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We kept on twisting and turning, and gaining altitude…
there were so many curves in the road
that it was impossible to know what we would find
around the next bend…
until at last the wind dropped,
and we came out of the clouds,
we all gasped with wonder,
and then we sighed,
because we were in a place
you only ever find in fairytales,
the blue sky above,
the white clouds below,
and all the problems of the world forgotten…

Amy Tan2

The concept of human security has been defined in
multifarious ways, yet it could be summarised as the
full and progressive realisation of human rights, es-
sentially the right to live life in peace, to have one’s
basic social and cultural needs met, to have access
to the beneficial developments of science and tech-
nology and to enjoy a healthy environment. For United
Nations experts it includes economic development,
social justice, environmental protection, disarma-
ment, respect for human rights and the rule of law;3

the capacity of States and individuals to anticipate
and resolve their conflicts by peaceful means;4  the
quality of life of members of a society;5  and freedom
from fear and deprivation.6

These definitions inevitably lead to the conclu-
sion that in Latin America and the Caribbean, for the
vast majority of the population, human security in
any real sense of the word is still a long way off.
Women are worse off - for them human security is
only a dream.

In more economically developed countries ad-
vances in human security are the product of gov-
ernment policies designed to overcome inequities
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The most unequal of the unequal

and of laws promoting the real enjoyment of hu-
man rights. States that guarantee the human secu-
rity of their citizens strive to establish conditions
favourable to personal security and the protection
of life. Improving human security goes hand-in-hand
with resolving internal as well as international armed
conflicts. In countries experiencing internal or in-
ternational armed conflicts human security is seri-
ously compromised. However, the greatest threats
to human security arise from inequality and social
exclusion.

In the light of historical discrimination and ex-
clusion perpetrated against women, the outlook is
gloomy. The most serious indications of their plight
are the non-recognition of their rights as people - par-
ticularly of their specific rights as women - and the
violence to which they are subjected.

The persistence of a patriarchal culture perpetu-
ates prejudices against women in the public mind
which exclude them from participating in the exer-
cise of power. Women are therefore prevented from
participating in improving the material conditions
of their own lives, and from receiving any social
and political recognition. The former translates into
unequal distribution of wealth, making women “the
poorest of the poor”; the latter is evidenced by the
absence of public structural policies and relevant
legislation to promote their empowerment.

Taking account of the specific needs
of women
The welfare and the human security of women in the
region depend on access to adequate and timely
health services; access to quality consumer goods;
the opportunity for active participation in decisions
affecting the future of their country or region; the
right to knowledge and to an education free from ste-
reotypes and discrimination; the right to housing; and
in general to everything that makes it possible for
men and women to live life with dignity and in peace.

One way of overcoming historically determined
inequalities based on sexual discrimination is to
design affirmative action measures, such as are rec-
ommended in the various international human rights
treaties and in the action plans of world conferences,
all of which have been signed by most of the coun-
tries of the region.

These measures, aimed at taking proper ac-
count of specific gender needs and long-term so-
cial inequities that exist to this day, are urgently
demanded by women, but they have been extremely
difficult to implement.

The quest for equality and recognition of gender
differences implies that full realisation of rights for

women in the field of health care involves, in addition
to basic health care, sexual and reproductive health.
Governments must urgently develop policies and leg-
islation promoting women’s autonomy in the areas of
sexuality and reproduction, legalising abortion7  or
penalising sterilisation without consent. Secondly, ac-
cessible services must be provided for (a) informed
fertility control, including access to safe and effective
methods of contraception, and to assisted reproduc-
tion techniques; (b) universal coverage during preg-
nancy, childbirth and postpartum period; (c) medical
attention for spontaneous or induced abortion.8

Other ways of recognising differences without
converting them into inequalities appear in the Belén
do Pará Convention and the Vienna Declaration
(1993), which acknowledge that violence against
women constitutes a human rights violation.
Whereas specific health rights for women derive
from biological differences, violence as an expres-
sion of discrimination against women constitutes a
historical phenomenon. In spite of the above-men-
tioned international instruments, women continue
to be subjected daily to violence in many shapes
and forms. If human security involves good quality
of life and the chance to live it in peace and free
from fear of violence, human security for women is
non-existent either in the public or the private
spheres.

Equitable enjoyment of access
to resources and opportunities
Inequity between men and women is evident in
their access to socially constructed opportunities:
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employment, housing, education, civil and politi-
cal decision-making processes, science, technol-
ogy, credit, etc. Analysis of all these aspects dem-
onstrates the structural inequity that affects
women. The picture becomes even more complex
when including the prevalent cultural patterns and
the roles society assigns to women.

In the world of labour high-powered and pres-
tigious jobs are still reserved for men. Salary differ-
ences persist, although they are beginning to blur
due to international commitments made by govern-
ments and modern constitutional reforms which
include human rights. In Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, in the formal employment sector women
earn approximately 15% less than men.9  In the in-
formal sector and in rural areas, earnings inequali-
ties are higher. Current macroeconomic policies,
resulting from the globalisation of market forces,
have had their greatest impact on women. Struc-
tural adjustment and industrial restructuring have
increased women’s unemployment.

