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If our ancestors were capable of building Machu Picchu, we too are capable 
of building anew the dignity of our people.  this is why we are gathered 
here: to begin to reflect on this and many other topics; to think beyond 
the need for food, shelter and employment ... to think about what we feel 
here, in our very hearts, as Peruvian women.

FOR OURSELVES, BY OURSELVES. Message delivered by tarcila Rivera Zea at the 
First Workshop Seminar So our Voice may be Heard – Indigenous Women Aiming at 
Beijing 95. Lima, 25 – 26 November, 1994.

Indigenous women, as people with rights, are relatively new on the 
international scene and our participation on many occasions gives rise to 
uncertainty about how to express and represent ourselves within the framework 
of global policies.

Relegated to appendices, addenda, quotes and loose phrases, and having 
been for the most part inserted in the section on vulnerable sectors with a view 
to providing documents with some colour and diversity, we have been faced with 
the need to build ourselves a discrete identity to avoid our being represented, 
interpreted and used as part of a discourse. We have therefore found it necessary 
to give life to our own voice in the midst of other voices.

PRESENTATION
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This became very clear at the Fourth world Conference on women held in 
1995 in the Chinese city of Beijing, where we indigenous representatives were 
no more than 150 in number while the overall attendance comprised 30000 
individuals,	of	which	6000	were	official	delegates	and	4000	were	representatives	
of civil society. How did we feel? Now, after almost twenty years, for many of us 
who managed to transfer our local experiences to an international scenario, to 
defend	the	right	of	women	to	be	different,	to	be	indigenous,	the	emotions	can	be	
summed up as a feeling of astonishment.

Beijing was the line separating the ‘before’ and ‘after’ for women in 
general and, in particular, for indigenous women, as we drew up our own 
pronouncements, which many wished to see as a confrontation with feminism 
because they do not convey a destructive criticism of the patriarchy.  We treat 
the latter as a problem exacerbated by the colonial system in our societies, where 
we	indigenous	peoples,	men	and	women,	suffer	the	transformation	of	our	living	
systems, and the replication and reinforcement of the relationships of power and 
domination to which our societies have been subjected.

Politics therefore has a place among our interests and actions and we 
must create the structures and processes that enable us to have our own voice 
and representation. Thus came into being the Permanent Workshop for the 
Indigenous Andean and Amazonian Women of Peru – tPMIAAP, a space promoted 
by CHIRAPAQ to train and prepare indigenous women in political participation in 
their	organizations,	 localities,	 regions	and	country,	 starting	with	a	 reflexion	on	
our situation as indigenous women and peoples and the use and management 
of international conventions and treaties, among which the Beijing Platform and 
Plan	of	Action	became	one	of	 the	first	documents	to	be	analysed	and	put	 into	
practice.

In a parallel manner, CHIRAPAQ was one of the promoting organizations 
of the Continental Network of Indigenous Women of the Americas – ECMIA, a 
space facilitating international articulation orientated towards the generation of 
agreed–on	proposals	arising	from	our	specific	national	characteristics	and	which	
is now one of the most important spaces for indigenous women in the Americas.   

During the past 20 years, the political situation in our continent has moved, 
in slightly varying ways, towards the formal recognition of indigenous peoples; 
however, the full recognition of our rights has not yet been achieved. In this 
respect, we indigenous women have become ever more visible and acknowledged 
in the role where we articulate family, traditional, social and political culture; 
however, at the same time, the conditions of our existence have become more 
precarious.

What is the root cause of the problem? Countries such as Peru have 
enjoyed an increase in exports and foreign investment, which has been hailed as 
beneficial	to	political	and	democratic	stability	and,	as	such,	this	model	should	be	
enlarged and extended. However, the indices of real poverty remain unchanged 
and in some zones have indeed worsened, while there occur a growing number 
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of protests and social disturbances which take place mainly in the indigenous 
territories; this has led to the criminalization of protests and an accentuation of 
racism.

As indigenous women, our problems are centred not just on representation 
or access to opportunities. Our situation and destiny are inseparable from those 
of our peoples and, as such, being an indigenous woman also implies the defence 
of	our	territories,	the	struggle	against	racism	and	discrimination,	the	affirmation	
of	our	identity,	the	fight	to	obtain	respect	for	our	way	of	life,	access	to	goods	and	
services and the political representation of our peoples.

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US. Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of 
the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges falls within this process on making a 
balance of the 1995 beijing Platform and Plan of Action which has gradually been 
incorporating indigenous women in their subsequent examinations of Beijing+5, 
Beijing+10 and Beijing+15, but tangentially.  This shows up the challenges that 
are implied for us in formulating proposals under our own name within the 
recommendations and balance of Beijing +20.

It is still a problem for governments and international organisms to 
characterize	indigenous	women	and	peoples.	The	different	proposals,	especially	
the guidelines set out by the ILO Convention nº 169, while indeed representing a 
considerable step forward, are still unable to capture the multiple expressions 
of	 the	 indigenous	 being,	 and	 criteria	 such	 as	 self-identification	 turn	 out	 to	 be	
inadequate	within	governments	that	have	no	policies	supporting	the	affirmation	
of indigenous identity.

All	these	reflections	are	to	be	found	within	this	book,	which	is	intended	as	
a work of reference and guidance for indigenous organizations both nationally 
and internationally, on presenting a view of how far we have advanced in our 
continent regarding the twelve core topics that form the Beijing Plan of Action; 
seven of these are especially relevant to us.

The	 general	 balance	 leads	 us	 to	 affirm	 that	 we	 indigenous	 women	 are	
ever more visible. However, the solution to our problems still presents serious 
challenges: if we participate in the labour market, poor levels of education 
and strong discrimination make it feasible only in the most precarious posts or 
those without specialization. If there are indigenous representatives in political 
spaces, their reduced number results in reduced power of negotiation, which in 
turn generates discredit among the indigenous population regarding the validity 
and usefulness of political participation. While interculturality has become a 
government	topic,	it	still	does	not	lead	to	policies	which	are	effectively	intercultural	
and which oblige the government to be intercultural, eradicating discriminatory 
practices in public services and society in general; these facts do not contribute to 
the	affirmation	of	a	positive,	solid	indigenous	identity.

In this sense, this publication aims to provide elements that improve 
our proposals and strategies; this would not have been possible without the 
participation of many individuals. We therefore extend our thanks to Mariel 
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Bernal of the CONAMI, Argentina, for accepting the challenge of drafting the 
document	that	served	as	a	basis	for	this	book,	and	which	required	a	joint	effort	
that, apart from the CHIRAPAQ	 team,	 benefited	 from	 the	 support	 of	 Alejandra	
Faúndez, Marissa Weinstein and Raquel García, whom we thank for their devotion 
and enthusiasm in the production of this text.

Our business as indigenous women needs the participation of the new 
generations, setting up a connection between what has been achieved and what 
is still to be accomplished. What strategies do we need? In which spaces should 
we involve ourselves? What topics should be assigned a position? Twenty years 
ago, 150 indigenous women were present in Beijing to make our voices and 
proposals heard. Today, we expect to be far more numerous, with new outlooks 
and proposals that will enable us to achieve the recognition of our peoples, the 
exercise of our individual and collective rights, and to contemplate what is in 
store	for	us.	With	our	feet	firmly	planted	in	history	and	taking	into	account	our	
roots, our sights will be set on the future.

Tarcila Rivera Zea

President

CHIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous Cultures of Peru
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INTRODUCTION

This document sets out to describe the important advances and reversals 
of the situation of indigenous women with regard to the topics addressed at the 
beijing Platform.	It	identifies	the	challenges	which	are	yet	to	be	faced	by	indigenous	
women for the application of the agreements of the beijing Declaration and 
Action Platform and to advance towards gender equality through the Post–2015 
Development Agenda.1

Furthermore, this work aims to provide information and arguments to 
the indigenous women present at Beijing +20, to give strength to their opinions 
and demands, to enhance their actions of advocacy before local, regional and 
international bodies;  and, particularly, to strengthen the organizational abilities 
and advocacy skills of those working together through the Continental Network 
of Indigenous Women of the Americas – ECMIA so that, empowered with their own 
voices and in representation of the indigenous peoples and organizations, they 
may	present	proposals	for	action	in	the	different	prioritized	areas.	

The subjects dealt with in this report are based on the core topics chosen 
in the beijing Declaration and Action Platform, priority being given to those most 
relevant to addressing the particular situation of indigenous women.  They are as 
follows:

a. Women and poverty.
b. Education and training of women.
c. Women and health.
d. Violence against women.

1 UN Women. world Conferences on women. http://www.unwomen.org/es/how-we-work/
intergovernmental-support/world-conferences-on-women



10

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US

e. Women and the economy.
f. Women in the exercise of power and decision-making.
g. The human rights of women.

The topic women and the natural environment, considered at the Beijing 
Platform, will be included in the analysis on women and poverty. The topics 
Women and armed conflicts and Women and the communications media will be 
addressed in the chapter on Violence against women. Reference to the girl child, 
itself constituting a topic in its own right at the Beijing Platform, will be made in 
the	different	chapters	of	this	report.

In each of the core topics referred to, an analysis was made of the situation 
by means of a series of indicators —both quantitative and qualitative— selected 
on the basis of the proposals made by UN Women and approved by the 45th 
Session of the united Nations statistical Commission. These were designed as 
a guide for generating gender statistics at national level and compiling them 
suitably for making international comparisons in compliance with Resolution nº 
44/109.2 These indicators, however, have been analysed and adjusted according 
to the reality and demands of the indigenous women. Furthermore, considering 
the	principle	of	double	discrimination	suffered	by	indigenous	women	on	account	
of both gender and ethnicity, this report emphasizes data referring to both of 
these dimensions.

The report is focused on analysing the situation of the indigenous women 
in American countries, with particular emphasis on the following:

• Northern Region: Canada and the USA.
• Mexico and Central American Region: Mexico, Guatemala, Panama and El 

Salvador.
• Southern Region: Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina and 

Paraguay.

The information was obtained from investigations carried out on national 
or international scales as well as international documents that refer to the 
region and relevant to the situation of the indigenous women. Also studied 
were publications of indigenous women’s organizations and the experiences 
in diagnosis and intervention of prominent international experts linked to the 
system of the United Nations Organization. The period examined in the analysis 
of	the	indicators	 is	from	2000	to	2014,	a	period	that	encompasses	the	different	
regional initiatives consulted which, in turn, depend on the census periodicity of 
each country.

2 United Nations gender statistics. 45th Session. Secretary General’s Report. 9 December, 2013. 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc14/2014-18-GenderStats-S.pdf
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TESTIMONIES
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Beginning of the preparatory meeting with spirituality ceremony and offering to 
Mother Earth.
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It’s not the same being 
an indigenous woman as 
being a woman in general

Interview with  Rigoberta Menchú3

Rigoberta Menchú, a Quiché Indian from Guatemala, 1992 Nobel Peace 
Prize-winner, and goodwill Ambassador to the united Nations, was invited 
by uNEsCo to the Fourth world Conference on women (beijing, september 
1995). Her objective, in addition to highlighting the indigenous woman 
at the conference, was to promote the greater political participation of 
women through a series of proposals originating in numerous forums.

Rigoberta, how do you perceive the presence of indigenous women in Beijing?

While at the Fourth World Conference on Women, I noticed that 
governments almost ignore indigenous women when it comes to making up 
their delegations. This is despite our having repeatedly pressured and requested 
governments to do otherwise. Unfortunately, the same happens with the 
delegations from NGOs. For the majority of our indigenous sisters, coming all this 
way	has	been	extremely	difficult;	the	fact	that	they	are	present	at	all,	even	though	
in small numbers, is a ray of hope.

Is there a history of parallel marginalization between women and indigenous 
peoples?

Throughout history, there has existed a lack of respect for the dignity of 
women, a situation which shares similarities with that of the indigenous peoples 
who have always had to put up with discrimination. Our struggles were never 
interpreted in their real dimension as there were always prejudices. There is a 
stereotype of the indigenous folk’s struggle, and this same stereotype is manifest 
in the interpretations of struggles by women.

But in practice it turns out that the two marginalized sectors, instead of forming an 
alliance, end up fighting each other.

3 This interview, despite the time elapsed, is fully valid as it shows up structural problems that have 
not as yet been solved by our governments.

 Taken from El Andar de las Mujeres Indígenas. Compiled by Tarcila Rivera Zea. Series: Palabra Viva 
/ 4. pp. 16-17. CHIRAPAQ, 1999.
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I think historically, the analyses of the situation of women and that of 
indigenous people —men and women— are very similar; and I also see no reason 
why non-indigenous women should not form alliances with indigenous women.  
Rather,	we	should	be	firmly	united,	mystically	united.

The area of education is perhaps where discrimination against indigenous women 
is most noticeable. 

Traditionally, indigenous women have been ignored in education owing to 
the reduced access which indigenous peoples have to this right. From childhood, 
females have no participation in formal education as a result of the overload 
of family responsibilities and their being used as a source of labour; therefore, 
most illiterate indigenous people are women. In the few cases where indigenous 
women have been able to obtain a speciality or university degree, they are often 
pressured to relinquish the use of their language, costume and customs as a 
condition for having a job.

However, she is the custodian of the cultural identity, the one who passes on the 
culture.  Isn’t this a contradiction? 

She is the guardian of the ancient culture. She is the one who, with her 
wisdom, assumes the task of passing on values inherited from ancestors to the 
next generation, while being fed by hope and the future. In the communities, the 

Rigoberta Menchú (third from the left) in the Indigenous Women’s Tent at Beijing, 1995.
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effective	doctors,	and	the	effective	social	workers	are	women.		It	is	the	midwives	
who attend to the majority of births, the medicine women who know all about 
medicinal plants; yet, despite this, there is an ever-increasing tendency to scorn 
these contributions through the imposition of systems alien to our culture.

What’s more, the economic contribution of women isn’t acknowledged; their 
work is invisible.

That’s right. We aren’t recognized as an economically active section of the 
population,	despite	the	fact	that	we’re	the	first	to	rise	 in	the	morning	to	begin	
the household chores and the last to go to bed at night after an exhausting day’s 
work	with	Mother	Earth	out	in	the	fields.	No	income	is	earned	nor	are	we	included	
in	the	statistics.	In	the	case	of	widows,	the	situation	is	even	more	difficult.

And if you’re in a zone of armed conflict, then the situation is very serious indeed. 

Yes. There are thousands of cases, no matter whether girls or elderly 
women,	or	people	who	have	no	active	part	in	the	conflict.	They	suffer	persecution	
and are forced to leave their lands, their homes and their loved ones. There are 
many who end up as victims of brutal abuse and rape. In many cases, rape is used 
as a weapon of war and to humiliate.

This has been the unfortunate case in your country.

We indigenous peoples in general know plenty about all that because we’ve 
experienced it. It’s true that in my country, Guatemala, successive governments 
have been condemned on several occasions for violating the human rights of the 
civil	population	in	conflict	zones.

Do you consider yourself more ‘indigenist’ or more feminist?

I’m an enemy of the ‘ists’. I’m profoundly indigenous and profoundly female, 
but	I	believe	there’s	a	difference	between	being	an	indigenous	woman	and	being	
a woman in general, because if we’re talking about the condition of indigenous 
women, we have to take into account many aspects we have experienced in life, 
in	our	sufferings,	 in	our	struggles,	and	 in	the	depths	of	our	culture.	 Indigenous	
women have been the sources, the pillars, and the bastions that have borne and 
conserved our ancient culture.
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We act as
indigenous peoples and

indigenous women
Blanca Chancoso’s Testimony4

I remember the Regional Conference in 1994, in Mar del Plata, where the 
indigenous women had a working space which made up a part of the simultaneous 
workshops; because our topics as peoples were not included in the Alternative 
Forum Workshop, which dealt with the principal topics, the big issues.

We who were present in Mar del Plata dealt with our problems within 
these larger areas: topics such as violence, gender, political participation, and so 
on.	But	as	we	were	about	to	finish	the	workshop,	our	peers	from	the	Organizing	
Committee of the Alternative Ngo Forum told us that proposals we may wish to 
make could be addressed to the Drafting Committee on the basis of each topic area. 
Anxious to be taken into account as indigenous women, we had to extract bit by 
bit what we had already worked out to address it to each core-topic area.

But then, in not one of the speeches, closing ceremony or reports drawn up 
by the organizers, was any mention made of the contributions of the indigenous 
women, despite the fact that what we said and read out concerned the topics and 
proposals that we ourselves had made. We thought our views duplicated those 
already expressed by other groups and for that reason we were not mentioned.

However, this is something which occurs repeatedly in documents and 
reports in general; there are always headings and appendices on youth, young 
women, and so on, but there are no sections or appendices on indigenous women. 
We were therefore absent and thus arose our need to draft documents about 

4 Testimony produced on the basis of lectures and interviews set out in Para que Nuestra Voz se 
Escuche. I seminario taller de Mujeres Indígenas a beijing 95. Pp. 41-44. CHIRAPAQ, 1995. 

 El Andar de las Mujeres Indígenas. Pp. 18-20. CHIRAPAQ, 1999.
 uNIFEM Región Andina: Una Historia a Varias Voces. Pp. 119-122. Mónica Muñoz and Virginia Vargas, 

2014.
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ourselves. Why? Because if we attempt to include ourselves under the general 
topics, everything gets mixed together, there remains no particularity and then 
they say ‘The indigenous women don’t speak, they don’t propose anything’.

We	hold	the	view	that	there	exists	an	indigenous	specificity,	or	particularity.			
We wish neither to impose ourselves nor to generate competition. We have always 
spoken	of	indigenous	specificity,	our	concepts,	the	importance	of	territory,	and	
our	culture;	the	way	topics	are	addressed	is	therefore	different.

It therefore follows that while many of the topics proposed for the Beijing 
conference were of interest to us, not all of them were; neither were we included 
as indigenous women. The problem is that neither popular organizations nor 
governments proposed a topic in which the subject of indigenous women was 
examined. The United Nations had taken the initiative, but we were the ones who 
should have taken it, thus ensuring that the subjects to which we wanted to draw 
attention were addressed.

This is why we have followed the instruction given to us at forums and 
conferences. We have dealt with the topics, but according to our understanding 
of them, the way we feel they are. For instance, on the question of education, 
we all know we have a right to education, but for us it is not just a matter of 
education, but also of respect for our language; in other words, education should 
be bilingual.

We talk about the land, although other women among our companions 
don’t need to talk about it. For us, it is a necessity, because the land is not just the 
plot where we work; it also represents Mother Earth, the territory.

And when one talks about territory, many things are encompassed; it 
means ownership, decision-making and law-making. So we have spoken about 
land and territory because problems related to them can lead to violence. Violence, 
therefore, isn’t meted out only by husbands or fathers, but is also generated by 
those who have stolen the land; violence is generated by the government because 
it doesn’t allow me to exercise my authority.

