 40 percent of women of childbearing age suffer violence from their partners and, according to World Bank figures from 1993, each year 9 million years of healthy life are lost through rape and domestic violence, a total greater than the number of years lost through cancer of all kinds and more than twice that caused by motor-vehicle accidents.

· Although violence is considered a public health problem, the resources needed to fight, prevent, and address it are not assigned. Thus, one way to ensure that the mandates are carried out would be to ask the governments to allocate the resources needed to tackle the issue.

· Principal Delegate to promote meetings with academics from the different national universities who are working on gender issues, and to increase awareness among those who are not, so that discussing CIM’s mandates becomes a part of the professional training of future graduates of both sexes.

· Promoting meetings with women’s grassroots organizations to incorporate a debate on matters of interest to CIM into the actions carried out by those organizations.
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