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Uruguay: Women join forces in the Parliamentary trenches


Montevideo, 2 Jul (IPS/Silvana Silveira) -- Women lawmakers in Uruguay have joined forces across party lines, in spite of criticism from colleagues in their own parties, and have built majorities to approve laws in favour of gender equality and other rights that have been denied for years.

 

It all started in 2000, when the few women elected to the lower house of parliament decided that together, they had a chance of advancing an agenda for women without regard for party loyalties. They formed the women's caucus, which in 2005 became the Bicameral Women's Caucus (BBF) when some women were elected to the senate.

 

Thanks to pressure and support from the BBF, laws were enacted allowing women to choose a person to be present when they give birth, ending the description of murders resulting from domestic violence as "crimes of passion", providing sex education in primary schools, giving domestic employees the same labour rights as other workers, and penalising sexual harassment in the workplace.

 

Diana Gonzalez, a lawyer who specialises in gender issues, emphasised that the women's caucus achieved parliamentary approval of a bill on sexual and reproductive health, which was ultimately vetoed by then president Tabare Vazquez (2005-2010) because he personally disagreed with the article that decriminalised abortion.

 

A law favouring women's access to a retirement pension by counting an additional two years of contributions for every child, and a set of new judicial powers to combat trafficking in persons and sexual exploitation, are also fruits of the BBF's work.

 

"There is no doubt that the BBF was behind the success of these bills. Examining the approval processes of each of these laws shows that including equity and gender elements was due to women lawmakers who united beyond their political positions to contribute shared criteria," Gonzalez told IPS.

 

But much remains to be done since "the laws were the product of negotiation, and so are not of the highest possible quality," said Gonzalez, the author of the book "Produccion legislativa en materia de equidad de genero y generaciones durante el periodo febrero 2005-noviembre 2009" (Legislation on gender and generational equity from February 2005 to November 2009).

 

This document, created within the framework of a project to reduce gender and inter-generation inequities that is part of the "Unidos en la Accion" (Delivering As One) initiative of the Uruguayan government and United Nations agencies, was presented to parliament on June 24.

 

The exercise of re-examining structures, including different views and democratising power, was not welcomed by all, and according to two women lawmakers who pioneered the initiative, some women paid a very high political cost.

 

Beatriz Argimon, a congresswoman for the right-wing opposition National Party from 2000 to 2010, was excluded from the list of candidates for last year's elections because she had backed the "quota law". She told IPS that her party "has serious problems with the fact of women in power."

 

Meanwhile, Glenda Rondan, a lawmaker for the opposition Colorado Party from 2000 to 2005, suffered similar consequences for supporting the de-criminalisation of abortion, and is now excluded from her party's power structures. "When you want to change things, you pay a cost, and if you are a woman, you pay three times over," she told IPS.

 

Senator Monica Xavier, of the governing left-wing Broad Front coalition, agreed that "although the women's caucus is to some extent an institution, we suffer attacks from our colleagues who resist our having such a powerful space." "There are true misogynists among the congressmen," Xavier told IPS.

 

The BBF is a way of making up for the lack of women's representation in parliament, the lawmakers told IPS. The presence of women in Uruguayan political life continues to be markedly low, according to Niki Johnson, the coordinator of politics and gender at the Department of Political Science in the state University of the Republic.

 

One of the reasons preventing women from competing on equal terms is the electoral system, that was "designed and is dominated by men, which gives an unfair advantage to the existing male leaderships," the expert told IPS.

 

And women's low level of participation will continue until at least 2014, when the quota law will come into force for national and municipal elections. From then, political parties' candidate lists for parliament and provincial legislatures will have to include at least one-third of candidates of the opposite sex. The law was approved in 2009, but so far has only been applied to internal party elections.

 

The World Classification of Women in Parliaments ranks Uruguay far down the list in Latin America, where the average proportion of women is 23.3 percent, and in the world, with an average of 18.9 percent.

 

Instead of improving its ranking for women's representation, Uruguay lost ground after last year's elections, when the left won for the second time in history in this country of 3.3 million people. 