The question of health is similar. Although it is included among the 
economic restrictions, I should like to deal with health under the heading of health; 
otherwise, I can’t feel it; I can feel and grasp things better when I say I lack health 
because	I	can’t	afford	it	on	my	salary.	The	economic	measures,	the	privatization	of	
health centres, the lack of employment, the lack of everything, make it impossible 
to give my children good food and ensure they enjoy good health.

Furthermore,	 as	women	we	 identified	with	 one	 another	 in	 the	 demand	
for	the	openness	and	equality	we	needed	at	different	stages.	Joint	participation	
was sought from the beginning up to the taking of decisions. But I must stress 
that, although we are all women, with similar problems as women, we have our 
particularities. For example, take the urban women from the poorer areas of the 
city: the proposal of the students and the proposals of the indigenous women 
each have their particular characteristics.
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For	Beijing,	the	women’s	movement	was	different	 in	that	we	indigenous	
women, unlike the feminists, had not drawn up an agenda dealing exclusively with 
women because we had given priority to an agenda that also included men and 
children. The topics of territory, the natural environment, and education in the 
native tongue are more relevant to families than to women and in that area we 
had many discrepancies with the feminists, so that we had to work to produce a 
smoother environment in order to forge alliances.  It was a relationship of mutual 
learning.

For example, when we participated in the preparatory meeting in New 
York, prior to Beijing, we organized ourselves and coordinated with the women 
from other countries and we agreed to participate by lobbying the governments, 
the women’s organizations themselves, or NGOs that were already acknowledged 
by the UNO. We had to lobby with both NGOs and governments in order to insert 
the indigenous women’s proposals. These proposals were for the recognition of 
the need for an exclusive space for indigenous women, the recognition of our 
languages, as well as our particularities and, in the same measure, the problem of 
our territory. Importance was also given to education using indigenous languages 
and the topic of a healthy natural environment, especially with regard to areas 
under exploitation by oil companies.

For all those reasons, it became necessary to draft a proposal of our own 
and so there we were in the indigenous tent at Beijing with the Declaration that 
had been drawn up. All this required of us the right to propose our own topics.

blanca Chancoso, delivering her lecture at the I seminario taller de Mujeres Indígenas a beijing 95 “Para 
que Nuestra Voz se Escuche”. Lima, November, 1994.
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The business of 
indigenous women

Tarcila Rivera Zea

We have been very busy making our voice heard. As an indigenous woman, 
my	soul	and	my	efforts	have	always	been	rooted	in	our	situation	as	 indigenous	
peoples, and this has led us to many arguments, explanations and now to a closer 
cooperation with the international women’s movement and feminism.

In my case, I have been a member of the indigenous movement, led mainly 
by men, since the beginning of the 1980s. I belonged to the south American 
Indigenous Council – CIsA (Consejo Indígena de sud América) where I worked as 
a	journalist.	Those	were	the	years	of	internal	armed	conflict	and,	by	means	of	a	
bulletin and the Indian People (Pueblo Indio) magazine, I published the testimonies 
of women who had been raped in prisons, in addition to information on other 
serious	problems	which	affected	indigenous	people,	both	men	and	women.

While I was involved in this work, I undertook the task of reporting the 
third world Conference on women (III Conferencia Mundial de la Mujer), which was 
held	in	Nairobi	in	1985.		As	far	as	I	could	see,	it	was	the	first	time	that	we	indigenous	
women appeared at events of this type and this was where I met our companions 
Rigoberta Menchú, Aurora Pérez and Adelinda Díaz, who represented the female 
domestic workers of Peru.

We numbered no more than twenty indigenous women from all over the 
world;	we	had	different	cultures	and	languages	and	were	therefore	almost	unable	
to communicate with one another, although we were soon able to distinguish 
people	by	 their	 costumes.	 It	was	 the	first	 time	 I	 participated	 as	 a	woman	 in	 a	
women’s space, because as indigenous people we were assigned spaces such as 
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the world Council of Indigenous Peoples and events such as the First Meeting of the 
Indigenous Peoples of south America in 1980. I noticed that within the indigenous 
movement there was no space for discussion of the situation of women and 
in Nairobi there was no space for the discussion of our situation as indigenous 
people. Thus arose our need to generate our own voice, as indigenous women, in 
all the spaces for discussion and power.

With this in mind and with a view to addressing the situation of the women, 
girls,	boys	and	youths	uprooted	by	the	armed	conflict,	we	founded	CHIRAPAQ in 
1986, together with other indigenous people from the Andean and Amazonian 
regions. Our aim, through culture, recovery and the use of knowledge, was to 
revitalize	those	facing	the	aftermath	of	the	armed	conflict	and	to	rekindle	their	
aspiration to a decent and healthy life.

We	 carried	 out	 several	 actions	 and	 started	 up	 different	 processes	 such	
as the organization of indigenous women in our country. At the same time, we 
continued to participate at international events in the strategic spaces of the 
United	Nations	and	at	the	conferences	which	by	their	nature	affected	us	directly,	
such as those on population, especially the Cairo 1994 meeting, which included 
the discussion of health, maternity and population-growth issues.

At the regional preparatory meeting for this conference, held in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1994, only four indigenous women were present as visitors: a 
Comanche and a Chicana from the USA, a Maya from Guatemala, and myself.  
There was also one Brazilian indigenous woman; just one indigenous woman from 
the	host	country!	The	delegates	from	different	parts	of	the	continent	conversed	
and debated - except us. So I proposed that we, the indigenous group, draw 
up a document; as we are indigenous women originating in cultures with their 
own health systems, I centred it on respect for our own systems of sexual and 
reproductive health, which are of little or no interest to governments.

The document was translated into English by the Chicana and presented 
as	 our	 official	 document.	With	 this	 accomplished,	we	 participated	 in	 the	 Cairo	
meeting	and	were	able	to	advocate	for	the	recognition	of	some	specific	points	
as indigenous women, especially regarding the prevention of maternal mortality 
and the use of our own knowledge as, for example, the acknowledgement of 
midwives as indigenous physicians or traditional medicine women.

All these experiences constituted a rich source of practical knowledge 
which needed to be shared nationwide and, especially, used to build a proposal 
based on the experience, diversity, and perceptions of indigenous women.

As an organization, we had been discussing all these problems at CHIRAPAQ 
but	 as	 applied	 to	 the	 specific	 and	 everyday	 practice	 of	 our	 cultural	 proposals,	
where	 the	affirmation	and	acknowledgement	of	our	 identity	was	an	 important	
step towards dealing with our knowledge of medicine, nutrition, arts and other 
things	 with	 a	 different,	 evaluative	 and	 protesting	 outlook,	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	
general approach of society and the very government, which was to despise and 
underestimate them.
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With all this in mind, we decided to set up a proposals platform for 
indigenous women and organizations and therefore convened the First Workshop 
seminar so our voice may be heard - indigenous women aiming at beijing 95, held on 
25 and 26 November, 1994. This sowed the seed for the Permanent Workshop for 
the Indigenous Andean and Amazonian Women of Peru – tPMIAAP.

With	the	perspective	endowed	by	time,	I	now	see	this	process	as	the	effort	
made to understand one another among ourselves. There existed the belief that 
Amazonian and Andean people were unable to come to terms on account of 
their	being	subject	to	different	circumstances	and,	therefore,	facing	different	sets	
of problems. We indigenous women went against the current and made great 
efforts:	we	went	out	to	meet	many	communities;	we	convened	many	women	and	
we talked about the need to join our voices and examine our problems.

Women from the Andes and the Amazon arrived, many traversing 
enormous distances by boat or on foot, travelling for days on end, even with 
their	children;	some	had	differences	of	opinion	with	their	partners	for	attending	
a ‘women’s gathering’; but all were convinced that the meeting was necessary.

Indeed it was. In many senses it was the beginning of the articulation of 
indigenous	women	in	our	country.	Especially	crucial	was	the	presence	at	this	first	
meeting of Blanca Chancoso, an indigenous leader from Ecuador with experience 
in all sorts of political processes and gifted with clarity of expression and wisdom 
that enabled her to converse on an equal footing with academics, providing 
examples,	 expounding	 ideas	 and	defending	 them;	 all	 of	 this	 confirmed	among	
our peers at the event the value and necessity of becoming stronger.

At the international level, there appeared other discussion spaces prior to 
the Fourth Beijing Conference. One of these was the Mar del Plata Forum, where 
we had to learn how to articulate ourselves with other processes, such as those 
involving lesbians and disabled people, in order to join forces and provide mutual 
support.

In August 1995 we began our continental articulation. In the city of Quito 
we held the First Continental Meeting of Indigenous women, with the participation 
of female leaders including Blanca Chancoso, Nina Pacari, Teresa Simbaña, Carmen 
Tene, Vicenta Chuma, Margarita Gutiérrez, Rosalee González, Noelí Pocaterra, 
Renilda Martínez, and Isabel Condori. The object of the meeting was to draft an 
agreed proposal on the claims we would take to Beijing, and this was set out in 
the document known as the sun Declaration (Declaración del sol).

As I mentioned, this meeting was important for the continental articulation 
of indigenous women as we formalized the creation of the Continental Network 
of Indigenous Women of the Americas – ECMIA,	which	was	first	conceived	in	1993	
and became a concrete reality in 1995 as a result of the continental meeting in 
Quito. To date we have held six meetings, the last one being held in Mexico City 
in 2011. Each meeting had its respective declaration and actions to be carried out.  
By this I mean that, in many senses, the Fourth Conference on women encouraged 
and mobilized indigenous women in public advocacy and the generation of public 
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policies,	 giving	 us	 an	 international	 framework	 as	 a	 firm	 basis	 on	which	 to	 set	
demands for our rights in each country.

Nevertheless, it is cause for concern that at international level we are able 
to dialogue with the states, discuss points of view, and obtain important political 
commitments and frameworks, while at the level of governments there exists 
very little interest in implementing them and making them a reality. As they say, 
each government passes the ball to the next one, and with each new government 
everything has to be practically started again from scratch. How can this be 
remedied? I believe the only way is through knowledge of these agreements 
on the part of the organizations, the strengthening of the organizations, and 
the constant presence of indigenous representatives and female leaders in the 
different	spaces	for	advocacy	and	negotiation.

Training and preparation are therefore required, to move from protests to 
proposals, and this is the work we promote; I particularly focused on this with the 
TPMIAAP which, over the years, was encouraged to be constituted as the National 
Organization of Indigenous Amazonian and Andean Women of Peru – ONAMIAP.

the Fourth world Conference on women in Beijing was impressive; not 
simply for the size of the event and the political and cultural nature of the host 
country, but for the will to transform perspectives and paradigms with which 
delegations from civil society arrived.

In	our	case,	thanks	to	the	efforts	of	Vicky	Tauli	Corpuz	from	the	Philippines,	
we obtained a space in the Indigenous women’s tent in Huairou, the place where 
the Diversity tent for the movements from Latin America and the Caribbean was 
also	located	and	where	we	met	many	friends	and	companions	from	the	different	
workshops and discussion spaces of the Beijing Agenda.

This	was	the	first	time	we	experienced	an	event	where	indigenous	women	
from all over the world would be gathered, some from the world’s richest 
countries,	 some	 from	 the	 poorest,	 and	with	 different	 languages	 and	 cultures.		
In our case, as indigenous women from Latin America, we were the only ones 
who had developed a complete process for the collective drafting of proposals, 
formulated the sun Declaration, a document modelled on the lines of the 
declarations normally used at these events.

Once more battling with languages, as almost everything was in English, 
we made it understood that we already had a proposal drawn up, and this 
drew attention to our document. This formed the basis for drafting the historic 
Declaration as Indigenous women in beijing. I do not consider the term ‘historic’ to 
be an exaggeration, and I shall explain why.

Firstly, it enabled the problems of women to be addressed from a cultural, 
diverse	and	specific	perspective	all	at	the	same	time.

Secondly, it allowed the debate to be opened within feminism; while we, 
the	 indigenous	women,	were	not	 advocating	 specifically	on	gender	 issues	 and	
the mark of patriarchy, feminism was not considering the culture and situation 
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of colonization as an aggravating element that places indigenous peoples as 
a whole in a situation of extreme domination, based on a racist ideology from 
which feminism was not exempt, and within which we indigenous women bear 
the racial, patriarchal, colonial, cultural and political load.

Our main priority was thus as peoples, then as indigenous women, and 
lastly as women in general within colonial societies. I emphasize this, because 
all we women were viewed at that moment as an homogeneous group with 
regard to the problems we face – such as violence, discrimination and the lack of 
opportunities; but these problems were not all of the same nature, and depended 
on country, social class, and ethnicity. This is even more markedly so within each 
country, when geographical area, culture, social class and ethnic identity are 
taken into consideration.

These circumstances led to many disagreements and accusations of 
exclusion and imposition from both sides of the women’s movement. Indeed, 
many of our compatriot academic women accused us of ideological confusion 
and the inability to approach the problems of women as the victims of patriarchal 
régimes. Time has enabled us to approach each other and accept parts of both 

Tarcila Rivera Zea (first from the right) in the Indigenous Women’s Tent, Beijing, 1995.
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positions, elements that have made it possible to enrich our speeches and 
proposals; but I, in particular, notice a problem here: the formalization of all 
our proposals within the academic categories that facilitate conceptual and 
theoretical development. I shall explain.

Many young indigenous women, the new leaders, lean towards the studies 
of gender and feminism for the theoretical development of the proposals. This 
is	 just	fine,	but	 very	 few	do	 this	 from	 the	 indigenous	viewpoint	 to	develop	an	
indigenous proposal; rather, they observe what is indigenous from the viewpoint 
of these academic categories in such a way that inhibits the development of an 
indigenous discourse.

Our Declaration as Indigenous women in beijing challenged the 
inappropriateness and continuity of the subjugation of indigenous women 
through the extension of state initiatives such as the coverage of health and 
education, which are structured in accordance with the viewpoint and logic of 
governments. Little attention was given to the fact that armed violence has 
occurred with particular severity in indigenous territories owing mainly to the 
expansion of extractive industries. We therefore considered that by focusing 
the agenda solely on gender equality, other problems with names and faces that 
were decimating us were being ignored.

The general result of Beijing was one of anticipation. What should be done? 
How should we proceed so that our proposals might take on reality? How should 
we coordinate in order to follow the Plan of Action and Action Platform?

As ECMIA, we began to draw up action strategies, and working commissions 
were created. Similarly, we fomented the creation of the International Forum 
of Indigenous Women – FIMI, which has enabled us to work jointly at worldwide 
level.  We participated in the evaluations held by the CSW (Commission on the 
Status of Women) in 2000 and 2005. In 2005 the CSW,	for	the	first	time,	approved	
a resolution on indigenous women and in that same year the First Indigenous 
women’s strategic Plan was drafted, and the second one was produced in 2010.

In our country, as has already been mentioned, our actions were focused 
on strengthening the female indigenous leaders of the TPMIAAP to enable them 
to advocate in their localities on everything referring to empowerment of the 
indigenous women. This evidently took into account seeing the application 
of the beijing Action Platform. In 1999, with this end in view, CHIRAPAQ and 
TPMIAAP organized the International Indigenous Women’s Workshop for the New 
Millennium in the city of Lima. The objective was to evaluate progress made with 
the implementation of policies, plans and projects concerning indigenous women 
in other parts of the world.

In 2000, we presented a report entitled Peruvian Indigenous women.  
Progress made by the Beijing Action Platform 1995–2000 (Mujeres Indígenas del 
Perú. Avances de la Plataforma de Acción de Beijing 1995-2000) which made visible 
our situation and the main challenges we faced. These, in summary, are the 
following eight:
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1. Ensuring that indigenous women’s organizations take on leadership in the 
different	spaces	for	negotiation	and	advocacy	on	public	policies.

2. Achieving good-quality education, taking into account our cultural and 
linguistic diversity.

3. Incorporating traditional indigenous knowledge in school syllabuses.

4. Eradicating all forms of discrimination.

5.	 Analysing	 the	way	different	 types	of	discrimination	are	expressed	 in	 the	
different	social	and	political	spaces.

6. Having quantitative indicators by gender and ethnicity.

7. Providing medical attention in line with the culture and worldviews of the 
different	indigenous	peoples.

8. Allowing indigenous women to be their own representatives at all levels 
with regard to their own problems.

Today, these challenges are still present. Does this mean, then, that we 
have made no progress? No. It means that the challenges arise from a structural 
situation that is not going to be remedied in ten or twenty years. A substantial 
conquest is that, as indigenous women, we have established our voice and it 
cannot now be silenced. We are no longer ignored at meetings and we are no 
longer seen as a homogeneous group of women.

Our struggle concerns not only our generation but, rather, an entire people 
and all the generations. To us has fallen the task of cutting a path, becoming 
involved, making space, and protesting. The job is now to be transferred to the 
young women who have had greater opportunities and are able to form much 
more substantial proposals, with all the auxiliary machinery such as monitoring 
systems, indicators and others.

The	new	generations	are	those	that	will	decide	and	define	our	destiny	as	
indigenous peoples and as women.
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blanca Chancoso participating in the Preparatory Meeting.
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BACKGROUND
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Each new day at the Meeting started with a greeting and bonding with Mother Earth.
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Beijing Conference 
and monitoring the 

commitments undertaken

The Fourth world Conference on women held in Beijing in 1995 —which was 
attended by more than 6000 government delegates of both sexes and more than 
4000 representatives of civil society— has become an important landmark for 
the strengthening of the international commitment to progress with an agenda 
in favour of gender equality. Having seen that the objectives established at 
previous conferences (Mexico City, 1975, Copenhagen, 1980 and Nairobi, 1985) 
were not reached as quickly as was hoped, in Beijing the practice was established 
of commitment to carrying out regular monitoring of agreements made, making 
it	possible	to	record	progress	and,	from	there,	to	define	new	challenges.

The beijing Declaration and Action Platform, adopted by 189 countries, has 
become	a	shared	horizon	and	definition	has	been	given	to	the	so–called	decisive	
spheres of special concern:5

• Women and poverty
• Education and training of women
• Women and health
• Violence against women
•	 Women	and	armed	conflicts
• Women and the economy

5 Fourth World Conference on Women. beijing Declaration and Action Platform; paragraph 41-44. 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20S.pdf
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• Women in the exercise of power and decision-making
• Institutional mechanisms for the advancement of women
• Women and the communications media 
• Women and the natural environment
• Girls

As	a	way	of	setting	up	effective	and	constant	progress	monitoring	of	the	
implementation of the Action Platform, the Commission on the status of women 
(CSW)6 established an examination and evaluation process for the situation of 
women with reference to the parameters determined in Beijing. To date, three of 
these examinations have been carried out: Beijing +5 (2000)7, Beijing +10 (2005) 
and Beijing +15 (2010). As a part of the preparation of this last examination, the 
united Nations Economic and social Council asked member states to carry out 
national and regional evaluations in order to supply data to the CSW.

