WOMEN DEMAND A FAIRER SHARE OF POLITICAL POWER

Guatemalan politics has traditionally been largely exclusively male-dominated where women are hugely under-represented in government positions on a local and a national level. However, some changes are in order with two women running for top government posts this year – Rigoberta Menchu, a presidential candidate for the centre-left party Encuentro por Guatemala and feminist intellectual Walda Barrios, running as vice-presidental candidate for the former guerrillas turned political party, Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG).  

By Central America Report

An Uphill Struggle Against Exclusion 


Mother-of-four Juana de Jesus Ramirez Mendez, 32, describes the hurdles she has had to overcome to become president of the Community Development Council (COCODE), of the village of Los Vados, in the southern department of  Jocotan, Chiquimula.


Like many other young girls in rural communities, she was encouraged to mar​ry at an early age as her family could not afford to support her. Juana didn't get past her third year in primary school and now that she has tried to return to school to finish her education she has met with fierce opposition from her husband.


"I had to tell my husband: Look, I'm going to school, whether you like it or not", she says. Juana managed to finish primary school and is now attending high school.


As a community leader, she had to overcome deeply embedded sexist stereo​types. When the village realized that Juana de Jesus was confident, eloquent and good at sourcing government​ funded or international aid-sponsored development projects she was elected president of the village COCODE, which did not go down well with her predecessor and his supporters.


Juana was accused of usurping the post without hav​ing been elected by the community and she even received threats. Undaunted, she contacted the human rights om​budsman's office, which offered support and counseling.


Today, she is a respected community leader and a role model for other women in the village. Her case is by no means unique, as the prevalence of sexist stereotypes has made Guatemalan politics an exclusively male domain, and women, especially in rural areas, need to fight tooth and nail to be respected as equals.


Studies on female participation in politics have con​cluded that a patriarchal culture and high illiteracy rates are the main obstacles barring women from public office.

According to the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Guatemala has the second worst female illiteracy rate in Latin America - 34.6% of illiterate Guatemalans are women, 60% of which are indigenous and live in rural areas (in some communities, up to 90% of women are illiterate).

Few Women in Top Government Jobs 


According to "More Women, Better Politics", a study published this year by the United Nations Population Fund (UNPFA), despite the fact that women make up 51% of the Guatemalan population, only 44% of women registered to vote in the 2003 elections, compared to 56% of men. And in 2003, only 42% of women registered went to the polls com​pared to 57% of men.


Only 19% of government positions are held by wom​en. Of this percentage, 29% of women are in the judiciary. Women only hold 13% of top jobs in the Executive branch.


Only 14 (9%), of the 158 members of Congress, are women. The number of women in Congress has varied little since 1985, ranging from 5 to 10%.


The number of indigenous women in Congress is even lower. In 1985, there was one indigenous woman in Con​gress, a figure that increased to three in 1995 and was reduced to one after the 2003 elections.


Guatemala has the lowest percentage of women in Congress in the whole of Central America. Costa Rica has 38.6%, Honduras 23.5%, Nicaragua 17.3%, Panama and El Salvador 16.7%.


On a regional level, Guatemala also has the lowest percentage of women in local government. Only 2.7% of mayors are women - Costa Rica 43.8%, Nicaragua 34.4%, El Salvador 25.4%, Honduras 21.8% and Panama 9.9%.


Guatemalan feminists argue that forcing political par​ties to establish minimum quotas for female participation is the only way to overcome inequality.


This year, Struggle Against Patriarchy, a vocal feminist group within the left-wing Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (URNG) party, has forced party leaders to establish a minimum 30% quota to increase the participation of women, indigenous people and young can​didates. Currently, 29% of the URNG’s Congressional can​didates and 18% of municipal candidates are women. The URNG has come up with a system known as trenzas (plaits), which means that every candidate list must include a man, a woman, an indigenous candidate and a youth leader, in order to make candidates more representative in terms of gender, age and ethnicity.


Costa Rica, Panama and Honduras approved laws set​ting minimum quotas for female representation in gov​ernment posts in 1996, 1997 and 2000, respectively. In all three countries, female participation has improved, espe​cially in Congress.


Since the law was approved, the percentage of wom​en in top government jobs has increased from 17.3% to 38.6% in Costa Rica and from 5.5% to 23.4% in Honduras.


However, not all female candidates advocate compul​sory quotas. Ana Luisa de Cordoba, former Congression​al candidate to the conservative Values and Visions party, (VIVA) told CAR: "I don't think quotas are the answer. Parties just use women as space-fillers and nothing really changes." – Third World Network Features No. 3173/07, September 2007
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