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From Persuasion to Power ? Women’s Policy Machineriesin Latin America

Throughout Latin America and the Caribbean, women's policy agencies' (WPAs) have been
created in the context of democratization and state modernization, a context which has exerted
considerable influence over the tragjectory of these agencies throughout the 1990s and 2000s.
Because the recent wave of democratization in the region occurred amidst heightened global
awareness of gender inequality and the emergence of transnational norms prescribing more
proactive state responses for improving the status of women, all Latin Agnerican and Caribbean
countries have created some form of policy machinery for women. 2
created agencies in the 1980s, most did soin the 1990s. While th st visible role played by
ies i i isible but nonetheless
crucial roleisto help to create an environment in which wo [ as—civil society
and electoral politics—can have a greater impact. Despi i in recent years
however, numerous challenges remain in ensuring th i itments made
by Latin American and Caribbean governments at i
trandated into reality. In this paper, | outline th
for gender equality, and then analyze the extent to whi the region are able to fulfill
these roles effectively.

The key roles of women’s policy agenci

it women’ s social, economic, and political roles),
indings widely, not just via the media, but also through

violence, labour for® ination, and reproductive health, WPASs have also addressed the
problem of women’s -representation in politics. Many WPASs played a key role in lobbying
for candidate gender guiotas, or, where quota laws are aready in place but are relatively
ineffective, WPAs have proposed reforms to make them more effective.® In addition to

L Amy Mazur (2005) defines awomen’s policy agency as “any state based agency...that seeks to promote the
advancement of women and gender equality.”

2 The creation of state agencies to promote gender equality emerged as a key recommendation at successive
international conferences on women and was one of the twelve recommendations of the Beijing Platform for Action
in 1995.

31n Chile, a country where quota legislation does not exist and women'’s participation in electoral politicsis well
below the regional average, Sernam’s current director has engaged in extensive consultation with political partiesto



promoting quota legidation, an important role for WPASs in countries with quota laws isto
monitor parties compliance with the law. Argentina s National Women’s Council (CNM)
played a crucia role in monitoring the implementation of that country’s quota law. In the first
round of elections following the adoption of the quota law, the CNM scrutinized electoral lists
and enlisted the support of female journalists around the country to publicize cases of non-
compliance. It also organized the support of female lawyers to initiate judicia proceedings for
non-compliance (Krook 2005, 339). Costa Rica's National Women'’s Ingtitute likewise initiates
judicia proceedings for party lists that violate that country’s quota law (CEDAW, 2003).

A third crucial role for WPAsisto help to create an environ
participation in electoral politics can have a greater impact. Alth
America have produced an unprecedented increase in the num

guota laws in Latin
en elected, they do not,

political systems in Latin America are executive-domi
the resources necessary to produce highly technical legi initiatives (see Haas 2005). The
location of WPAs in the political execut' enjoy greater accessto

viF'society organizations who seek gender equality.
in women'’s “descriptive representation” (the number of
& positive impact on women'’s “substantive

'sinterests), then it is important for politica women to

above? Inthe remaind@Pof this paper, | outline the considerable variation in terms of the
capacity of WPAs in the region to be important sources of policy changes that improve the status
of women. While there are some encouraging trends in the region, for example WPAs in at least

try to mobilize support for affirmative action policies. In Brazil, where quota legislation has failed to increase the
number of women elected, legislators have introduced bills to reform the law to make it more effective and Brazil’s
Special Secretariat for Women (SPM) has been lobbying to have these bills approved.

* Thisis similar to what Vargas and Weiringa (1998) call “triangles of empowerment.”

®The term “femocrat” was first coined in Australiato refer to feminists working in state bureaucracies. While the
term initially had a negative connotation, today it is used in a more neutral manner to refer particularly to feminists
working in women'’s policy machineries.



four countries have been restructured in ways that increase their power and influence within the
state, many of the problems that researchers noted in the 1990s have yet to be resolved There
are two factors, present to a greater or lesser extent throughout the region, that pose challenges to
the effectiveness of WPASs. First, the very dynamics associated with the institutionalization of
gender policy in the state can lead to a weakening of societal-based mobilization around

women'’ s rights issues in some cases. Although WPASs in many cases have created opportunities
for women'’s arganizations to participate in policy discussions on gender issues, women's
movements in some countries remain divided over the question of engaging with state actors.
Second, all too often, the policy commitments to gender equality made by political leaders are
not matched with a sufficient outlay of administrative and financial r, Although
legidation that advances women'’s rights is increasingly the norm @'l atin America, thereis
insufficient political will to enforce the law or to devote suffici ial resources to ensure

become more fragmented, political leaders often do not
to trandlate their rhetorical commitments into redlity.
to undertake measures that will help to rebuild stro