6 UN Women. world Conferences on women. http://www.unwomen.org/es/how-we-work/
intergovernmental-support/world-conferences-on-women

7	 Auditing	of	the	Beijing	agreements	takes	place	every	five	years.	The	number	of	years	elapsed	
since the original Beijing Conference are preceded by a plus sign  after the word beijing.
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Beijing and 
indigenous women

Despite attendance as a small minority (150 representatives among a total 
of 30.000) the Fourth world women’s Conference in Beijing was an important 
milestone for the organization and for the presence of the world’s indigenous 
women, consolidating the movement at international level. This came about 
precisely because of the minority situation and the realization that their particular 
concerns —which are related to the survival of their peoples with their own 
cultural identity and to the recognition of the role played by the women in the 
wellbeing of those peoples— were not given the attention they deserved at this 
conference.	However,	this	generated	the	basic	impulse	which	fortified	the	will	to	
become organized.

The indigenous women’s representatives at the conference felt that their 
interests and concerns were incorporated only nominally in the declarations, 
without providing them with legitimate acknowledgement or analysing their 
particular situation in depth. This realization led to setting up the so-called 
Indigenous Tent at the conference and to draw up two key pronouncements: the 
beijing Declaration of Latin American Indigenous women and the Declaration of the 
world’s Indigenous women in Beijing.

A	new	stage	was	thus	defined	for	the	indigenous	women’s	movement	at	
international level. From that moment on, they strengthened coordination in 
order to demand —in unison— the recognition of their individual and collective 
rights. The setups generated around the monitoring of the Beijing Action Platform 
have constituted one of the spaces in which these demands have been combined, 
with the following results: 
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• Within the framework of Beijing +5 (year 2000) the First Indigenous 
women’s Forum was held in New York during the CSW meeting, and was 
planned at the International seminar of Indigenous women at the Prospect 
of the New Millennium, held in Lima in 1999.

•	 At	Beijing	+10	(2005),	for	the	first	time	in	the	history	of	the	CSW,	a	specific	
resolution on indigenous women was approved: Resolution nº 49/7.

• At Beijing +15, indigenous women took part once again, being invited to 
several round tables and panels at a high level.

Despite these pivotal events, and the progress resulting from them, the 
representatives of the indigenous women’s movement feel that their opinions 
are not always taken into consideration in a concrete way. Similarly, with regard 
to the collective demands of the women, promoted by feminist organizations, 
they	 consider	 their	 viewpoints	 and	 specific	 demands	 to	 be	 diluted	while	 their	
ethnic and cultural particularities become invisible when, for example, they are all 
included under the heading rural women.
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Luiza Carvalho, regional director of uN woMEN, at the inauguration of the Preparatory 
Meeting. to her left is the Minister for women, Marcela huaita.
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1.
Indigenous women and 

poverty

At the beijing Declaration and Action Platform it became clear that poverty 
has an increasing bias towards the world’s women in general (feminization 
of poverty).8 Taking into account the predominance of women among the 
impoverished population, it is sought to focus on the greater vulnerability of 
women to situations described in the Declaration as: 

“...the	 lack	 of	 sufficient	 income	 and	 productive	 resources	 for	 a	
sustainable livelihood, hunger and malnutrition, poor health, the lack 
of or limited access to education and other basic services, the increase 
in sickness and death from diseases, unsuitable housing conditions or 
homelessness, the lack of safety, discrimination and social exclusion. 
It is characterized also by the lack of participation in the adoption of 
decisions and in the civil, social and cultural aspects of life ...”.9

In the analysis set out in the Beijing document, it is considered that the 
social structure, built on the basis of a division of labour that creates a hierarchy 
of	 gender	 relations,	 has	 the	 effect	 that	 women	 are	 more	 prone	 to	 poverty	
and that their access to jobs and social security are precarious. Furthermore, 
women’s unequal access to development opportunities, education, economic 
independence and participation in decision–making also limits their chances of 
overcoming this situation.10

8 The concept 0f the feminization of poverty originated in the USA in the 1970s and was generalized 
in the 1990s to Latin America (Aguilar, 2011).

9 Fourth World Conference on Women. beijing Declaration and Platform of Action, paragraph 47.
10 Ibid., paragraph 50-54.
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To address this complex, multidimensional phenomenon, the Beijing 
Platform of Action (POA) proposes four strategic objectives plus a series of 
measures to be adopted by governments, the private sector, international 
cooperation organizations, NGOs and organized women’s groups. These 
objectives are:

A.1.  Examining, adopting and maintaining macroeconomic policies and 
development strategies that take women’s needs into account and support 
their	efforts	to	overcome	poverty.

A.2. Examining administrative laws and practices to guarantee equal rights for 
women and their access to economic resources.

A.3. Enabling women to have access to systems and institutions for savings and 
credit.

A.4. Formulating gender-based methodologies and carrying out research to 
address the problem of eliminating poverty.

This report will examine some of the objectives mentioned by means of 
reference to the indicators detailed below with explicit reference —through a 
numbering system— to the particular objective.11

OBJECTIVE INDICATORS

A.1. Examining, adopting and 
maintaining macroeconomic 
policies and development 
strategies that take women’s 
needs into account and support 
their	efforts	to	overcome	
poverty .

A.1.1. Proportion of the indigenous 
population with access to land 
ownership and resources.

A.1.2. Indigenous women and 
migration.

A.2. Examining administrative laws 
and practices to guarantee 
equal rights for women and 
their access to economic 
resources.

A.2.1.	 Ratification	of	the	ILO 
Convention nº 169 in the 
Americas.

A further prominent POA core topic will be incorporated in this section as 
a sub-section: Women and the natural environment. This topic will be dealt with 

11 For the measures to be implemented for each goal, see the text of the beijing Declaration and 
Action Platform. http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/pdf/BDPfA%20S.pdf
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from an angle related to poverty and access to land and resources, bearing in 
mind the close relationship that exists between the indiscriminate exploitation 
of natural resources and infringement of the right to recognition of traditional 
ownership.12

1.1. Ownership of land and resources

Analysis of the situation of indigenous women with regard to land possession 
and rights is linked to the general panorama of indigenous populations and 
territorial rights. In the most recent analysis carried out by CEPAL on the situation 
of indigenous peoples, there is much evidence of progress made during the past 
20 years with regard to the legal recognition of territorial rights. However, these 
advances vary substantially from country to country and the majority still fail to 
meet	the	international	standards	defined	by	the	United	Nations,	or	those	set	out	
by the Organization of American States.13	Conflicts	in	the	region	very	frequently	
occur between industries that extract natural resources and the indigenous 
peoples that inhabit the territory in question.

One	of	 the	effects	of	 these	conflicts,	 together	with	 the	deterioration	of	
many indigenous peoples’ lands as a result of climate change, is the increasing 
emigration of the indigenous population to the cities. According to censuses 
in	 different	 Latin	 American	 countries	 around	 the	 year	 2010,	 the	 proportion	 of	
indigenous population in cities is close to 50%.14

In spite of the growing urbanization of the indigenous population, claims 
on territorial rights continue to be a priority issue for them, because a very large 
proportion of people who identify themselves as indigenous live in the cities but 
still maintain strong ties and well-established relationships with their communities 
of origin.15

The women have been regarded as the pillars which sustain the conservation 
of biodiversity, and the food security and sovereignty of their communities, so 
their presence in and/or relation with these is essential. Although few statistics 
are available, the following tables provide an idea regarding the presence of 
indigenous women in the communities and the preponderance of urban versus 
rural population according to gender at the 2010 censuses.

12 Del Popolo and Reboiras, L. Los Pueblos Indígenas en América Latina. Avances en el último decenio 
y retos pendientes para la garantía de sus derechos. CEPAL/CELADE. 2014; p. 67. 

13 Ibid., paragraphs 55-56.
14 Ibid., p. 64.
15 Del Popolo, Sckolnik, Oyarce, López, M. Mujeres Indígenas en América Latina. Dinámicas 

Demográficas y Sociales en el Marco de los Derechos Humanos. Observatorio de Igualdad de Género 
de América Latina y el Caribe. CEPAL/CELADE. 2013; p. 39.
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Table 116

Table 217

These tables, together with the analysis of complementary documents, 
enable some conclusions to be reached with regard to the possibilities for 
development available to indigenous women in their territories of origin:

• While the data are partial, the tables show that a greater presence of 
indigenous women persists in the rural areas of the majority of countries in the 
sample, with the exception of Mexico, Peru and Uruguay (Table 1). In the case 
of these three countries, the increase in agro-exports and the exploitation of 
primary resources may be related to the greater presence of women in urban 
areas as a result of emigration.

• In Table 2, which compares the percentages of men and women who remain 
inside or outside the indigenous territories, the situation becomes more 

16 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 39.
17 Ibid., p. 41.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES: NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN IN URBAN AND RURAL AREAS, AROUND 2010

Country and year 
of census

Total urban and 
rural

Total urban Total rural Percentage 
urban

Percentage 
rural

Brazil, 2010 410 584 167 897 242 687 40,9 59,1
Colombia, 2005 689 577 153 313 536 264 22,2 77,8
Costa Rica, 2011 51 709 21 829 29 880 42,2 57,8
Ecuador, 2010 517 797 108 954 408 843 21,0 79,0
Mexico, 2010 8 683 462 4 701 021 3 982 441 54,1 45,9
Nicaragua, 2005 222 049 98 996 123 053 44,6 55,4
Panama, 2010 205 098 48 486 156 612 23,6 76,4
Peru, 2007 3 256 859 1 828 688 1 428 171 56,1 43,9
Uruguay, 2011 87 162 84 904 2 258 97,4 2,6
Total countries 14 124 297 7 214 088 6 910 209 51,1 48,9

LATIN AMERICA (4 COUNTRIES): NUMBER AND RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION 
OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLE RESIDENT WITHIN AND NOT WITHIN INDIGENOUS 

TERRITORIES, BY GENDER, AROUND 2010

Countries and 
census dates

Indigenous women Indigenous men

Within 
indigenous 
territories

Outside 
territories Total

Within 
indigenous 
territories

Outside 
territories Total

Brazil, 2010a 250 177 194 570 444 747 267 206 184 964 452 170
56,3 43,7 100,0 59,1 40,9 100,0

Colombia, 2005
392 595 296 982 689 577 404 321 298 725 703 046

56,9 43,1 100,0 57,5 42,5 100,0

Costa Rica, 2011b
17 669 16 794 34 463 17 773 17 393 35 166

51,3 48,7 100,0 50,5 49,5 100,0

Panama, 2010
99 317 10 5791 205 108 95 968 116 483 212 451

48,4 51,6 100,0 45,2 54,8 100,0
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complex. In two countries, Brazil and Colombia, the percentage of women 
who leave their communities is greater than that for the men. While this does 
not necessarily mean they migrate to urban areas, it focuses on the mobility 
of the women and its possible consequences regarding the loss of their social 
and protecting networks, and calls for an investigation of the causes of this 
phenomenon.

• In Canada, the number of indigenous women living in urban areas is greater 
than that of the men in the 20 to 75 year-old + age group.18 According to data 
for 2006, the indigenous women with the greatest degree of internal mobility 
in Canada are those who live outside the reservation zones, thus being more 
sensitive to economic uncertainty and opportunities for work. This pattern 
repeats the tendency recorded for earlier years.19

• The foregoing tables, however, do not show the nature or conditions of 
occupation of the indigenous women in their territories. It is a widely known 
fact that poverty, scarcity of state-provided services and poor living conditions 
are the norm in the rural areas of Latin America. Without a doubt, this has 
an	 effect	 on	 the	 livelihoods	 of	 women	 and	 affects	 their	 communities	 and	
territories, either as a result of migration from the countryside to the city or by 
creating precarious living conditions.

•	 Similarly,	 the	 constant	 judicial	 battles	 affect	 the	 indigenous	 communities	
when it comes to title deeds, which are frequently acquired by outside private 
interests.	These	conflicts	sometimes	result	in	administrative	or	legal	disputes	
while	on	other	occasions	may	 lead	 to	 the	confiscation	of	 land	belonging	to	
the	communities.	Different	states	have	proposed	measures	to	combat	these	
actions on the basis of guarantees for the rights of indigenous peoples. Some 
examples are given:

— In Argentina, several provincial governments issued communal title deeds 
to the indigenous communities, in the cases where they were located on 
land registered with the respective provincial authority. With regard to 
those communities located on land registered in the name of third parties 
and which do not correspond to the provincial authorities, recourse was 
made to Law nº 26.160 which was able to prevent the eviction of those 
communities able to show they are currently, historically and publicly 
occupying their communal territories. The same law sets out, in its article 
nº	 3,	 that	 the	 National	 Institute	 for	 Indigenous	 Affairs	 shall	 carry	 out	 a	
technical-juridical-cadastral survey of the ownership situation of the lands 
occupied	by	the	indigenous	communities.	Even	so,	difficulties	have	been	

18 Government of Canada. Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada. Fact sheet: urban 
aboriginal population in Canada. 2010.

19	 Aboriginal	Affairs	and	Northern	Development	Canada.	Aboriginal women in Canada. A statistical 
Profile from the 2006 Census. 2012; p. IV. 
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found in the application of these provisions in some of the provinces.20

— In Panama, the government acknowledges the rural and indigenous 
communities in the Constitution (2004) with the intention of encouraging 
their economic, social and political participation in the life of the nation 
(Article 120). Furthermore, it employs the legal term comarcas indígenas 
(indigenous regions) as political and administrative divisions with special 
régimes implying the recognition of collective rights to the land. At present, 
there	are	five	indigenous	regions	in	Panama.21 The rights of the indigenous 
peoples to their natural resources, identity, culture, customs and 
traditional political structure are also acknowledged. Within the territory 
of these regions, the peoples set up their own indigenous authorities and 
legislation. However, in this case too, there is a noticeable gap between 
the legal regulations and their implementation, with the frequent omission 
of consulting and consensus seeking on the part of the government; this 
has	a	negative	effect	on	the	life	of	the	indigenous	peoples	and	high	indices	
of poverty are observed in the indigenous regions.

— In Peru, in both highlands and coastal regions, the property of rural 
communities was legally recognized by the colonial régime and in the 
constitutions of 1920 and 1933; in the Amazonian region, the native 
communities were constituted in 1974.22 Despite this, the majority do 
not enjoy formal recognition of the legal ownership of their lands.  
Approximately 4100 communities in the coastal, highland and Amazonian 
regions are still unable to obtain title deeds to their properties.  Furthermore, 
as a result of a centralized approach to public policies which has led to the 
economic and political abandonment of the rural zones, during the past 
decades there has been a marked emigration of the indigenous population 
to the larger cities, where they live in poverty.23

— In the USA, the United Nations Special Rapporteur, while visiting in 2012 
and assessing the situation of the indigenous peoples living in reservations, 
highlighted in point nº 34 their precarious living conditions with very high 

20 Law 26.160. A state of emergency is declared with regard to the possession and ownership of land 
traditionally occupied either by aboriginal communities whose legal identity has been recorded 
in the National Register of Indigenous Communities or with the corresponding provincial body, 
or by those communities already in existence. Enacted 23 November, 2006.

21 Territorio indígena y gobernanza. http://www.territorioindigenaygobernanza.com/pan_04.html
22 Decree Law 20653, known as the Law of Native Communities and the Promotion of Farming in 

the Upper and Lower Jungle Regions.
23 Permanent Coordinator for the Indigenous Peoples of Peru. Institutional presentation. Peru, 20 

January, 2003. http://www.redindigena.net/organinteg/coppip.html
 The distance between the law and its implementation is internationally acknowledged as a 

common	 factor	 in	 different	 countries,	 as	 confirmed	by	 the	 report	 on	 the	 situation	of	 human	
rights and basic freedoms, made in 2007 by the United Nations Rapporteur for Indigenous 
Peoples, Rodolfo Stavenhagen. 
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indices of poverty that are practically double the national average.24 The 
Special Rapporteur also referred to environmental damage caused by 
industrial activities that pollute the surroundings and harm the health of 
the inhabitants. Particular emphasis was given to the threat that this kind 
of activity represents for the survival of sacred locations, fundamental to 
the cultural subsistence of these aboriginal nations.25

• Various indigenous women’s networks and organizations have underscored 
the importance of respect for rights to land in order to build spaces for the 
development of the indigenous peoples and, especially, for the women. This 
was the case of the young indigenous people of 15 countries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean that were invited to the International Preparatory Meeting 
Indigenous Youth and International Processes held in Lima, Peru from 10 to 12 
July, 2013, to analyse the situation and make proposals for the processes of 
the International Conference on Population and Development, Cairo +20 and the 
twelfth Regional Conference on women for Latin America and the Caribbean. 
As	a	result	of	joint	reflections,	they	adopted	a	position	regarding	the	need	to	
demarcate and provide title deeds in a collective fashion for the indigenous 
territories. They likewise demonstrated the need to restore, extend and grant 
lands	to	peoples	that	have	been	restricted	or	had	their	lands	confiscated	as	a	
result of current economic policies. They also demanded special consideration 
for the indigenous women and communities that live in these zones, taking 
into account that the historic processes that led to the total or partial 
confiscation	 of	 their	 territories,	 constricted	 them	 to	 small	 spaces,	 in	which	
the population lives in overcrowded conditions, in many cases without the 
basic services; or they were forced to emigrate to urban areas. In addition 
to the loss of their lands —which in itself constitutes violation— are added 
poverty, militarization, natural disasters, lack of work opportunities and the 
deterioration of the traditional livelihoods, combined with a lack of economic 
alternatives and the prospect of better opportunities in the cities.26

• A further aspect worth mention with regard to the livelihoods of women in 
their	communities	is	brought	up	in	a	document	from	the	United	Nations	Office	
of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues. This document highlights the lack of 
recognition of the inheritance rights of women among indigenous peoples; 
indeed women may be obliged to cede their rights to men as a result of the 
erosion of communal property régimes. Despite the important role played 
by many women in farming the land and selling produce locally, they are 
sometimes not permitted access to their earnings.27

24 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya. Addendum. the situation of indigenous peoples in the united states of America. Twenty-
first	session,	30	August	2012;	paragraph	34.	

25 Ibíd., paragraphs 43-44.
26 Sixth session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues.
27 United Nations. gender and Indigenous People´s Economic and social Developent. overview. 

Briefing Note N° 2; p. 3.
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1.2. Indigenous women and migration

As mentioned earlier in reference to the previous indicator, migration of 
indigenous people from the country to the cities is motivated not only by the 
poverty, scarcity of services and poor living conditions that characterize rural 
zones	in	the	region	but	mainly	by	the	threats,	restrictions	and	confiscation	of	their	
territories.28 

During the last decades of the twentieth century, as a result of the 
consolidation of market economies and the profound structural changes of 
states,	the	indigenous	lands	have	been	affected	by	the	ever	larger	incursions	of	
development projects such as dams, highways, bridges, mining, large-scale timber 
felling, petroleum extraction and others.29 The feeble presence of governments 
and the absence of economic alternatives in the precarious rural space encourage 
migration	that,	in	general	terms,	does	not	offer	bright	prospects.