Women’s access to housing, whether as ten-
ants or owners, is restricted. The percentage of all
women who own houses or land worldwide is barely
higher than 1%, according to the International Labour
Organization, which also states that only little more
than 10% of the world’s wealth is in the hands of
women.10

At the regional level, the consolidated report
of the Andean Community,11  gives statistics for the
population living below the poverty line of USD 1
per day (at 1985 international prices, adjusted for
purchasing-power parity). In Chile and Uruguay, this
group represent less than 2% of the population for
the period 1983-2000. In Brazil, Bolivia, Peru and
Mexico, this group represents between 11.6% and
15.9% of the population; in Paraguay, Colombia,
Ecuador and Venezuela it varies from 19.5% to 23%
of the population.

“The GINI Index measures the inequality of in-
come or consumption distribution within a coun-
try. For Uruguay (0.423), Ecuador (0.437) and Bo-
livia (0.447) this indicator shows the more ‘equi-
table’ distribution of income. The next group in-
cludes Peru (0.462) and Venezuela (0.495). A third
group, with less equitable income distribution than
the first two groups, is made up of Mexico (0.531),
Chile (0.566), Colombia (0.571), Paraguay (0.577),
and Brazil (0.607).”12

Gender inequalities in estimated income are as
follows: in Uruguay, income earned by women is
51% of that earned by men; in Colombia the corre-
sponding figure is 47%; in Bolivia, 45%; and in Ven-

ezuela, 41%. The lowest ratios of estimated income
earned by women relative to that earned by men
are found in Ecuador, with a ratio of 29%, and Peru
(25%).13

Privatisation of public services has made cus-
tomers out of people who as users previously had
rights to State-provided services. The effect has
been to put a brake on the advances in education,
health, access to housing and other public services
such as electricity, telephone services, etc., achieved
throughout Latin America. This setback has made
women more unequal again, and among them rural
women are the worst off.

Consequences of internal armed conflicts
Armed conflicts, whether internal or international,
seriously endanger human security as well as hu-
man life. Although political and social instability is
evident in many of the region’s countries, at the
moment only Colombia is affected by a civil war.

The internal armed conflict in Colombia has
repercussions which affect the entire population.
International Humanitarian Law has been flouted,
and with it human security has vanished like a mi-
rage - especially for victims of forced displacement,
which is particularly hard on women and children.
Forced displacement involves multiple simultaneous
violations of human rights, such as social and cul-
tural uprooting, loss of property, including land and
homes,14  loss of jobs and livelihood, and loss of
food security.

More than three million people in the country
are victims of this desperate humanitarian crisis. Add-
ing insult to injury, there are no public policies in
existence to tackle the problems faced by forcibly dis-
placed people in an integrated way, even though the
Constitutional Court has repeatedly ordered govern-
ment authorities to speed up the relocation processes
for these people and provide for their food, occupa-
tional, clothing, health and housing needs, and for
the education of children.15

Living conditions for people in the war zones,
as well as for the general population, are even more
adversely affected by the government policy of
spending resources on the war that should have
been allocated to social investment.

The National Human Development Report for
Colombia 2003,16  sets out four conditions that make
human life worth living: long life and health; access

to knowledge; an income adequate enough to live a
decent life; and actively belonging to and partici-
pating in a community.

All four of these conditions could be achieved
for everyone in Colombia and in all the countries of
the region if governments put into effect the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR).

The unequal status of women would also be
overcome if governments honoured the international
human rights treaties and the commitments made
at world conferences, among which the following
can be mentioned:

• Implement measures to eradicate poverty; de-
sign policies to address structural unemploy-
ment and underemployment of women and
young girls; offer training and provide access
to productive resources; introduce appropri-
ate measures to increase incomes; and bridge
the earnings gap between women and men.

• Eradicate stereotypes and introduce cultural
transformations which States have committed
themselves to; reduce the burden of domestic
labour of women and girls, in their homes and
out of them; provide social security to women
workers’ who do paid work at home; and adopt
effective measures to eliminate the adverse ef-
fects of poverty on the opportunities open to chil-
dren and young people.

• Adopt measures that take into account the pov-
erty-related risks and illnesses of women; en-
sure adequate social and economic protection
during illness, maternity, child-rearing, widow-
hood, disability and old age.

• Design policies to guarantee food security in
order to improve the nutritional status of girls
and women, and adopt measures to promote
effective participation by women in decision-
making at all Sate levels.

Latin America faces a huge challenge in the
next few years. It must provide the conditions and
guarantees that will make it possible for all its citi-
zens, men and women, to live life with dignity and
in peace; where all are included as full participants
of society and are able to exercise democratic
choices; and where systems of justice become more
credible and government institutions are perceived
to be more legitimate.

In the light of all of the above, we affirm with
Adela Cortina, that “for any state to properly main-
tain its democratic legitimacy, it must be capable of
creating consensus and obtaining the commitment
of society to provide a certain ‘acceptable minimum’
for all its citizens, as measured by the standards of
humanity’s achievements and needs, and to make
real progress towards social inclusion.”17 
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