Women’s policy agenciesin Latin America and the Ca 4 ' institutional
weakness

policy machineries that governments create j t in the institutional
hierarchy of the state, and their level of staf ely, only eight WPASsIn

theregion (in Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Guatem exico, Paraguay, and Peru)
have directors or headst ini Itting them to participate in
cabinet meetings. Accatding to s policy machineries conducted by the
Women and DevelQ UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Carlbbean (ECLAC) the e within the state is determined not only by

agencies i i Neown budgets and have an administrative staff of
at least 56 . With the exception of Chile, Costa Rica, and Mexico,

cases, have ici S In addition to funding and staffing shortages, many agencies lack
partments within the state to incorporate a gender perspective.
S are often characten zed as “soft,” because “ even though gender

persuasion ...and theiriagenda is not fully integrated mto the deC|S|on making process’ (ECLAC
2004, 9).

One of the most serious problems for many of the region’s WPAsis the lack of
institutional stability.” With the exception of Chile’'s Sernam and Costa Rica's National
Women's Institute, few agencies have maintained their original ingtitutional design. Most have
been vulnerable to frequent re-organization and downgrading, especially when new governments

6 Many WPAs rely on international donors for large portions of their budgets.
" Between 2000 and 2004 the continuity of WPAs was under threat in at least five countries (ECLAC 2004, 64).



take office. Argentina's first post-transition government, headed by Radical president Ralll
Alfonsin, created the Sub-Secretariat for Women in 1987. When his government was replaced
by Peronist president Carlos Menem in 1989, Menem replaced the agency with the National
Women's Council (CNM). Initially, the agency was well-staffed, well-funded, and headed by a
respected feminist, Virginia Franganillo, who established open relations with women’'s
organizations in the country. When conflict emerged between the CNM leader and President
Menem over the preparations for the 1995 Beijing Conference, Franganillo resigned, and the
agency lost influence, resources, and became quite closed to women’s organizations in society
(Blofield 2006, Waylen 2000). Four years later, the CNM suffered further downgrading. In
1999 it was relocated to the Ministry of Socia Action, and in 2002, | aced under the
mandate of the National Council for Social Policy Coordination. agency also suffered a
further round of budget cuts in 2000. Although movement acti femae legidatorsin

improve the agency’ s ingtitutional rank, these efforts hav 8 Asaresult,

women’'s movement activists in Argentina do not per )l ally that will
vigorously advance a gender equality agenda in th i
Argentina, for example, a 2002 Sexual Health L
Optional Protocol, were achieved through the efforts o ors and civid'society
mobilization, without a significant role played by the C

presidential decree rather than by law. AltReug uite common in the
region, policies and measures established th ormally have less
legitimacy than those that make their way throlg process and are openly debated
by legidators. Over half g ' anitially established through
presidential decree, cre agency istoo closaly bound up with the person
of the president. T ave been most vulnerable to frequent re-
organization and downgragimg of statu [ " In contrast, those agencies that were

established through law (foreXe pam and Costa Rica' s National Women's

occurred in Uragaie National Institute for Women and the Family, created in 1988
through presidentiale saw its mandate expanded and entrenched in law in 1992. Likewise,
agreatly strengthene the Ministry for Women and Social Devel opment—replaced an

earlier agency in Peru,and the Fox government in Mexico replaced the National Women’'s
Programme with the National Women’s Institute (Inmujeres). The latter was created by law,
with a budget that was ten times the size of its predecessor (Rodriguez 2003, 133-134). Brazil’s
WPA has also undergone numerous changes. The National Council on Women's Rights
(CNMD) was first created in 1985 with arelatively large staff, a substantial budget, and leaders
who were drawn from the feminist movement. In 1990, however, it was substantially

8| nterview with CeciliaLipszyc, August 15, 2006, Buenos Aires.
%1t is therefore not surprising that female legislators in Argentina have introduced bills to have the Consejo Nacional
delaMujer entrenched in national law.