Regarding the migration of indigenous women, the gender Equality 
observatory for Latin America and the Caribbean calls attention to the incidence 
of other factors encouraging emigration and which are related to poverty in 
rural areas, high maternal and infant mortality, very limited access to education 
and the need for access to paid employment.  Similarly, dependence on other 
family members may lead some women to harbour greater expectations of 
development and independence in the cities.30 These expectations are frequently 
spoiled	by	difficulties	in	adapting	to	the	living	conditions	and	behavioural	norms	
which	migrating	women	must	deal	with,	affecting	not	only	personal	relationships	
but also their economic and working performance.

Statistics from information on internal migration gathered by censuses 
around the year 2010 and which are represented in Graph 1 show that the migratory 
behaviour of the indigenous women is similar to that of the men, with a slightly 
greater tendency for the men to migrate.31 They also show that the migrants 
usually move to those areas of countries where there is greater development, the 
areas where the most important cities are located. It is also pointed out that the 
indigenous women show a preference for geographical areas close to their places 
of origin which overrides their degree of development.32

28 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 47.
29 Ibíd.
30 Ibíd.
31 Ibíd., p. 48.
32 Ibíd., p. 50.
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Graph 133

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INTERNAL MIGRANTS BETWEEN 
MAJOR ASMINISTRATIVE DIVISIONS IN THE 5 YEARS PRIOR TO THE CENSUS 

(AROUND 2010) ACCORDING TO ETHNIC CLASSIFICATION AND GENDER

Some cases where theft of lands has led to important migrations are the 
following: 

•	 In	Panama,	 in	 the	five	years	prior	 to	the	2010	census,	 13%	of	 the	 indigenous	
women in the Kuna Yala Region emigrated. In the Ngöbe-Buglé Region, 
5% emigrated. In general terms, the emigration of the Kuna, Ngöbe or 
Emberá populations to Panama City or nearby areas constitutes an agent of 
acculturation and loss of their own values and customs in the quest for better 
living conditions, as they do not find economic, social or educational responses in 
their places of origin.34 Furthermore, they usually remain in impoverished areas 
with a high incidence of murder, drugs, prostitution and criminal gangs.35

• In Brazil, according to the FUNAI (National Indian Foundation), the migration 
of indigenous people to the cities is worrying because on arrival in new lands, 
they encounter difficulties in settling and end up living in shanty towns. This 
means they live in precarious, dangerous and poverty-stricken settlements.36

• A similar situation occurs in Costa Rica, where the indigenous women are 
victims of extreme poverty and they are forced to beg in the streets of cities like 
san José, heredia and Alajuela.37

33 Ibíd., p. 49.
34 Quinteros s/f in: Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 50.
35 Davis Villalba, Enriqueta in: Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 50.
36 Centre for Public Policies and Indigenous Rights  in: Ibid., p. 51..
37 Varas, 2009 in Ibíd.
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1.3. Ratification of the ILO Convention 169 in the Americas

The ILo Convention nº 169 is one of the most relevant international 
instruments for the protection of the rights of indigenous peoples and tribes.   
It	 is	a	binding	treaty	which	has	been	ratified	by	only	20	countries.	Similarly,	the	
countries	 that	 ratified	 it	 should	be	held	accountable	on	a	periodical	basis	with	
regard to its enforcement.38

The relevance of this Convention lies in, among other things, the demand 
for a proactive attitude on the part of governments to guarantee the indigenous 
peoples’ rights that have been violated by centuries of discrimination and 
subordination. Through the same Convention, relevant rights are safeguarded 
such as the collective use of the land and its resources and the principle of self-
determination, together with participation of the indigenous population in the 
affairs	that	affect	it	through	a	mechanism	of	prior	consultancy	and	consent.

Furthermore, by means of Convention nº 169, indigenous peoples can 
complain to their country’s courts or to the Inter-American Court of human Rights 
regarding situations or actions which do not comply with the principles of the 
Convention. The greater part of the jurisprudence related to the application of 
the	 Convention	 comes	 from	 those	 states	 that	 have	 ratified	 it.	 However,	 there	
exist sentences which also make allusion to Convention nº 169 even though the 
country	concerned	has	not	ratified	it.39

Table 3

AMERICAN COUNTRIES THAT HAVE RATIFIED THE ILO CONVENTION Nº 169

COUNTRY RATIFICATION FECHA

United States of America NO -

Canada NO -

Mexico YES 1990

Guatemala YES 1996

Panama NO -

El Salvador NO -

Colombia YES 1991

Ecuador YES 1996

Peru YES 1994

Bolivia YES 1991

Brazil YES 2002

38 ILO Convention N° 169 on indigenous and tribal peoples in independent countries 1989. http://
www.ilo.org/sanjose/programas-y-proyectos/derechos/WCMS_249362/lang--es/index.htm

39 See chapter Important Experiences, where sentences of this type occur in countries that have 
not	ratified	the	Convention.		In	this	sense,	it	might	even	be	considered	that	a	regional	juridical	
custom has been created, which is the source of international law and therefore binding.
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Argentina YES 2000

Paraguay YES 1993

Chile YES 2008

Costa Rica YES 1993

Honduras YES 1995

Nicaragua YES 2010

Venezuela YES 2002

Dominican Republic YES 2002

The above table shows the surprising situation of Canada and the USA, 
neither	 of	 which	 has	 ratified	 the	 ILo Convention nº 169 despite their having 
indigenous populations and presenting themselves on several occasions as 
countries that champion the defence of human rights. In the report of their visit to 
several countries, the ex-Rapporteur of the united Nations for Indigenous Peoples, 
James Anaya, stresses the following points:

United States of America (Rapporteur’s visit, 23 April to 4 May 2012)
• Firstly, the Rapporteur acknowledges the existence, diversity and presence 

of the indigenous nations and tribes of the USA and their participation in the 
development of that country.

• The legislation that regulates the relationship of the governments with 
indigenous nations and tribes, contained in the Indigenous Law	and	different	
agreements and sentences, contains the relevant measures that respond, in 
part, to the interests and needs of the indigenous populations. Furthermore, 
the	Rapporteur	acknowledges	efforts	and	good	practices	that	enable	advances	
to be made in that direction.

• However, these regulations are not properly applied in all the states, and it 
is relevant that the authorities should make explicit statements about their 
commitments.

• One basic element regarding indigenous policies is the need to make 
progress with the historical reconciliation of the indigenous peoples with the 
state, bearing in mind that there is deep-seated mistrust on each side. As a 
constituent	of	these	indications	and	effective	steps	towards	trust,	the	United	
Nations Rapporteur recommends the federal government to respond to the 
proposals and opinions of the tribes and nations, seeking to collaborate with 
indigenous leaders.

•	 The	proposals	or	legal	modifications	processed	in	Congress	and	which	affect	
the aboriginal peoples, should be consulted with them beforehand.

• Courts of justice should interpret the regulations relevant to the indigenous 
peoples from the viewpoint of rights.



46

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US

• Lastly, the Rapporteur is very glad that the government of President Barack 
Obama adheres to the united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples.40

Canada (Rapporteur’s visit, 7 to 15 October 2013)

• The Rapporteur acknowledges the progress made by the Canadian government 
regarding the indigenous peoples, starting with its having been one of the 
first	 countries	 to	 recognize	 constitutionally	 the	 protection	 of	 indigenous	
rights.	Efforts	of	the	federal	and	provincial	governments	are	recognized	for	
improvement of the situation of the indigenous peoples, progress towards 
reconciliation, and the acknowledgement of historical injustice.

•	 However,	 this	 has	 not	 been	 sufficient	 to	 bridge	 the	 gap	 which	 still	 exists	
between the indigenous and non-indigenous populations in Canada, nor 
to reduce the vulnerability of the latter, who continue to be the victims of 
exclusion, sexual aggression of women and girls, and threats to their territories, 
among	other	things.	Efforts,	recommends	the	Rapporteur,	should	be	doubled	
and concerns regarding the indigenous peoples should be included in the 
different	government	policies.	The	approval	of	the	united Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is considered an advance as it provides a 
frame of reference for addressing needs and petitions.

• Some of the areas recommended for political reinforcement are to: 

— Improve the provision of services for the indigenous peoples, especially 
those living in remote areas. 

— Improve the housing situation of some indigenous peoples, especially of 
the northern communities.

— Improve access to education through consensus with the indigenous 
leaders.

—	 Encourage	more	effective	police	investigations	regarding	girls	and	women	
that have been the victims of violence or have disappeared or been 
murdered in recent times.

— Increase spaces for self-government by aboriginal peoples.

— Set up more and improved mechanisms for consulting with and 
participation of the indigenous peoples, especially regarding topics that 
affect	 them.	 In	 agreements	 and	 negotiations,	 the	 governments	 should	
start from the standpoint that indigenous interests are not contrary to 
public interests in general; rather they are a part of it.41

40 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya, 2012; paragraph 85-105.

41 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya. the situation of indigenous peoples in Canada.	Twenty	first	session,	4	jul	2014;	pp.	20-22.
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Both countries, in spite of having their own legal strategies for regulating 
the relationship between the government and the indigenous peoples, and 
having in some way incorporated within them the principles of self-determination 
and	 self-government,	 still	 bear	 a	 history	 of	 difficult	 relations	 and	 violations	 of	
indigenous	peoples,	whose	effects	are	difficult	to	overcome.	Furthermore,	the	type	
of development that characterizes both countries leads to investment projects 
that include the extraction of resources or the pollution of certain zones, coming 
into	 permanent	 conflict	with	 the	 protection	 and	 possession	 of	 the	 indigenous	
territories.	This	 situation,	as	well	as	specific	health	problems,	violence	directed	
at women and girls, and poverty, makes it again recommendable to approve all 
the international instruments possible and, in particular, the ILo Convention nº 169, 
for	the	space	 it	affords	the	 indigenous	peoples	to	be	consulted	and	to	air	their	
historical claims.

1.4. Indigenous women and the natural environment

The relationship between poverty and the natural environment is a close 
one for indigenous women: 

“In the past decade, there has been increasing concern regarding the 
depletion of natural resources, the degradation of natural systems and 
the danger posed by the presence of pollutants. These deteriorated 
conditions cause the destruction of fragile ecosystems and the 
displacement of communities, especially of the women and their 
productive activities, representing an ever greater threat to a secure 
and healthy natural environment. Poverty and degradation of the 
natural environment are closely linked”.42 

This relationship is particularly evident in the case of indigenous women.

As already pointed out, a common denominator in the majority of American 
countries is that economic growth is the result of a régime that is ever more 
‘extractive’ of natural resources, involving methods such as deforestation, open-
cast mining, the pollution of water resources, and so on.  Such actions are supported 
by	repeated	justifications,	which	make	allusion	to	the	need	for	economic	growth.		
Regarding this, the environmental criteria in the Americas appear to be rhetorical, 
as	they	are	applied	to	certain	specific	topics	but	also	—unfortunately—	they	are	
susceptible to exceptions where the need for economic growth is concerned.  
Some of the most notable consequences of this phenomenon may be summed 
up as follows:

• The new agricultural methods frequently force populations to relocate. The 
promotion of new technology, such as improved seeds, chemical fertilizers 
and pesticides, together with the proliferation of export crops, have generated 
negative	 effects	 in	 the	 natural	 environment	 and	 destroyed	 self–sustaining	

42 Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995, paragraph 249.
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ecosystems;	this	has	affected	many	communities	to	the	point	of	obliging	them	
to settle in other places.43

• The presence of the extractive industries, such as mining, is constantly 
increasing in indigenous territories. Such a presence frequently comes with 
military supervision, and may bring as a consequence the risk of illegal activities 
such	as	human	trafficking,	 the	harmful	employment	of	pesticides,	or	sexual	
violence aimed at indigenous girls and women.44

• In many countries, large dams and mining activities have forced thousands 
of indigenous people and families to move away from their homes, and they 
have received no suitable compensation. Several communities have been 
moved, against their will, to compounds designated as national parks, while 
other measures related to the development of the tourism industry in some 
countries, have led to displacement of the indigenous population, growing 
impoverishment and destruction of the relationship of individuals and 
communities	with	their	environment.	When	the	affected	peoples	have	reacted	
and attempted to exercise their rights, there have been many cases where 
they have been subjected to physical maltreatment, imprisonment, torture, 
and even murder.45

•	 Forced	 eviction	 and	 the	 confiscation	 of	 land	 have	 generated	 effects	 that	
are particularly serious for the indigenous women. Then they often have to 
walk	 long	distances	to	find	alternative	sources	of	water	or	firewood,	which	
diminishes their incomes from productive economic activities and reinforces 
their economic dependence on the men.46 

SUMMARY
In the past decade, important progress has been noted on the situation 

of indigenous peoples and their rights to land and territory, in accordance with 
the Millennium Development goals, especially regarding the targets of reducing 
extreme poverty, hunger and malnutrition, infant mortality and access to water 
supplies.	However,	this	progress	is	not	sufficient	to	close	the	gaps	and	overcome	
the	backwardness	that	characterizes	the	region,	affects	indigenous	women	in	the	
most decisive way, and which is supported on a structural order that harms them 
triply: for being poor, for being indigenous; and for being women. This is why it is 
still fundamentally important to advocate that economic growth should include 
social	 benefits	 and	 incorporate	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 indigenous	peoples,	which	
implies	an	harmonious	 relationship	with	 the	natural	environment	and	effective	

43 United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. Natural environment. http://undesadspd.org/
indigenouses/Portada/%C3%81reasdeTrabajo/Medioambiente.aspx

44 United Nations World Conference on Indigenous Peoples, 2014.
45 United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. Natural environment.
46 Ibíd.
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protection	against	pollution.	One	model	of	sectorial	diversification,	in	a	continent	
so extremely varied in resources and ecosystems as is America, can function 
on the basis of the knowledge of the aboriginal peoples to achieve sustainable 
development from a starting point of respect for ancestral territories.47

Poverty is a result of the actions of excessive appropriation of resources 
and environmental pollution.  It is the most vulnerable sector of the population, 
among	 which	 are	 included	 women	 and	 children,	 that	 suffers	 the	 most	 direct	
consequences of environmental damage, being obliged to live in polluted zones, 
lands with degraded soils, or to emigrate to precarious urban settlements.48 An 
increase and improvement in the provision of basic services and social rights must, 
therefore, accompany any measure for the reduction of risks and protection of 
the natural environment.

In order to advance in the right direction, the permanent and sustained 
active participation of the communities is essential.49 The ILo Convention nº 
169 and the universal Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples are legal 
instruments that encourage development in the foregoing sense, promoting 
spaces for the participation of the indigenous peoples in the negotiations with 
projects for extracting resources. The application of these instruments has 
unquestionably facilitated an opening to citizen participation in decision–making 
on the economic, social, environmental and cultural future of these communities, 
explicitly recognizing the rights of the indigenous peoples to lands, resources, 
and respect for their ways of life.

47 CEPAL. Desarrollo sostenible en América Latina y El Caribe: seguimiento de la agenda de las Naciones 
Unidas para el desarrollo post-2015 y Río +20.

48 Ibíd.
49 Ibíd.
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2. 
Education and training of 

indigenous women 

The recognition of education as a human right is an essential principle of the 
beijing Platform. Similarly, the principle of diversity is imposed as a fundamental 
condition for promoting inclusive education, accessible and useful to students 
with a range of social and cultural backgrounds, abilities and interests. To speak 
of the situation of indigenous women in relation to education and training is to 
underscore this principle, encouraging spaces for education that take into account 
their rights, history, culture, language and aspirations, achieving articulation 
between the individual dimension implicit in education as a stage of personal 
development, and the collective dimension.50 Education that takes diversity into 
account is one of the targets set up by the XVIII Ibero-American Conference on 
Education of the Organization of American States (OAS) in 2008, as part of what 
has been called “Educational Targets 2021’’.51

Similarly, the ILo Convention nº 169 expresses, in its Article 26, the 
importance of governments’ adopting measures that guarantee “the members of 
interested peoples the possibility of obtaining education at all levels, at least on an 
equal footing with the rest of the national community’’.52 In Article 27, emphasis is 
given to the importance of the indigenous peoples’ participation in the design and 
implementation of education programmes, to ensure these respond to their needs 

50 Del Popolo et al. 2013, p. 79.
51 CEPAL, OIE. Metas Educativas 2021. Estudio de Costos. División de desarrollo social. Santiago de 

Chile. 2010.
52 http://www.ilo.org/sanjose/programas-y-proyectos/derechos/WCMS_249362/lang--es/index.htm
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and take into account their particularities and languages. The ultimate intention 
should be to transfer responsibility to them for their own education programmes. 
The united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples reinforces their 
right to access to all levels of education, without discrimination, and to establish 
their	own	teaching	staff,	preserving	their	language	and	culture,	and	also	ensuring	
gender equality.53 In support of this provision, the united Nations Permanent 
Forum on Indigenous Issues	has	recommended	that	governments	make	efforts	to	
improve the access of indigenous women to education and the development of 
their abilities, as well as reforming the educational systems so that these women 
might also make the best use of opportunities for training and employment. 
Specifically,	governments	are	recommended	the	following	courses	of	action:

a. Draw	up	programmes	in	the	mother	tongue	(the	child’s	first	language)	as	
a basis for learning and supporting the preservation and use of indigenous 
languages.

b. Instruct all students, both indigenous and non-indigenous, at all teaching 
levels so they might appreciate, understand and respect history, culture, 
and traditional and contemporary identity.

c. Ensure that the women, boys and girls of the indigenous peoples are able 
to exercise their rights in accordance with the international standards.54

Lastly, the person who was Special Rapporteur for the human rights and 
basic freedoms of the indigenous peoples, Rodolfo Stavenhagen, in his fourth 
annual report declared that education:

“...is an indispensable instrument for the progress of humanity towards 
the ideals of peace, freedom and social justice, that is at the service of 
a more harmonious, more genuine human development, to drive back 
poverty, exclusion, incomprehension, oppression and warfare”.55

While dealing with this area, the beijing Declaration and Action Platform 
considers	 the	 multiplicative	 effects	 on	 rights	 that	 result	 from	 access	 to	 non-
discriminatory education:

“Equality of opportunity for access to education and being able to 
receive an education are necessary so that more women become agents 
of change. The literacy of women is important in order to improve 
health, nutrition and education in the family, and it is also important to 
train women to participate in the society’s decision-making...”.56

53 United Nations . united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
	 http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_es.pdf
54 Del Popolo, 2013; p. 80.
55 United Nations. Account by the special Rapporteur, 27 February, 2007.
56 Fourth World Conference on Women, 4 – 15 September, 1995; Chapter III, paragraph 69.
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Several challenges were presented at Beijing regarding overcoming the 
differences	in	access	to	education	between	men	and	women.	On	the	one	hand,	
it was considered fundamental to make visible those factors that quite evidently 
impede access to permanent education for women, such as the acceptance of 
early pregnancies and marriages,57 excessive domestic responsibilities, unsuitable 
didactic	material	or	sexual	violence	which	many	girls	suffer	at	school.	On	the	other	
hand, permanent learning was emphasized, the multiplication of opportunities for 
formal training and informal learning for the women. With this end, governments 
were exhorted to encourage active policies of inclusion in education for women 
at all levels, including higher education, as well as providing these initiatives with 
sufficient	resources.

These targets are expressed in the following objectives:

B.1. Ensure equal access to education;

B.2. Eradicate illiteracy among women;

B.3. Increase women’s access to professional training, science, technology and 
permanent education;

B.4. Set up non-discriminatory education and training systems; 

B.5.	 Assign	 sufficient	 resources	 to	 education	 reforms	 and	 supervise	 the	
application of these reforms;

B.6. Promote permanent education and training for girls and women.

These will be analysed with relation to some prioritized indicators centred 
more on assessing the access of indigenous women to education than on the 
implementation of education systems according to principles of diversity and 
non-discrimination.	However,	some	reflections	about	this	second	topic	will	also	
be formulated.

OBJECTIVES INDICATORS

B.1. Ensure equal access to 
education.

B1.1. Rate of culmination of primary 
education by gender, ethnicity 
and place of residence.

B1.2. Proportion of indigenous girls 
and adolescents attending an 
education establishment.

57 There is evidence that the higher the level of schooling of the adolescent girl, the lower the risk 
of premature pregnancy (Del Popolo, 2013; p. 70).
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2.1. Rate of culmination of primary education by gender, ethnicity and 
place of residence

In	recent	years,	the	measures	implemented	by	the	different	governments	
in Latin America, together with greater empowerment of the indigenous peoples 
regarding education, have had favourable results, producing a generalized 
increase in numbers of indigenous girls and adolescents who manage to culminate 
their primary education.

Graph 258

Graph 2 shows an increase in the percentage of individuals culminating 
primary	education	in	the	five	countries	examined.		Costa	Rica,	Mexico	and	Panama	
stand out with an increase of more than 20 percent points between 2000 and 
2010.59 It is interesting to compare these data with other information from the 
same source, which contains percentages disaggregated by ethnicity, gender and 
place of residence of girls and adolescents who culminated primary education 
according to the censuses around 2010.

58 Del Popolo et al.,2013; p. 90.
59 Ibíd., p. 89.

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN 
AGED 15 TO 19 YEARS WHO HAVE COMPLETED PRIMARY SCHOOL 

EDUCATION, 
CENSUSES FROM THE 2000 AND 2001 DECADES

Source: SISPPI and special processing of census micro-data for the 2010 
decade, CEPAL/CELADE.
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Table 460

It	can	be	seen	in	this	table,	firstly,	that	the	time	spent	at	school	is	greater	
in urban areas than rural ones. However, there are some surprising rural indices, 
because four of the nine countries (Ecuador, Mexico, Peru and Uruguay) have 
percentages that are above 85% achievement level regarding complete primary 
education and another three countries lie between 70% and 80% (Brazil, Costa 
Rica and Panama). Colombia and Nicaragua have the lowest percentages in rural 
areas (both indigenous men and indigenous women) but it should be taken into 
account that the data for these countries were gathered in censuses of an earlier 
date.61 The adoption of education models that take into account the particular 
ethnic characteristics and contexts —such as bilingual education models— is 
recommended as a way of remedying this situation, as is also the continued 
exploitation of the progress made, extending it into secondary education.62

Despite	the	fact	that	the	figures,	in	general	terms,	are	encouraging,	gaps	
still exist concerning women with regard to the indicator of compliance. These 
are, basically, as follows: 

•	 The	 gender	 gap	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 results	 of	 some	 of	 the	 countries.	 In	
most of the countries represented in the table 4, the percentage of young 
indigenous	women	 that	have	finished	 their	primary	education	 in	urban	and	
rural areas is lower than that of the young indigenous men. Exceptions are 
Mexico, Nicaragua and Uruguay, where the percentage is greater for women 
between 15 and 19 years of age than for the men, in both urban and rural areas.  
Colombia shows a larger percentage of for women in rural areas, and Brazil in 
urban areas.

60 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 90.
61 Ibíd., p. 91.
62 Ibíd.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF YOUNG PEOPLE AGED 15 TO 
19 YEARS WHO HAVE COMPLETED PRIMARY SCHOOL EDUCATION, ACCORDING 

TO ETHNICITY, GENDER AND PLACE OF RESIDENCE, ABOUT THE YEAR 2010

Country and year 
of census

Urban Rural
Indigenous Non-indigenous  Indigenous Non-indigenous

 Male Female  Male Female  Male Female  Male Female

Brazil, 2010 92,6 94,0 94,3 96,0 70,5 69,6 88,4 92,0
Colombia, 2005 79,1 77,4 86,5 90,1 38,9 39,3 52,9 62,9
Costa Rica, 2011 92,6 92,4 94,7 95,9 77,2 75,5 90,5 92,3
Ecuador, 2010 87,9 87,4 92,0 93,1 88,2 85,4 89,3 90,6
Mexico, 2010 92,7 93,6 96,2 97,3 88,6 88,9 91,9 94,1
Nicaragua, 2005 77,4 82,2 81,4 86,3 46,4 50,3 41,8 50,5
Panama, 2010 89,9 87,7 97,2 98,1 75,7 68,2 92,2 95,1
Peru, 2007 95,3 94,1 95,0 94,5 85,5 76,8 82,6 77,7

Uruguay, 2011 96,7 98,2 97,5 98,6 91,9 98,7 96,8 98,4

Source: Processing of census micro-data for the 2010 decade, CEPAL/CELADE.
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• The ethnic gap, however, is more noticeable, considering the fact that the 
percentage of non-indigenous women culminating basic education is very 
much larger than that of the indigenous women, in both urban and rural areas.  
The exception is Uruguay, where the percentage of indigenous women with 
complete basic education is slightly higher in rural areas.

•	 A	 similar	 conclusion	 is	 reached	 by	 a	 2012	 study	 of	 the	 statistical	 profile	 of	
the indigenous women in Canada.63 Although the data correspond to the 
2006 census, these, as well as other studies from later dates, show a certain 
tendency to indigenous women’s being those more likely to culminate their 
education than the men. This tendency has been seen since 2001, when 44% 
of indigenous women between the ages of 24 and 64 years had completed 
secondary education as opposed to 39% of the men. 

	 The	authors	believe	 that	as	 the	women	must	 face	more	difficulties	 in	order	
to make progress socially and at work, they are more motivated and make 
more	 effort	 to	 reach	 their	 education	 targets.	 However,	 the	 gap	 becomes	
evident when a comparison is made between the education achievements 
of indigenous women and those of the non-indigenous women in Canada.  
Furthermore,	when	the	2001	figures	are	examined,	and	their	validity	has	been	
reconfirmed	by	later	studies,	it	can	be	seen	that	only	7%	of	indigenous	women	
obtained a university degree at that time, as opposed to 17% of the non–
indigenous women.64

Regarding the possibilities of the indigenous women in Latin America to 
culminate their schooling and have access to higher education, the following 
graph	shows	an	abysmal	difference	between	city	and	countryside,	and	between	
indigenous and non-indigenous populations.

63	 Aboriginal	Affairs	and	Northern	Development	Canada.	Aboriginal women in Canada. A statistical 
Profile from the 2006 Census.  2012, p. 28.

64 Ibíd.
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Graph 365

Panama is the country presenting the most critical situation when it comes 
to indigenous women living in urban areas. Regarding rural zones, Nicaragua 
shows a very unfavourable situation. In order to analyse gender or ethnicity gaps 
affecting	indigenous	women	when	they	finish	their	schooling	and	apply	for	higher	
education, the table below displays some interesting data.

Table 566

65 Ibíd., p. 92.
66 Ibíd., p. 93.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN BETWEEN THE AGES OF 
20 AND 29 YEARS WHO HAVE 13 OR MORE YEARS OF SCHOOLING ACCORDING TO 

ETHNICITY AND PLACE OF RESIDENCE, ABOUT THE YEAR 2010
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Source: Special processing of census micro–data for the 2010 decade, CEPAL/CELADE.
Note: Countries are arranged in increasing order with regard to the percentage of urban–dwelling young indigenous 
people.

Source: Special processing of census micro-data for the 2010 decade, CEPAL/CELADE.
a Ratio of the percentages of young non–indigenous women and young indigenous women.
b Ratio of young indigenous women to young indigenous men.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF YOUNG PEOPLE BETWEEN 
THE AGES OF 20 AND 29 YEARS WHO HAVE 13 OR MORE YEARS OF SCHOOLING 

ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY AND GENDER, ABOUT THE YEAR 2010

Country and year 
of census

Indigenous Non-indigenous Ethnic    
gapa

Gender    
gapbFemale Male Female Male

Brazil, 2010 7,8 6,2 24,2 18,3 3,1 1,3
Colombia, 2005 6,8 5,5 27,5 21,9 4,0 1,2
Costa Rica, 2011 14,5 10,4 27,6 21,8 1,9 1,4
Ecuador, 2010 7,9 9,2 30,9 26,0 3,9 0,9
Mexico, 2010 13,1 13,1 27,7 25,8 2,1 1,0
Nicaragua, 2005 7,4 6,7 13,4 10,5 1,8 1,1
Panama, 2010 5,7 6,1 33,9 22,1 5,9 0,9
Peru, 2007 28,6 30,2 44,4 42,2 1,6 0,9
Uruguay, 2011 23,5 13,5 32,6 20,9 1,4 1,7
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• The gaps associated with ethnicity are marked in all the countries, but 
particularly so in Panama, Colombia, Ecuador and Brazil.  In the case of Panama, 
five	 times	more	non-indigenous	 than	 indigenous	women	achieve	education	
completed to certain levels; in the case of Colombia and Ecuador, the factor is 
three, and in Brazil it is two.

•	 Furthermore,	the	gender	gaps	show	an	interesting	tendency:	in	five	countries,	
young indigenous women have managed to achieve proportionally higher 
education levels than the men with the same ethnicity, with Uruguay being 
the	 country	with	 the	 greatest	 differences	 in	 favour	 of	 the	women.	Only	 in	
Ecuador, Panama and Peru the situation of the young indigenous women is 
less favourable than that of the men belonging to the same age group and 
ethnicity,	 although	 the	 differences	 are	 not	 marked.	 This	 tendency,	 already	
mentioned in the analysis of the situation in Canada, could also be explained 
using similar arguments: education is a tool that acquires a much greater value 
in	 the	 hands	 of	 indigenous	women,	 taking	 into	 account	 their	 difficulties	 in	
insertion and development in the national contexts within which they live.

•	 The	 figures	 presented	 conceal	 inequalities	 among	 countries	 and	 among	
different	 indigenous	 peoples	 that	 inhabit	 the	 same	 country.	 In	 the	 case	 of	
Peru, for example, where the general level of school attendance among 
indigenous children of both sexes is about 93%, in the jungle region it is only 
79%. In this region there are worrying situations, such as those detected in 
several districts of Loreto (Urarinas and Andoas) where 60% of the indigenous 
children of both sexes between the ages of 6 and 11 years do not attend 
school.		In	another	district,	Pastaza,	this	situation	affects	half	of	the	indigenous	
children and in Balsapuerto, 40% of the indigenous children are outside the 
education system.67 In the case of Colombia, school attendance by indigenous 
girls is greater than 70% at nationwide level. However, in the departments of 
La Guajira and the Chocó, approximately this percentage represents those 
who are not attending school.68

2.2. Percentage of indigenous girls and young men who attend some kind 
of education establishment

Relative to the previous indicator, the presence and permanence of 
indigenous	 adolescent	 girls	 in	 education	 establishments	 reflects	 an	 increase	
between	the	censuses	of	about	2000	and	about	2010.	The	following	graphs	reflect	
this and likewise facilitate focusing on some aspects that require special attention.

67 Ibíd.
68 Ibíd.
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Graph 469

Graph 570

69 Ibíd., p. 83.
70 Ibíd., p. 83.

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS GIRLS FROM 6 TO 
11 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT, FROM 

CENSUSES AROUND 2000 AND 2010

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS GIRLS AND 
ADOLESCENTS FROM 12 TO 17 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF 

EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT, FROM CENSUSES AROUND 2000 AND 2010
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Source: Own compilation based on the SISPPI and special processing of census 
micro-data for the 2010 decade, CEPAL/CELADE.
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Graph 671

•	 Firstly,	there	is	evidently	a	significant	increase	in	the	presence	of	indigenous	
girls and adolescents at school in the past decade as compared with the one 
immediately before it.

•	 This	significant	step	forward	concerns	particularly	the	age	group	12	to	17	years,	
where a noticeable increase in school attendance has been recorded in all 
the countries, especially in Ecuador, Costa Rica and Panama. The relevance 
of this is shown by the fact that about the year 2000, half the indigenous 
adolescent girls were outside the school system, while ten years later on, only 
30% remained outside the system.72

• Although the general percentages diminish with regard to the education of 
young people between 18 and 22 years old, increases were also surprising.  All 
the	same,	for	this	age	group,	no	country	generated	a	figure	higher	than	40%.

The following tables enable a more thorough analysis to be made as they 
show comparative attendance at education establishments according to ethnicity 
and	gender,	allowing	the	gap	affecting	indigenous	women	to	be	quantified.

71 Ibíd., p. 83.
72 Ibíd., p. 83.

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS YOUNG PEOPLE FROM 
18 TO 22 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT, 
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Table 673

Table 7

Table 8

73 Ibíd., pp. 85-86.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS CHILDREN FROM 
6 TO 11 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF EDUCATION ESTABLISHMENT, 

ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY AND GENDER, ABOUT 2010

Country and year 
of census

Percentage school attendance Relative gaps
Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous 

women / Non-
indigenous 

women

Indigenous 
women / 

Indigenous menFemale Male Female Male

Brazil, 2010 83,1 82,6 97,5 97,1 0,85 1,01
Colombia, 2005 73,4 72,0 92,4 90,9 0,79 1,02
Costa Rica, 2011 87,7 88,8 94,7 94,6 0,93 0,99
Ecuador, 2010 96,1 96,1 96,8 96,4 0,99 1,00
Mexico, 2010 95,7 95,7 97,1 96,7 0,99 1,00
Nicaragua, 2005 85,5 83,4 83,4 80,5 1,03 1,03
Panama, 2010 92,0 92,6 98,6 98,5 0,93 0,99
Peru, 2007 93,3 93,4 95,5 95,4 0,98 1,00
Uruguay, 2011 99,3 98,8 99,2 99,0 1,00 1,01

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS CHILDREN AND 
ADOLESCENTS FROM 12 TO 17 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF EDUCATION 

ESTABLISHMENT, ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY AND GENDER, ABOUT 2010

Country and year 
of census

Percentage school attendance Relative gaps
Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous 

women / Non-
indigenous 

women

Indigenous 
women / 

Indigenous menFemale Male Female  Male

Brazil, 2010 76,3 79,4 89,8 89,4 0,85 0,96
Colombia, 2005 58,2 59,3 79,9 76,9 0,73 0,98
Costa Rica, 2011 73,8 76,7 85,1 83,2 0,87 0,96
Ecuador, 2010 73,9 79,7 83,5 83,3 0,89 0,93
Mexico, 2010 74,3 75,1 80,6 79,2 0,92 0,99
Nicaragua, 2005 71,3 69,8 71,2 66,9 1,00 1,02
Panama, 2010 72,5 82,5 91,4 88,9 0,79 0,88
Peru, 2007 84,1 87,2 83,2 84,7 1,01 0,96
Uruguay, 2011 83,2 77,0 86,6 80,9 0,96 1,08

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF INDIGENOUS YOUNG 
PEOPLE FROM 18 TO 22 YEARS OLD WHO ATTEND SOME KIND OF EDUCATION 

ESTABLISHMENT, ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY AND GENDER, ABOUT 2010

Country and year 
of census

Percentage school attendance Relative gaps
Indigenous Non-indigenous Indigenous 

women / Non-
indigenous 

women

Indigenous 
women / 

Indigenous menFemale Male Female Male

Brazil, 2010 36,5 40,1 36,3 33,8 1,01 0,91
Colombia, 2005 18,8 20,1 32,7 29,8 0,57 0,94
Costa Rica, 2011 39,8 39,8 52,5 46,3 0,76 1,00
Ecuador, 2010 31,7 37,4 44,0 40,2 0,72 0,85
Mexico, 2010 23,1 24,9 35,3 35,4 0,65 0,93
Nicaragua, 2005 29,9 28,8 32,6 28,7 0,92 1,04
Panama, 2010 20,0 29,1 44,4 35,5 0,45 0,69
Peru, 2007 34,7 38,9 40,5 40,9 0,86 0,89
Uruguay, 2011 37,4 26,9 44,4 32,9 0,84 1,39

Source: Special processing of census micro-data, CEPAL/CELADE.

Source: Special processing of census micro-data, CEPAL/CELADE.

Source: Special processing of census micro-data, CEPAL/CELADE.
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•	 In	the	6	to	11	age	group,	the	differences	in	school	attendance	by	gender	between	
indigenous	girls	 and	 indigenous	boys	 are	barely	 significant	or	 inexistent,	or	
very slightly in favour of the girls. However, the ethnic gap continues, and 
becomes more pronounced as the children grow older. In conclusion, it may 
be stated that basic education coverage for indigenous girls is, by and large, 
an achieved objective; but there is no room for complacency, considering that 
shortly afterwards there occurs an unfavourable change with regard to the 
adolescents.

• In practice, when the girls begin secondary school, the percentage of 
attendance diminishes, and the respective gaps between girls and boys and 
between indigenous and non-indigenous girls widen. In all the countries 
shown	on	the	graph,	a	difference	can	be	seen	between	the	school	attendance	
of indigenous and non-indigenous adolescents, with the exception of 
Nicaragua	and	Peru,	where	 the	difference	 is	either	very	small	or	 favourable	
to the indigenous girls. The greatest inequalities in this aspect are found in 
Colombia, Panama and Brazil. With regard to the gender gaps at this stage, 
with the exception of Uruguay and Nicaragua, school attendance is poorer 
among adolescent girl than adolescent boys. With all this, there is always the 
tendency	for	the	differences	attributed	to	ethnicity	to	be	greater	than	those	
attributed to gender.