o



downgraded, losing a mgjority of its staff, budget, as well as any financial and administrative
autonomy it had enjoyed (Macaulay 2006, 48).*° More recently, however, Brazil’s WPA has
enjoyed a reorganization that has improved its status within the state. 1n 2002, the outgoing
Cardoso government created the National Secretariat for Women’ s Rights (through an executive
decree) with an expanded staff and budget. In 2003, the incoming Workers Party (PT)
government transformed it into the Special Secretariat for Policies on Women (SPM) and
attached it directly to the President’s office. Moreover, its director has cabinet status (1bid.).

legitimacy has created difficulties when it comes to exerting influen state ingtitutions.
These agencies aso have fewer entrenched defenders when new nments come to power or
when political calculations create incentives for leadersto red urces allocated to

gender policy initiatives. Because the original motivation to encies in many cases

is especially the case where the dynamics associat
policy in the state generate conflict in feminist

Feminist movements and women’s policy agencies. exp

participation

Throughout Latin America, feminists have i ma of pursuing their
goals through the new institutional mechanis aining outside of state
ingtitutions. Out of this dilemma, afairly di 0 between the “autébnomas’
(autonomous feminists) e institugronales” (feminists who worked in
gender machineries or j ) often carriedhout work for state agencies). In a number of

gtronali zation of gender policy in the state (see
s Tobar 2003), somewhat |ess attention has been paid to the

mediating between ¢ Al society. El Salvador has NGO members sitting on the board of
directors of its Ingtitutgéfor WWomen's Development, and Mexico has established a “ Permanent
Diaogue Mechanismwith Civil Society Organizations’ (Guzmén 2004, 25; 46). Significantly,
many of the gender machineries were created around the same time as the Beijing conference, a
period that also coincided with broader projects of state reform involving the creation of
mechanisms for the participation of civil society in governance. In part, the areation of
participatory mechanisms was a legitimation strategy on the part of governments worried about

10 According to Fiona Macaulay, “from occupying two floors in the main Ministry of Justice building, it was
reduced to two rooms in the annex.” Moreover, the staff decreased from around 150 people to approxi mately three
persons (2006, 48-49).



losing support due to the negative impact of neoliberal economic reforms.™! The end result,
however, was that in nine countries, governments created canmittees composed of state and
societal representatives to monitor compliance with international and domestic gender rights
agreements. This allowed societal-based women's movements to become involved in organizing
around gender equality promises made by state actors

Unfortunately, expanded access for civil society organizations does not always trandate
into increased influence, and many of the goals of women'’s organizations have not been realized.
Despite ongoing lobbying efforts of women'’s organizations, few goverpments in the region have
significantly expanded women'’s reproductive rights or reformed do jolence legidlation so
as to improve women's security.”? For example, despite a fairly network of women’'s

organi zations working on domestic violence in Argentina, the ks a national plan for
preventing domestic violence, and a so lacks mechanisms fo he actions of
different levels of government or the different bodies th

legidation (Birgin and Pastorani 2005). In fact, acro [ i lementation of
domestic violence laws remains a central problem ' . ly engrained
cultural values that prioritize family unity have | i ' tecting the

family by encouraging reconciliation instead of prosec
and other public officials who must apply the law receiv ficient training, leading to highly
inconsistent application of the law in mag

The challenges of policy coordination:

justice), atask that fe
administrative capagi : \binancial resources that could be dedicated to
public awareness and preventi ] any of the programmes for addressing
domestic violence i rough public education and training of

en, and the Family, as well as NGOs, to create the National
ies. This office designs and delivers training programmes

The challenges in addressing domestic violence effectively are also present across a range
of policy areas, including gender discrimination in the labour force and women’s health. An

1 Ana Garcia Quesada (2005, 9) notes that this desire was also behind government support for quota legislation.

2 Some notable exceptions include the reform of domestic violence laws in Brazil and Chile, reforms that
substantially increase penalties and improve the extent to which protective and proactive measures can be taken.

B An encouraging trend, however, isthat in Argentina, Chile, and Costa Rica, many law schools are adding courses
on gender and the law (Rioseco 2005, 29).