• The statistics for Canada show a similar tendency. However, as already stated, 
in	 this	 case	 it	 is	 the	 difference	 by	 ethnicity	 rather	 than	 by	 gender	which	 is	
most noticeable, with 7,1% indigenous women obtaining a university degree 
as opposed to 18,5% for the non–indigenous group. It is interesting to see 
that	the	percentage	of	women	that	obtain	a	technical	qualification	is	similar	
among indigenous (25,4%) and non–indigenous women (26,8%) and it might 
be ventured that, in the case of Canada, indigenous women give priority to 
professional training in consideration of the chances of getting a job.74

 

One of the factors which may have impacted in school attendance in Latin 
America is the existence of Conditioned transference Programmes (PTC), whose 
implementation	 began	 in	 different	 countries,	 including	 with	 the	 indigenous	
populations. The PTC are programmes whereby monetary or non–monetary 
resources are provided to poor families where there are dependant children, with 
the	condition	that	these	families	fulfil	certain	commitments	associated	with	the	
improvement of their human skills, including attendance at schools. This kind of 
programme has become polemical, and there are those who oppose the idea 
as ‘welfarist’ and because it distorts the sense of the fundamental objective: 
education.	 Others	 believe	 it	 to	 be	 an	 effective	measure	 to	 improve	 the	 social	
protection of children in conditions of poverty. The statistics show that there 
is indeed an increase in children’s enrolling at school associated with these 

74	 Aboriginal	Affairs	and	Northern	Development	Canada.	Aboriginal women in Canada. A statistical 
Profile from the 2006 Census, p. 30.
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programmes. However, there is no guarantee that a greater presence of children 
at	 school	 effectively	 modifies	 the	 perception	 of	 that	 family	 regarding	 itself,	
especially if it is motivated by external factors (the resources). In practical terms, 
these programmes serve to mitigate the intergenerational transfer of poverty, 
but are not able to eradicate it altogether, owing to the diversity of factors that 
cause it.75

In the case of indigenous peoples, however, the increase in school 
attendance by itself does not necessarily ensure greater opportunities if it 
does not go hand in hand with meaningful training, built on the basis of the 
indigenous identity, language and sense of belonging. Acknowledging the 
importance of cultural belonging in the teaching of children and adolescents of 
the aboriginal peoples, the Special Rapporteur of the United Nations on the right 
to education, Katarina Tomaševski, proposed that when the teaching is done in 
a language imposed on the peoples through historical domination, permanency 
at school is weakened on account of linguistic and pedagogic limitations, and the 
psychological	effects	caused.76

ln reference to the historical wound of the aboriginal population in the USA, 
the damage caused by an historically cruel process of colonization, the Special 
Rapporteur for Indigenous Peoples examines the analysis of how, during the 
colonial centuries and those which followed, indigenous children were removed 
from their communities and cloistered in educational institutions, with the idea 
of	eradicating	their	cultural	differences.	Considering	therefore	that	the	historical	
trauma still marks the relationship between the aboriginal people of the USA 
and its government, special care should be taken for education to be an area of  
reparation, where hegemonic practices are left farther and farther behind.77

A relevant advance made in the continent has been the establishment of 
intercultural education systems, bearing in mind that it is ever more important 
to strive for the participation of all children in an education system based on 
diversity, and not reduce it to a special proposal for the indigenous peoples.  
The particularity of education systems, their capacity to take in the needs and 
characteristics	of	 the	different	ethnic	 identities	 existing	 in	 the	 country,	 as	well	
as having the appropriate education materials which avoid the generation and 
reproduction of natural discriminatory patterns of behaviour, is especially 
relevant in view of the fact that, historically, education has been an instrument 
for the subjugation of the indigenous peoples by the state.78

75 CEPAL. Desarrollo sostenible en América Latina y El Caribe: seguimiento de la agenda de las Naciones 
Unidas para el desarrollo post-2015 y Río +20. 2013.

76 United Nations. Economic, social and Cultural Rights. the Right to Education. Report by Katarina 
Tomaševski, Special Rapporteur on the right to education, 17 February, 2004.

77 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya. Addendum. the situation of indigenous peoples in the united states of America; paragraph 
45-47.

78 Del Popolo and Reboiras, 2014; p. 105.
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In the majority of Latin American countries there is currently restricted 
access to bilingual intercultural education systems which take into account 
indigenous languages. A study made by the Information system on tendencies in 
Education in Latin America (SITEAL – UNESCO) shows that in eleven countries in the 
region, there are very few children who, speaking an indigenous language at home, 
receive education in their own tongue. Guatemala and Paraguay are exceptions 
in this respect, where the percentages are 63,6% and 55,6% respectively.79 The 
same study also shows that adapting to an education system in the context of the 
dominant culture has repercussions in the child’s school performance, showing 
higher failure rates than in the non-indigenous population. Furthermore, together 
with the language, bilingual intercultural education should widen the educational 
approach by incorporating the experiences of indigenous individuals and peoples, 
and	afford	a	critical	approach	regarding	colonializing	content.

The	biggest	disadvantage	suffered	by	indigenous	peoples	and	indigenous	
women	 in	 primary	 and	 secondary	 education	 is	 directly	 reflected,	 and	 has	
repercussions, in access to and permanency in higher education.  Regarding this 
specific	 case,	 a	 study	 recently	 conducted	 by	 ChIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous 
Cultures of Peru,80 of 421 young people in nine regions of the country shows, 
among other things, that secondary education does not provide the elements 
necessary for direct access to university; young indigenous people must invest at 
least one year in preparatory studies, either alone or at a pre-university academic 
institution. They may sit the entry examination on two, three or more occasions 
and, unable to gain admission to university, feel frustrated and opt for entry 
to private institutes or universities; the syllabuses have no cultural or linguistic 
links, do not respond to the needs of the young people, nor of their regions, they 
place little value on the knowledge of the student, and intercultural practices are 
absent.

 Despite progress made,  in Latin America and the Caribbean the widening 
of coverage in education for the indigenous peoples, hampered by the fact 
that most of them live in rural poverty-stricken or geographically inaccessible 
areas, improving the quality of teacher-training in intercultural education, and 
incorporating	contents	that	are	suitable	for	their	specific	needs	and	socio–cultural	
characteristics, still constitute a challenge. 

SUMMARY
Progress in access to schooling for indigenous girls and adolescents in the 

past ten years, as well as the increase in the percentage that have culminated their 
basic education, is notable and should not be underestimated. However, sight 

79 SITEAL and UNESCO. La Educación de los Pueblos Indígenas y Afrodescendientes. Informe sobre 
tendencias sociales y educativas en América Latina 2011.

80 CHIRAPAQ Centre for Indigenous Cultures of Peru. Juventud, Educación superior y Movimiento 
Indígena en el Perú. 2014.
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should not be lost of the comparative perspective and it should be emphasized 
that, despite increased coverage, the levelling of opportunities has not been 
achieved and there are still gaps between access to education for indigenous 
men and indigenous women, in some cases, and between indigenous and non-
indigenous women in many others. 

Facts which have already been revealed and others which will appear in 
the	remainder	of	this	report,	show	that	access	to	education	has	an	effect	on	the	
reduction of many kinds of vulnerability; it is therefore of vital importance to 
indigenous girls and adolescents. Furthermore, it is a right common to all people, 
and it opens up possibilities for development at both individual and community 
levels. Even so, while education in countries with indigenous populations 
maintains structures inherited from colonial times, in ways of obtaining access to 
schooling as well as the language used and the material content, advances made 
will not achieve the substantial and lasting changes which are necessary.

Although	 different	 trials	 are	 being	 carried	 out,	 some	 of	 which	 are	
highlighted in the section Important Experiences, intercultural bilingual education 
is still a challenge in the American continent, and it is fundamental to achieve 
the	advancement	which	will	give	schooling	a	deeper	significance	and	allow	the	
indigenous people to participate in the exercise of a right which is theirs.
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3.
Indigenous women and 

health

At	the	present	time,	indigenous	men	and	women	in	different	parts	of	the	
world	suffer	the	results	of	a	deterioration	in	health	conditions	in	their	communities.	
Precarious	 resources,	 limited	 and	 insufficient	 access	 to	 the	 services	 of	 water-
supply and drains, the lack of policies that focus on this population and which 
carry out interventions in accordance with their cultural peculiarities, the scarcity 
of medical services in isolated areas, and the problems of the natural environment 
derived from an economy driven by the extraction of natural resources, are 
some of the factors which contribute to this deterioration.81 Furthermore, the 
unfavourable circumstances faced by the indigenous peoples in the maintenance 
of their own lifestyles have led to a weakening of the practices themselves and 
ancient inherited knowledge about health.

  The most novel approaches today emphasize an holistic appreciation 
of health issues, seeking not to compartmentalize but rather to understand the 
relationship	of	factors	that	affect	people	and	encouraging	public	policies	which	
are thus orientated. This holistic principle is particularly important in the context 
of	indigenous	peoples,	bearing	in	mind	that	the	different	cultures	encompassed	by	
the expression are built on worldviews whose bases are principles of integration.

Article 24 of the united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples acknowledges the relevance of taking into account cultural principles as 
well as accessibility and quality when it comes to health matters, and establishes 
that: 

81 United Nations. united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 2007.
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“1. Indigenous peoples have the right to their own traditional medicines 
and to maintain their own health practices, including the conservation 
of their medicinal plants, their animals and minerals of vital interest. 
Indigenous persons also have the right to access, without any kind of 
discrimination, to all social and health services. 2. Indigenous persons 
have the right to enjoy on equal terms the highest possible levels of 
physical and mental health. Governments shall take the necessary 
measures to achieve progressively the complete realization of this 
right”.82

The international standards of health therefore encourage policies that 
function on the basis of acknowledgement of the links between health and 
other areas such as the natural environment, peace, education, and economic 
productivity.83 They acknowledge health as “the right of a person or people to 
realize their aspirations and to satisfy their needs orientated towards achieving 
wellbeing or living well”.84 Additionally, the health of indigenous young girls and 
women is considered a fundamental area of action.

The beijing Declaration and Action Platform also takes up this holistic and 
considered stance from the point of view of prevention. Referring to this area of 
analysis it points out: 

“…the woman has a right to enjoy mental and physical health at the 
highest possible level. Enjoyment of this right is essential to her life and 
wellbeing and to her ability to participate in all spheres of public and 
private life. Health is not simply the absence of disease or complaints, 
but a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing; biological 
factors as well as the social, political and economic context within which 
she lives all contribute equally to determine her health…”.85

Gender inequality is seen, in this document, as a factor that leads to 
women’s	suffering	more	health	problems	than	the	men,	and	that	there	also	exist	
differences	between	women	from	different	geographical	zones,	social	classes	or	
ethnic origins. Poverty, economic dependence of the woman, little control over 
her own sex life, discrimination in access to medical attention and even basic 
goods such as food and clothing are factors which, from an integral and gender 
viewpoint, contribute to making the vulnerability of the woman greater in this 
area, too.86

In order to address this wide sphere of concern, the beijing Platform 
proposes	five	objectives:

82 Ibíd.
83 Del Popolo et al , 2013; p. 56.
84 Ibíd.
85 Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995; Chapter III, paragraph 89.
86 Ibíd.
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C1. Encourage women’s access during their whole lives to health services and 
suitable related information and services, at low cost and of good quality;

C2. Strengthen preventive programmes for women’s health;

C3. Take initiatives in which gender is taken into account to deal with sexually 
transmitted diseases, HIV/AIDS and other business related to sexual and 
reproductive health;

C4. Promote research and publicize information on women’s health;

C5. Increase resources and supervise the monitoring of women’s health.

Of these, four indicators will be analysed in greater detail in connexion 
with	the	first	three	objectives,	which	are	also	specified	in	the	table	below.

OBJECTIVES INDICATORS

C1. Encourage women’s access 
during their whole lives to 
health services and suitable 
related information and 
services, at low cost and of 
good quality. 

C1.1. Use of contraceptives 
according to ethnicity.

C2.1. Percentage maternity 
according to age, ethnicity, 
zone of residence, and level of 
schooling.

C2.2. Maternal health and mortality.
C2. Strengthen preventive 

programmes for women’s 
health.

C3. Take initiatives in which gender 
is taken into account to deal 
with sexually transmitted 
diseases, HIV/AIDS and other 
business related to sexual and 
reproductive health.

C3.1. HIV / AIDS among indigenous 
peoples and women.

3.1. Use of contraceptives according to ethnicity

There is little information available on the use of contraceptive methods 
among indigenous women in Latin America and there is inconsistency in 
comparisons	among	different	countries.	Despite	 that,	 the	scarce	available	data	
that enable the use of contraceptives by indigenous women to be compared 
over	time	(in	Guatemala	and	Mexico)	as	well	as	the	unsatisfied	demand	for	them,	
makes it possible to conclude that there is an increase in family planning among 
the indigenous women of both countries.87

87 Del Popolo, 2013; p. 62.
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In spite of this increase in the use of contraceptives, it is still less than 
among the non-indigenous women according to data for the year 2000.88

Graph 789

• Despite an increase in programmes and information on the use of 
contraceptives,	different	sources	mention	that	access	by	indigenous	women	
to contraceptives is still restricted, not for the lack of delivery in quantitative 
terms but for a lack of information and preparation regarding their use. This 
has led to discriminatory practices and no dialogue is achieved which takes 
into	 account	 the	 cultural	 significance	 that	 the	 women	 attach	 to	 sexuality,	
conception and motherhood.

•	 The	figures	referred	to,	however,	do	not	necessarily	imply	that	the	indigenous	
women	are	opposed	to	the	principle	of	contraceptive	methods.	Other	figures,	
in the next table, show that an important proportion of them indeed make use 
of contraceptive methods.

88 Ibíd., p. 63.
89 Ibíd.

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE PREVALENCE OF THE USE OF 
CONTRACEPTIVES ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY, ABOUT 2000
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Graph 890

• As can be seen in this table, women use a large variety of contraceptive 
methods, independently of their ethnic origins. The country showing the 
lowest percentage for their use is Guatemala, with 43,3% while at the other 
extreme is Ecuador, where the majority of women (72,6%) report using some 
contraceptive method. In all the countries recorded in the table, however, 
the proportion of women who do not use contraceptive methods is greater 
among indigenous women than among the non-indigenous population. In 
Guatemala and Nicaragua, 7 out of every 10 indigenous women say they do 
not use any family-planning methods. In Ecuador, Bolivia, Mexico and Peru, 
approximately 5 out of every 10 women use no contraceptive method at all.

• An interesting detail is, however, that among the women who report having 
access to family-planning methods, those who belong to an aboriginal people 
are those that mention a greater number of traditional contraceptive methods, 
such as periodical abstinence, or the rhythm method, withdrawal, the Billings 
method,	 Cycle	 Beads,	 and	 other	 non-specified	 techniques.	 In	 analysing	 this	
situation, it is relevant to consider that according to the worldview of some 
indigenous cultures, the use of western contraceptive methods, some of 
which involve chemicals or are invasive to the organism, may be interpreted as 
violent and counterproductive. A study published when the Beijing Conference 
was being held, compiled some comments about this from indigenous women:

“ 1) it is a very ‘’strong’’ medicine and if taken during a prolonged period 
shows toxicity; 2) it increases body temperature, which is considered 
harmful; 3) it obstructs natural processes such as menstruation and 
produces	sicknesses	and	madness.		Regarding	the	first	aspect,	in	some	
cultures it is said that in order to take ‘the pill’ women need to have 
a very strong organism and a nutritious diet in order to tolerate its 

90 CEPAL, UNFPA, OPS. salud Materno-infantil de Pueblos Indígenas y Afrodescendientes de América 
Latina: Aportes para una Relectura Desde el Derecho a la Integridad Cultural. 2010.

Source: CEPAL/CELADE, special processing.  Selected surveys.

CURRENT USE OF CONTRACEPTIVES, SELECTED SURVEYS

Country

Use of 
contraceptives

Guatemala Ecuador Bolivia Nicaragua Peru Mexico
Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

Belonging 
or not to an 
indigenous 

people Total

I N I I N I I N I I N I I N I I N I

Not used 76,1 47,0 56,6 52,6 25,4 27,4 45,7 35,2 41,7 72,5 30,6 31,4 46,9 29,1 31,1 48,8 22,7
Used 23,9 53,0 43,4 47,4 74,6 72,6 54,3 64,8 58,3 53,1 70,9 68,9 51,2 77,3

Traditional/
folklore

29,7 18,3 20,0 44,1 16,9 18,2 50,5 26,4 40,2 47 24,9 26,9 26,8

Modern 70,3 81,7 80,0 55,9 83,1 81,8 49,5 73,6 59,8 90,2 96,5 96,4 53 75,1 75,1 73,2
Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

I: Indigenous; NI: Non-indigenous.
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powerful	 effect.	 	 Therefore	 some	 women	 from	 the	 lower	 economic	
levels	do	not	take	it,	as	they	feel	they	are	unable	to	afford	the	required	
diet, be it to ‘cool’ the body down or to make it more robust”.91

3.2. Percentage of maternity according to age, ethnicity, place of 
residence, and level of schooling

From the 1960s onwards, the reduction in maternity indices has been 
remarkable,	diminishing	from	6	children	per	mother	to	2,2	according	to	figures	for	
2011. In this context, the fertility rates of indigenous women also diminished. The 
countries that showed the greatest reduction —according to the censuses around 
2010— were Ecuador and Mexico. However, fertility rates for indigenous women 
continued to be higher than those for non-indigenous women.92 Moreover, there are 
still	important	geographical	differences.	The	observatory for gender Equality in Latin 
America and the Caribbean singles out Panama as one of the region’s countries with 
the highest average fertility rates for its indigenous women (5,1 children), despite 
having registered an important reduction in comparison with the previous census. 
In	Uruguay,	by	contrast,	the	figure	is	only	2,5	children	per	mother.93 

With	regard	to	the	differentiation	between	indigenous	and	non-indigenous	
women in the nine countries examined, the country with the smallest gap between 
the two rates is Uruguay, while the countries with the largest gaps, according to 
this source, are Brazil and Panama, where the fertility rates of indigenous women 
duplicate those of the non-indigenous population. In all those cases, the average 
number of children for rural indigenous women is higher than that for those who 
live in the cities.

In Canada, while true that the percentage of women with 0 to 3 children is 
similar for indigenous and non-indigenous women, the percentage of indigenous 
women with three or more children is considerably greater than that of the non-
indigenous	population,	respective	figures	being	17,1%	and	9,9%.94

According to the proposal made in the study by the observatory for 
gender Equality, there are two possible readings of the prevalence of maternity 
among	 indigenous	 women.	 The	 first,	 which	 agrees	 with	 that	 put	 forward	 by	
some	organizations,	concerns	 the	cultural	 significance	associated	with	maternity	
and children, among which is included the possibility of cultural reproduction.  
The	 second	 relates	 to	 the	 difficulty	 of	 access	 to	 systematic	 family	 planning.	
Furthermore, it is important not to treat the cultural attitudes of all indigenous 
peoples as identical, taking into consideration the fact that each ethnic group shows 
differences	regarding	the	cultural	significance	of	behaviour	associated	with	fertility.	

91 Ibíd.; p. 47.
92 Del Popolo, 2013; p. 57.
93 Ibíd.
94	 Aboriginal	Affairs	and	Northern	Development	Canada.	Aboriginal women in Canada. A statistical 

Profile from the 2006 Census, p. 25.
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All the same, it is also relevant to take into consideration that the 
marginalized situation of many indigenous women, with a low level of schooling, 
situations of deprivation and of structural violence, result in diminished access to 
family-planning measures, which for some may be a necessary alternative.95

Graph 996

• As Graph 9 shows, there exists a considerable diversity among the fertility 
indices	for	different	indigenous	peoples,	with	extreme	values	ranging	from	an	
average of 1,5 children among the Alacalufe and Quechua in Chile and 4,4 among 
the Ngöbe of Panama. The variability in average maternity among peoples of 
the interior zones of each country is smaller than the total variability for all the 
peoples examined. Furthermore, certain indigenous peoples that share territory 
between	two	or	more	countries	show	important	differences	in	fertility,	as	can	be	
seen among the Quechuas and Aymaras of Bolivia and Chile.97 However, studies 
that address this topic in Bolivia, Ecuador and Panama point out that fertility 
is usually greater among those women living in traditional territories, and the 
levels	 for	 a	 particular	 people	 sometimes	 present	 very	 significant	 variations	
according to settlements. For example, the Quechua women have on average 
3,8 children in La Paz and 6,1 in Potosí.98 To sum up, it could be stated that while 
fertility is higher among indigenous women and those of African descent, the 
national	and	cultural	differences	should	not	be	ignored.

95 Ibíd.; p. 59.
96 CEPAL , UNFPA, OPS. 2010; p. 44.
97 CEPAL , UNFPA, OPS. 2010.
98 CEPAL/CELADE-BID. Atlas Sociodemográfico de los Pueblos Indígenas de Bolivia. 2005.

MEAN CHILDBEARING INDEX P(30) BY COUNTRY AND INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLE/TERRITORY, CENSUS 2000

Source: Special processing of census micro-data, CEPAL/CELADE
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One aspect of relevance to the analysis of the maternity rates of indigenous 
women is the incidence of adolescent motherhood. A study carried out by CEPAL/
OIJ in 2008 shows the concerns generated, in global terms, by the adolescent 
pregnancy	 statistics.	 These	 reflect	 economic	 inequalities,	 being	more	 frequent	
in adolescents of vulnerable sectors and contributing to what has been called 
intergenerational reproduction of poverty. It also tells of gender inequalities 
that lead to assigning the responsibility for the baby’s care almost exclusively 
to the adolescent mothers or their mothers.99 The analysis of indigenous 
adolescent maternity, even taking into account all the foregoing factors, should 
equally consider factors with a cultural explanation. The consequences of early 
motherhood must be analysed taking into account the ethnic dimension; in no way 
should	this	be	considered	a	justification	for	situations	that	are	at	variance	with	the	
integrity of the young indigenous women, but rather for a deeper understanding 
of	the	phenomenon,	that	might	contribute	to	the	design	of	effective	policies	that	
are in line with the individual and collective rights of indigenous women.

Graph 10100

The data shown in this graph enable the following conclusions to be made:

 

• In a way similar to that of the fertility rates for adult indigenous women, there 
is a diminishing tendency in the number of adolescents who have children.  

99 CEPAL/OIJ; 2008; p. 16. Attention should be given, however, to the warning of this investigation 
that	figures	vary	according	to	source,	and	recording	methods	are	not	the	same	in	all	countries.		
There is therefore no agreement in the discussions by experts with regard to increase or decrease 
in the incidence of adolescent pregnancy.

100 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 68.

LATIN AMERICA (5 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF YOUNG INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN AGED 15 TO 19 YEARS WHO ARE MOTHERS, ACCORDING TO AGE 

GROUPS, CENSUSES OF 2000 AND  2010
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The only exception is Ecuador, where there is an increase at all stages between 
the ages of 15 and 19 years. In Brazil, while there is a diminishing tendency, it 
is slight and a small increase can be seen among adolescents between 15 and 
17 years of age. This downward trend is nevertheless interesting, considering 
that, as shown in the CEPAL and OIJ study in 2008, the Latin American tendency 
since the 1980s —contrary to the world trend— has not shown a reduction 
in adolescent fertility.101 It could be said, therefore, that the reduction in 
indigenous adolescent pregnancies is more marked, comparatively, than the 
reduction in non–indigenous adolescent pregnancies. The following table can 
help elucidate these observations.

Table 9102

 LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF YOUNG WOMEN WHO ARE 
MOTHERS, ACCORDING TO SUBGROUPS FOR AGE, PLACE OF RESIDENCE, AND 

ETHNICITY

101 RODRÍGUEZ VIGNOLI, Jorge. Reproducción adolescente y desigualdades en América Latina y el 
Caribe.: Un llamado a la reflexión y a la acción, p. 16.

102 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 69.

  Source: Special processing of the bases of the census micro-data with Redatam. CEPAL/CELADE.

Countries and 
census dates Age group

Indigenous Non-indigenous
Urban Rural Total Urban Rural Total

Brazil, 2010
15 to 17 years 10,5 22,9 18,7 6,4 8,6 6,8
18 to 19 years 26,8 46,9 39,4 18,2 26,6 19,5
Total 15 to 19 years 17,0 31,6 26,4 11,1 15,2 11,8

Colombia, 2005
15 to 17 years 7,6 11,8 10,9 6,7 11,7 7,7
18 to 19 years 24,1 34,1 31,7 22,0 36,6 24,8
Total 15 to 19 years 14,1 20,1 18,7 12,7 20,7 14,3

Costa Rica, 2011
15 to 17 years 8,5 20,3 17,0 5,3 6,7 5,7
18 to 19 years 23,6 42,1 36,1 17,0 22,2 18,4
Total 15 to 19 years 15,2 28,7 24,7 10,0 12,6 10,8

Ecuador, 2010
15 to 17 years 9,0 9,6 9,5 8,3 11,9 9,6
18 to 19 years 28,9 34,2 32,9 25,2 34,1 28,1
Total 15 to 19 years 17,4 18,5 18,3 15,0 20,3 16,8

Mexico, 2010
15 to 17 years 6,3 7,4 6,9 5,7 7,1 6,0
18 to 19 years 23,4 27,4 25,3 20,6 25,8 21,6
Total 15 to 19 years 13,2 14,8 14,0 11,6 14,2 12,2

Nicaragua, 2005
15 to 17 years 10,9 15,1 13,4 8,5 14,7 11,2
18 to 19 years 29,7 45,3 38,4 27,7 42,5 33,5
Total 15 to 19 years 18,2 25,6 22,5 16,2 25,1 19,9

Panama, 2010
15 to 17 years 16,9 20,5 19,6 5,7 8,9 6,7
18 to 19 years 38,8 34,2 49,7 19,1 28,6 21,7
Total 15 to 19 years 26,0 32,4 30,7 11,3 16,2 12,7

Peru, 2007
15 to 17 years 4,0 8,0 5,7 4,6 10,4 5,7
18 to 19 years 15,7 31,7 21,9 17,1 36,4 20,0
Total 15 to 19 years 8,6 16,4 11,8 9,7 19,6 11,4

Uruguay, 2011
15 to 17 years 6,0 4,1 6,0 4,6 4,9 4,6
18 to 19 years 20,2 25,8 20,4 16,9 21,9 17,1
Total 15 to 19 years 11,6 12,5 11,6 9,3 11,3 9,4
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•	 In	the	first	place,	in	spite	of	the	diminishing	tendency,	there	is	again	evidence	
of	the	difference	between	the	maternity	rates	of	indigenous	adolescents	and	
those	of	non-indigenous	adolescents,	the	first	being	higher.

• Among the rural indigenous women, in the three age groups, the percentage 
of maternity is higher than for those who live in the cities. Once more, the 
exception is Uruguay, where there is a larger rate of adolescent pregnancies 
among urban-dwelling indigenous girls in the 15 – 17 years age group. 

•	 According	 to	 these	figures,	 the	ethnic	difference	seems	 to	be	an	 important	
factor in the fertility indices if one compares, for example, the percentage 
of indigenous adolescent mothers from rural areas with that of the non-
indigenous adolescent mothers, also from rural areas (with the exceptions 
of Ecuador and Peru). This fact is interesting because it questions in part 
the	 hypothesis	 that	 it	 is	 a	 difference	 in	 access	 to	 sexual	 education	 and	
contraceptive	methods	that	leads	to	different	rates	of	adolescent	pregnancy;	
in this case, however, both indigenous and Spanish-speaking women may live 
in	 similar	 geographical	 circumstances	 and	 yet	 they	 produce	 differentiated	
rates of adolescent pregnancy. Although it cannot be denied that the access 
is a relevant factor —and this is also shown by the fact that adolescent 
pregnancy in rural areas is greater than that in urban areas— it should be 
complemented with an understanding of cultural particularities with regard 
to	the	role	of	motherhood,	the	significance	of	the	different	ages	of	women,	
and outlook regarding the relationship with the children and the role of the 
extended family.

• Data for 2011 on adolescent pregnancies in the USA also show up important 
differences	 between	 adolescents	 belonging	 to	 aboriginal	 groups	 and	 those	
who do not. Whereas the adolescent pregnancy rate among indigenous 
people, including those from Alaska, is 36,2 live births per 1000 adolescents, 
the	 corresponding	figure	 is	 only	 21,8	 among	 the	 group	denominated	white	
non-Hispanic adolescents.103

• According to 2007 data for Peru, while 15% of non-indigenous adolescents 
between the ages of 15 and 20 years have at least one child, the corresponding 
percentage for indigenous adolescents is 22%. However, if this statistic is 
disaggregated,	 important	 differences	 are	 revealed	 between	 adolescents	 of	
different	ethnicities.	For	example,	among	the	Ashaninkas	and	other	Amazonian	
peoples, approximately 40% of the adolescents have at least one child.104

• A further relevant aspect in the analysis of this decidedly complex phenomenon 
is the relationship between adolescent pregnancy and the level of schooling 
attained; with this graph it should be possible to corroborate the world 
tendency where a greater number of years at school is associated with a lower 
maternity rate.

103 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya. Addendum. the situation of indigenous peoples in the united states of America, 2012.

104 UNICEF. Informe 2010 Perú, 2010.
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Table 10105

The	figures	show	that	there	is	still	an	important	difference	from	what	was	
agreed by the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean at the First Regional 
Conference on Population and Development:106

“to guarantee the right to health for indigenous peoples, including 
sexual and reproductive rights, together with the right to the use of their 
own traditional medicines and health practices, especially with regard 
to the reduction of infant and maternal mortality, taking into account 
the socio–territorial and cultural particularities together with the 
structural factors that impede the exercise of this right’’ and “to adopt 
the necessary measures together with the indigenous peoples, to ensure 
that the indigenous women, children, adolescents and young people 
may enjoy full protection and safeguard against all forms of violence and 
discrimination, and to take measures to ensure the restitution of rights”.

105 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 71.
106 Held between 12 and 15 August, 2013 in Montevideo, Uruguay.

Countries and 
census dates Ethnicity

Years of schooling Relative gap
0-3/13 and overa0 to 3 4 to 6 7 to 12 13 or more

Brazil, 2010
Indigenous 40,0 36,6 16,4 5,2 7,7
Non-indigenous 23,1 32,3 8,2 2,1 10,8

Colombia, 2005
Indigenous 25,7 24,0 10,7 3,8 6,8
Non-indigenous 32,0 29,6 11,0 4,0 8,0

Costa Rica, 2011
Indigenous 39,9 38,4 14,6 14,8 2,7
Non-indigenous 22,8 25,2 7,7 4,2 5,4

Ecuador, 2010
Indigenous 23,3 26,9 13,1 10,2 2,3
Non-indigenous 22,6 35,3 13,8 8,5 2,7

Mexico, 2010
Indigenous 28,0 24,3 11,0 3,9 7,2
Non-indigenous 25,6 27,6 10,8 3,4 7,5

Nicaragua, 2005
Indigenous 35,5 26,9 14,1 3,6 9,7
Non-indigenous 37,2 27,2 11,7 5,2 7,1

Panama, 2010
Indigenous 44,4 40,2 19,8 14,8 3,0
Non-indigenous 25,6 30,2 10,9 5,1 5,0

Peru, 2007
Indigenous 27,2 23,8 8,8 4,7 5,8
Non-indigenous 22,2 24,0 10,2 5,4 4,1

Uruguay, 2011
Indigenous - 35,8 10,0 1,7 21,1
Non-indigenous - 29,6 8,2 1,1 25,8

Source: Special processing of the bases of the census micro-data with Redatam. CEPAL/CELADE.
a In the case of Uruguay, the figure was computed comparing women with 4 to 6 years of schooling with those 
who have 13 years or more.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE OF YOUNG WOMEN AGED 15 
TO 19 YEARS WHO ARE MOTHERS, ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY AND LEVEL OF 

SCHOOLING, ABOUT 2010
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3.3. Health and maternal mortality
The improvement of maternal health is one of the eight Millennium 

Development goals (MDG) adopted by the international community at the 
Millennium summit of the united Nations held in 2000. MDG 5 consists of reducing, 
between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality rate (MMR) by three quarters.  
However, between 1990 and 2005 the MMR diminished by only 5%. In order to 
reach MDG 5, faster progress must be made.107

One of the things that shows up inequalities in the area of sexual 
and	 reproductive	 health	 is	 the	 difference	 in	 prenatal	 attention	 in	 the	 various	
geographical areas in the interior regions of countries. In general terms, 
considering that the most isolated districts tend to have the larger proportions of 
indigenous population, a relation can be established between the risk of maternal 
death and belonging to a particular ethnic group.

A study carried out in 2011 by UNICEF corroborates the observation that 
countries with large indigenous populations have a maternal mortality rate two 
to three times greater in the areas where these groups live.108

The maternal mortality rate (MMR) is distributed unfairly in the interior 
regions of countries.  In Mexico, the districts that are predominantly indigenous 
with a high or very high level of marginalization and socio-geographic isolation, 
present an indigenous maternal mortality risk up to nine times higher than in 
districts with better links to other places.109 In Guatemala, for instance, 71,2% of 
maternal mortalities are of indigenous women 110 while in the department of 
Potosí,	 Bolivia,	 the	 figure	 is	 376	 maternal	 mortalities	 per	 100000	 live	 births.111 
These	figures	conceal	enormous	inequalities	affecting	particularly	the	indigenous	
women.	It	is	possible	to	find	communities	where	the	maternal	mortality	rates	are	
two or even three times higher still.

An element directly related to maternal mortality is access to medical 
checks during pregnancy. The following table enables some conclusions to be 
made in this regard:

107 United Nations. objetivos de Desarrollo del Milenio. El Progreso de América Latina y el Caribe hacia 
los objetivos de Desarrollo del Milenio. Desafíos para Lograrlos con Igualdad. 2010.

108 UNICEF. Estrategia de reducción de la morbilidad materna, perinatal e infantil. trébol de cuatro 
hojas, brazil, 2011.

109 RANGEL, 2013 quoted in ECMIA - Violence and Indigenous Women. Document presented to the 
Csw57, p. 58.

110 Ministerio de Salud Pública y Asistencia Social (MSPAS). National study of Maternal Mortality.  
Final Report.  Presidential Secretariat for Planning and Programming – sEgEPLAN, Guatemala, 2011, 
p. 61.

111 INE and Min. Salud and Deportes, 2003.
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Table 11112

• In the six countries that appear in the table, the percentage of women who 
had no pre–natal checks is higher among the indigenous women than the non-
indigenous women. The most concerning case is that of Ecuador, where 38,6% 
of indigenous mothers had no health checks, followed by Nicaragua (27,2%) 
Bolivia (25,9%) and Peru (21,7%).

• Regarding the women who had prenatal control, in Bolivia and Nicaragua the 
number of checks made is much smaller for indigenous women than for non-
indigenous women.

•	 A	difference	in	the	opportuneness	of	the	checks	can	also	be	seen.	Statistics	
show	that	most	indigenous	women	undergo	their	first	checks	in	the	second	
three months of pregnancy, whereas the non–indigenous women have their 
first	checks	during	the	first	three	months.

• According to an Amnesty International report for the year 2010, one in every 
four women does not receive suitable prenatal care in the USA during the 
first	 three	months	 of	 pregnancy.	 This	 figure	 is	 larger	 for	women	 of	 ethnic	
minorities.113 It has been shown that in the USA this is indeed a nationwide 
problem that has led to stagnation of the decrease in the maternal mortality 
rate; there has even been a slight increase since the year 2000. Among the 
possible explanatory factors, a comparative study points to the cost of 
health fees to mothers as an impediment to their undergoing the necessary 
health checks.114 Once again, the relationship between social vulnerability and 
maternal mortality is demonstrated, and the indigenous women are those 
most	likely	to	face	such	difficulties.

112 CEPAL , UNFPA, OPS, 2010; p. 44.
113 Amnesty International. Deadly Delivery: the Maternal health Care Crisis in the usA. Summary. 2010; 

p.4.
114 Ibíd., p. 5.

PRENATAL CARE, NUMBER OF CHECKS AND TRIMESTER WHEN FIRST CHECKS ARE MADE, 
SELECTED SURVEYS

Source: CEPAL/CELADE, special processing. Selected surveys.
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Did not have 15,7 18,7 13,7 1,4 15,8 38,6 15,8 2,4 20,6 25,9 11,7 2,2 13,6 27,2 13,2 2,1 15,5 21,7 14,4 1,5
Did have 84,3 81,3 86,3 0,9 84,2 61,4 84,2 0,7 79,4 74,1 88,3 0,8 86,4 72,8 86,8 0,8 84,5 78,3 85,6 0,9

1 6,3 7,8 4,1 1,9
2 a 3 20,1 22,4 16,7 1,3 12,8 28,8 12,4 2,3
4 o + 73,6 69,7 79,2 0,9 84,0 56,7 84,7 0,7

First term 
visit
1° 61,0 46,6 70,7 0,7 76,7 54,1 76,7 0,7 65,2 63,7 67,2 0,9 70,9 48,6 71,5 0,7 33,7 54,2 0,6
2° 33,3 45,2 25,4 1,8 19,7 36,2 19,7 1,8 21,7 22,1 21,1 1,0 20,9 36,2 20,5 1,8 52,3 40,5 1,3
3° 5,7 8,2 4,0 2,1 3,6 9,8 3,6 2,7 13,1 14,2 11,7 1,2 8,2 15,2 8,0 1,9 14,0 5,3 2,6
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The following table shows the places where indigenous and non-indigenous 
women go to give birth. It is clear that the proportion of indigenous women who 
go to a health centre is smaller than that of their non-indigenous counterparts.

Table 12115

• When giving birth, the indigenous women attend health centres 
proportionately less than non-indigenous women. This can be hazardous 
if there are complications that require medical attention. The lowest 
percentages of medical attention to indigenous women giving birth in places 
where medical attention and equipment is available are for Peru (14,4%) and 
Guatemala (19,6%) where the percentage of births at home is over 80%.