important problem is that few WPAs are powerful enough to compel other ministries to prioritize
gender issues. While women’s agencies may view equity in the workforce as a priority,
ministries of labour who would have to implement equity policies rarely display the same level
of commitment. To some extent, this is the potentially irreconcilable tension that lays at the
heart of state-based initiatives to promote gender equality. Where governments create WPAs as
autonomous ministries, they may command more state resources, but they will still face
challenges in commanding influence in other powerful ministries. Given that most gender issues
tend to be cross-cutting (i.e., they require coordination across different ministries and
departments), the creation of stand-alone ministries may run the risk of eakening the idea that
gender should be a consideration in policy-making acrossall state and departments.
On the other hand, where WPAs are created within an existing m ry or attached to the
president’s office, their efforts may be geared more to encour der perspective across
all government activities, but the impact they have is limited ' ity to persuade more

ministries. Although researchers frequently criti
headed by individuals with few links to the organized i ell be the

mechanisms at highe > [ olicies across ministries and departments.
For example, in 2000, C ] ouncil of Ministers for Equality of
Opportunitiesas an i C ( aich tasCo-ordinate policies, and to improve the extent

variety of locations within the state. Argentina, Colombia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, and
Peru have either Ombédspersons or some sort of commission specifically for women’s human
rights (Guzman 2004, 54), and the mgjority of parliaments in the region have a standing
committee on women or family issues, although the scope and mandates of these committees

¥ such mechanisms are in place in: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico,
Panama, Peru, and the Dominican Republic.

5 A female legislator in Argentina—Diputada Nacional Graciela Rosso—noted that she was actively working on a
proposal to promote the use of gender sensitive budgets in Argentina (Personal interview, September 4, 2006,
Buenos Aires).



vary considerably. In Mexico, both the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate have a Gender and
Equity Commission, and these commissions now coordinate the annual Women’s Parliaments
that bring together female legislators and women’s movement activists with the purpose of
crafting alegidative agenda for women’s rights.

Perhaps one of the boldest policy innovations has occurred in Chile. In 2001, Sernam
officials seized on the opportunities created by Chile’'s Program for Improving Public
Management (PMG), a programme launched in 1998 to improve the delivery of public services.
Sernam officials designed a programme within the PMG that would reguire public servicesto
incorporate gender-based goals into their programme, and to disaggr indicators by sex. *°
As aresult, the Gender Focus System became part of the PMG in 2002, essentially requiring al
public services “to incorporate a gender focusin their regular d assume actions so
that their products arrive in an equitable manner to men and AM 2004). Most

important, the programme works through an incentive sy mpliance with the
programme’ s objectives results in the loss of yearly t of saary) for
the public servants in that department. To date, fif Inistri

the country are required to submit progress reporis, This

lely rely on
ective. Instead, departments are
ompliance. Moreover,

programme is perceived as a very effective mechanism
the goodwill of other departments to incorporate a gend
obligated to do so, and there are financi
according to the Head of the Legal Refor
of gender-disaggregated data also enhanc

egional summits to promote women's equality
hineries. While all governments in the region have created

ent of long-term programmes and policies to promote gender
and cross-cutting nature of gender issues, it isimperative that
WPA s be suffici ful to be able to encourage other ministries and departments to
prioritize gender pol more highly. The ineffectiveness of domestic violence policies
and legidation throug much of the region speaks to the need for governments to match
rhetorical commitments with greater financial commitments, and also to the challenges of cross-
sectoral coordination which are inherent in a number of policy areas relating to women’s rights.

Despite the numerous challenges that WPAS continue to face in many countries of the region,
there are some encouraging trends. In at least four countries, institutional re-organization has led

| nterview with Silvia Musalem (Sernam), November 23, 2006 and Maria de la Luz Silva (Sernam), November 10,
2006, Santiago, Chile.
Y I nterview with Marco Rendén (Sernam), November 20, 2006, Santiago, Chile.



to increased influence and more resources for WPAS, and additional gender ingtitutions are being
created in other parts of the state, including parliamentary commissions and ombudspersons for
women’'srights. Likewise, recognition of the importance of better policy coordination is leading
to the creation of inter-sectoral committees at more senior levels of administration. Perhaps the
most encouraging trend is the growing production of gender indicators and the practice of
keeping gender-disaggregated statistics. In Chile, for example, Sernam has entered into
agreements with the National Statistics Institute to produce more information that contains
statistics that are disaggregated by gender. Developments such as these are important because
this kind of information can be a powerful tool for women's movements, female legislators, and
WPASs to raise public awareness about the situation of women and t of gender-based
discrimination. To the extent that gender-sensitive budgeting al ands in the region, it will
become increasingly difficult for political leaders to make rhet mitments to women’s

rights policies while not increasing budgetary outlays. It'si e that many of the
improvements that have occurred owe to successful mobj movements, often
in aliance with legislators and “femocrats’ in WPAS. ts need to keep
up their pressure on governments. Female legidlat i ourage the

formation of strategic alliances with women’s or

1C
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