• The relative gaps between the proportions of indigenous and non-indigenous 
women	 who	 give	 birth	 at	 a	 health	 centre	 are	 significant	 in	 Peru	 (84,5%	
against 33,8%), Guatemala (69,1% against 18,5), Ecuador (69,1% against 18,5%), 
Nicaragua (64,3% against 32,1%), Mexico (54,3% against 12,3%) and Bolivia 
(52,8% against 22,3%). Without diminishing the legitimacy of decisions taken 
by	indigenous	women	regarding	where	they	should	give	birth,	the	influence	
on	these	of	insufficient	medical	coverage	and	the	class	of	attention,	which	all	
too frequently is subject to discriminatory attitudes, should not be dismissed.  
These attitudes may consider invalid the needs expressed by a mother 
belonging	to	a	different	culture.	This	is	also	reflected	in	figures	such	as	those	
set out in the table below.

Table 13116

115 CEPAL , UNFPA, OPS, 2010; p. 55.
116 Ibíd.
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Health 
centre 42,1 19,6 57,9 0,3 74,4 30,3 79,6 0,4 57,2 46,5 76,8 0,6 66,3 34,9 67,5 0,5 58,0 14,4 65,2 0,2 85,8 44,6 86,7 0,5

At home 57,9 80,4 42,1 1,9 23,9 69,1 18,5 3,7 42,0 52,8 22,3 2,4 33,3 64,3 32,1 2,0 41,0 84,5 33,8 2,5 16,2 54,3 12,3 4,4
Other 1,7 0,7 1,9 0,4 0,8 0,8 0,9 0,9 0,5 0,8 0,4 1,9 1,0 1,1 1,0 1,1 1,0 1,2 1,0 1,2
Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,1 99,9 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Source: CEPAL/CELADE, special processing. Selected surveys.

PLACE OF GIVING BIRTH, SELECTED SURVEYS
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Received attention/ 
Post-natal check 20,3 11,7 26,3 0,4 36,2 15,4 38,8 0,4 24,8 22,6 34,3 0,7 28,0 13,7 29,1 0,5 60,4 42,0 64,5 0,7
Did not receive 
attention/ Post-natal 
check

79,7 88,3 73,7 1,2 63,8 84,6 61,2 1,4 75,2 77,4 65,7 1,2 72,0 86,3 70,9 1,2 39,6 58,0 35,5 1,6

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Source: CEPAL/CELADE, special processing.  Selected surveyss.

POSTNATAL CARE, SELECTED SURVEYS
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• The percentage of women who do not receive postnatal care, according to the 
figures	shown	here,	is	very	high	among	indigenous	women,	varying	between	
88,3% in Guatemala and 84,6% in Ecuador. Peru is the exception, where 42% of 
indigenous mothers received postnatal care.

Different	 studies	 of	 this	 problem	 also	 underline	 precarious	 access	 to	
health services as its most common cause, along with the quality of attention and 
language barriers.  Poor comprehension regarding the needs of a mother with 
different	cultural	criteria	hinders	the	collaboration	necessary	to	ensure	wellbeing	
while at the same time making the patient feel protected by her own cultural 
environment.117

Taking into account the foregoing, midwives take on special relevance, 
although they are not usually given much importance by health institutions.  
Midwives play a fundamental role, not only at the birth itself, but in prenatal and 
postpartum care and nursing; furthermore, they provide emotional support for 
the mothers and their families. Suitable combination of such practices with the 
possibilities	offered	by	a	health	centre	has	been	shown	to	be	useful	and	beneficial	
for the care of the mother and general attention around the time of the birth.  
In fact, in Latin America there are interesting initiatives for intercultural health 
models (Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru, for example) that incorporate midwives in 
health care, either making them team members or complementing their training.118

3.4. HIV / AIDS in indigenous peoples and women

The way in which HIV/AIDS	 affects	 the	 continent’s	 indigenous	 population	
has been the subject of several studies that express their concern for the 
invisibilization of the problem, for both the society in general and the indigenous 
population. A study was thus carried out in 2005 by the University of Chile with 
the Mapuche, Aymara and Rapa Nui populations, and it revealed a tendency on 
the part of the members of these peoples not to acknowledge their vulnerability 
to HIV, considering it to be an ‘external’ or ‘foreign’ ailment. It is necessary to 
encourage direct work with the communities focusing on cultural belonging 
and on participation of the people.119 However, according to the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council, the strategies in that direction have been few and 
poorly focused on the aboriginal peoples.120	Furthermore,	the	figures	are	barely	
sufficient	for	the	basis	of	an	analysis	owing	to	a	suspected	general	under-recording	

117 Ibíd., p. 57.
118 Ibíd., p. 58.
119 Centro Interdisciplinario de Estudios de Género. “Esa SIDA Todavía yo no le he Conocido”. 

Estudio de Caracterización de los Factores de Riesgo y Vulnerabilidad Frente al VIH/SIDA en Pueblos 
originarios. Santiago de Chile. 2005; p. 16.

120 United Nations. Information Received from the united Nations system. Joint united Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS. Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. Special theme: the Millennium 
Development Goals and indigenous peoples: redefining the Goals. New York, 15-26 May 2006.
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in relation to HIV,	in	addition	to	the	difficulty	of	gaining	access	to	examinations	in	
the most remote places.121

The united Nations Economic and social Council mentions that several of 
the factors acknowledged as ‘risk’ for contracting HIV are present, in important 
numbers, among the indigenous communities: poverty, marginalization, lack of 
power of political leadership, fragmentation of family and community ties, poor 
health conditions and health care, and others. The emigration of the men, for 
example, has been shown to be a risk factor in some indigenous communities, as 
infidelity	has	become	the	norm.122

Furthermore, a study of HIV among indigenous groups in Guatemala 
commissioned by USAID, shows that a low level of risk can be established in the 
indigenous population taking into account their sexual behaviour.123 It is therefore 
clear that the prevalence of risk factors cannot be generalized to all indigenous 
peoples,	 these	 having	 very	 variable	 circumstances	 and	 different	 standards	 of	
sexual	conduct.	However,	there	is	agreement	among	different	studies	that	there	
is scarce information and awareness about HIV in this population, this in itself 
constituting an important risk factor. On the one hand are the cultural barriers, 
linked to stigma, discrimination, shame and fear, which obstruct access of the 
indigenous population to services and information. On the other hand, as already 
mentioned, there are very few focused and culturally appropriate state–run 
programmes that are able to remedy this lack of information.

Considering the contextual factors that could represent a greater risk, 
it should be emphasized that some indigenous communities have become 
involved in phenomena associated with marginalization, such as drug abuse 
and prostitution. For example, this is the case with the indigenous population 
of	Canada,	where	figures	 for	 2008	 suggest	 that	 this	population	contains	8%	of	
the whole country’s HIV bearers, indicating an infection index 3,6 times that of 
the	rest	of	the	population.	This	generally	affects	young	people	—both	men	and	
women— and is associated with the use of intravenous drugs .124 The context of 
precariousness and vulnerability in which the risk of infection occurs is especially 
relevant in this case, with a high incidence of health–related problems that 
naturally lead to a life expectancy for the indigenous population in general that is 
lower than that for the remaining Canadian population.125

Something similar occurs with the indigenous population of the USA, 
which	in	2011	occupied	the	fifth	place	for	HIV prevalence, following other ethnic 
groups such as those descended from Africans, Latin Americans, and indigenous 

121 Ibíd.; articles 6-9.
122 Hernández-RoseteI, Daniel; García, O.M; Bernal, E.; Castañeda, X.; Lemp, G. Migración y 

Ruralización del sIDA: Relatos de vulnerabilidad en Comunidades Indígenas de México. In: Rev 
Saúde Pública 2008;42(1):131-8. Pp: 131-135.

123 TORY M. Taylor, John Hembling and Jane T. Bertrand. Etnicidad y Riesgo de VIH en Guatemala. 
usAID and Measure Evaluation, 2012.

124 Public Health Agency. Population-Specific HIV/AIDS Status Report. Aboriginal Peoples. 2010; p. VII.
125 Ibíd., p. 11.
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Hawaiians. It was rated higher than the groups of Asian and European origins.  
In this group, too, the fundamental mechanism of transmission was the use of 
intravenous drugs, especially among the women, who represented 24% of the 212 
individuals diagnosed with the virus in 2011.126

In Honduras, a government-sponsored study evaluated the presence of the 
HIV virus among the Garifuna population (an ethnic group of African origins in the 
Caribbean area) and found indices of 8,4% in men and 8,5% in women. It should be 
emphasized that the indigenous peoples and groups of African origins represent 
40% of the population of the region and, in spite of acknowledgement of their high 
vulnerability to HIV, there is very little strategic information on the topic available 
to	them.	Likewise,	there	are	alarming	figures	registered	for	 individuals	 infected	
with HIV among the Awajun people of the Peruvian Amazon. Again, in these cases 
the levels of poverty, illiteracy, migration and cultural practices, together with the 
distance of the institutions, appear to be relevant factors.127

New studies also record a greater number of cases among indigenous 
populations	and	young	people	in	difficult	circumstances	(adolescents	that	live	in	
the streets and young people outside the formal education system).128

In an analysis related to the Millennium goals, Prado and Bárcena point out:

“In the region, successful practices have been documented to control 
and reverse the epidemic. However, there is also evidence of a risk 
of greater expansion of infection that demands a strengthening and 
increase in the scale of preventive interventions in key population 
groups  (MSM, SW, IDU), including the women, indigenous populations 
and young people, in situations of greater vulnerability and risk. It 
is seen that there are still gaps in strategic information, on both key 
populations and populations where new infections are registered 
(indigenous people, young people, and users of non-injectable 
drugs).	 Such	 information	 is	 crucial	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	more	 efficient	
responses”.129

The systematic study, monitoring and evaluation of the epidemic among 
indigenous populations and ethnic minorities is considered indispensable in order 
to	find	out	more	about	its	extent	and	to	develop	effective	interventions,	culturally	
adapted	and	in	conjunction	with	the	affected	communities.

126 Centers for Diseases Control and Prevention – CDC. HIV/AIDS Among American Indians and Alaska 
Natives. 2014.

127 World Bank. Reduciendo la Vulnerabilidad al VIH/SIDA en Centro América: Honduras Situación del 
VIH/SIDA y Respuesta a la Epidemia. 2006; p. 6.

128 ONUSIDA/OPS/UNICEF. OPS, UNICEF and ONUSIDA Highlight Challenges in the Response to the HIV 
Epidemic in Latin America and the Caribbean. Fifth Forum of Latin America and the Caribbean on HIV/
AIDS and STI. Press breakfast, publisher’s presentation, 2009.

129 Prado and Bárcena. El progreso de América Latina y El Caribe hacia los objetivos de Desarrollo del 
Milenio: Desafío para Lograrlos con Igualdad. 2010.
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SUMMARY
The lack of adequate information and of access to prevention and health 

services	affects	 indigenous	women	in	different	ways,	both	those	related	to	the	
suitable regulation of their fertility, and perinatal health care and the prevention 
of infection with sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV. Despite the persistent 
deficiency	in	accessibility	to	permanent	and	well	informed	health	care,	affecting	
the	 different	 zones	 of	 each	 country	 unequally,	 an	 improvement	 has	 been	
noted in some areas, such as a reduction in the maternal mortality index or an 
increase	in	the	percentage	of	women	who	use	different	contraceptive	methods.	
This	tendency	coincides	with	the	general	figures	 in	these	areas	referring	to	the	
continent’s female population in general. However, there are still marked gaps 
between the indigenous and non-indigenous women that, in general, disfavour 
the	first	group.

This	would	seem	to	show	that	the	specific	policies	for	indigenous	women	
with regard to health and, in particular, to their sexual lives and development, 
continue to be scarce and, therefore, very necessary. It is ever more noticeable 
how important it is for public interventions and policies to take into account the 
culture of each indigenous group, respecting the women’s capacity of decision 
according to their own criteria and cultural values, and seeking comprehensive 
responses that take on board elements from both traditional and western 
medicine, involving participation of the protagonists.



83

Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges  

4.
Violence against 

indigenous women

Several analyses show that the indigenous woman are liable to undergo 
multiple and permanent acts of violence in a context of discrimination and 
exclusion on the part of the dominant society, or in the context of a hierarchized 
gender	construction	that	offers	them	few	spaces	for	participation	and	recognition,	
both	 inside	 and	 outside	 their	 communities.	 To	 this	 are	 added	 specific	 forms	
of violence, such as domestic violence and sexual violence as well as, in some 
countries, explicit and intentional violence on the part of governments.130

At the Fourth united Nations world Conference on women held in Beijing, 
the topic of violence was also established as one of the priorities by the indigenous 
women. In the Declaration of the world’s Indigenous women at beijing, the 
following demands were made:

“...to take into account and penalize as a criminal act, all discrimination 
against indigenous women” and “...governments should create 
juridical and social instruments suitable for protection against domestic 
and governmental violence’’ and “...the everyday indigenous laws and 
juridical systems that respect women who are victims of violence be 
recognized and reinforced. Indigenous laws, customs and traditions 
that discriminate against women should be eradicated”.131

Furthermore, the beijing Declaration and Action Platform underscores the 
importance of eradicating violence against women, considering that it:

130 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 71.
131 Fourth World Conference on Women. NGO Forum, Declaration of the Indigenous women of the 

world in beijing. 1995.
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“…impedes achieving the goals of equality, development and peace.  
Violence against women infringes and erodes or impedes the enjoyment 
of human rights and basic freedoms. The inveterate inability to protect 
and promote these rights and freedoms in cases of violence against 
women is a problem which is the responsibility of all governments and 
demands that the appropriate measures be adopted…”

The point is also made that the three dimensions in which women may 
suffer	violence	comprise	the	family,	the	community	and	the	government.132

The goals proposed at the Platform to mitigate this problem are as follows:

D1. Adopting comprehensive measures to prevent and eliminate violence 
against women.

D2. Studying the causes and results of violence against women and the 
effectiveness	of	means	of	prevention.

D3.	 Eliminating	the	trafficking	of	women	and	giving	assistance	to	the	victims	of	
violence	derived	from	prostitution	and	the	trafficking	of	women.

In this case, there will be just one indicator that is detailed in the following 
table. Furthermore, in this chapter it was decided to include two further 
areas of action of the POA:	 Women	 and	 armed	 conflicts	 and	 women	 and	 the	
communications media. These will be incorporated as sub-chapters 3.4.2 and 3.4.3 
respectively.

OBJECTIVES INDICATORS

D1. Adopting comprehensive 
measures to prevent and 
eliminate violence against 
women.

D1/2.1. Percentage of women between 
the ages of 15 and 49 who are 
victims of physical or sexual 
violence from their partner on 
any occasion during the past 12 
months.

D2. Studying the causes and results 
of violence against women and 
the	effectiveness	of	means	of	
prevention. 

Violence has been a topic of special concern for both the organizations 
that defend women’s rights and the indigenous organizations and international 
community. This has been dealt with by (among others):

132 Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, 1995; paragraph 112.
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• The third session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues held in May, 
2004. It addressed the central topic of the situation of indigenous women and 
adopted some very relevant recommendations. The Forum acknowledged that 
indigenous women the world over are among the most marginalized groups, 
and	suffer	discrimination	not	only	for	reasons	of	gender,	but	also	because	of	
their race, culture and social class.

• During the 57th Session of the Commission on the status of women(Csw) held 
between 4 and 15 March 2013 in New York City, the priority topic was the 
‘’elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against women and girls’’ 
and the indigenous women managed to obtain special recognition of their 
situation.

• More recently, at the Montevideo Consensus,	 arising	 from	 the	 first	meeting	
of the Conference on Population and Development in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the countries of the region agreed: 

“To adopt the necessary measures, together with the indigenous 
peoples, to make sure that indigenous women, children, adolescents 
and young people enjoy full guarantees and protection against all 
forms of violence and discrimination, and to act in order to ensure the 
restitution of rights”.133

• The need to adopt this multifocal viewpoint regarding the violence experienced 
by indigenous women was highlighted by the International Forum of Indigenous 
women (FIMI),	 a	 global	 network	 that	 articulates	 organizations	 in	 different	
regions. In its document Mairin Iwanka Raya.134 it emphasizes the relevance of 
adopting an outlook that represents and agrees with the vital experience of 
indigenous women. The analysis also includes the economic relationships of 
neoliberalism and their extensive and negative repercussions on the ways of life 
in communities, as structural supports for violence. Furthermore, it questions 
the false dichotomy established between ‘rights and culture’ attempting 
to argue against the prejudice that traditional culture is responsible for the 
oppression of indigenous women. From a critical viewpoint regarding the 
imposition of ethical norms by western cultures, and acknowledging the harm 
caused to women by some cultural practices of other origins (basically those 
related to sexuality), the International Forum of Indigenous women describes 
culture as something permanently under construction: “fluid, disputed and 
linked to power relationships”.135

Thus, rather than speaking of violence, one should refer to ‘forms of 
violence’ committed against women; these should not be assessed only in the 
light	 of	 their	 individual	 effects,	 but	 rather	 should	 be	 considered	 collectively.		

133 Del Popolo, 2013; p. 73.
134 International Forum of Indigenous Women. Mairin Iwanka Raya. Mujeres Indígenas confrontan 

la violencia. Informe complementario al Estudio sobre Violencia contra las Mujeres del Secretario 
general de las Naciones unidas, 2006.

135 Ibíd., p. 29.
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Indigenous women experience painful processes of deprivation in their territories, 
militarization in some cases, racism and social, political and economic exclusion.  
They also experience ‘development’ that increases poverty and produces 
pollution of the natural environment, damaging their health and way of life. In 
this way, beginning with the violation of collective rights, their human rights are 
also attacked. The organizations ECMIA and CHIRAPAQ (2013) express this principle 
with the following words: 

“The	degradation	of	fields,	rivers,	mountains,	air,	flora,	fauna	and	other	
natural resources, together with the destruction of ancient heritage, 
is	 a	 further	 form	 of	 violence	 which,	 while	 also	 affecting	 the	 men,	
has its major impact on the women owing to their roles in the family 
and community. The conditions, often harsh, of their daily lives and 
activities,	such	as	gathering	and	fetching	firewood	and	bringing	water,	
feeding	the	family	by	fishing,	planting	and	other	such	activities,	make	
the	effects	of	the	devastation	of	the	natural	environment	and	ancient	
heritage even greater for indigenous women”.136

4.1. Percentage of women between the ages of 15 and 49 years who are 
victims of physical or sexual violence inflicted by their partners at some 
time in the past 12 months

The comprehensive focus previously referred to in connexion with the 
analysis	of	 the	different	 forms	of	violence	against	women	should	be	applied	 in	
this	 area	 in	order	 to	understand	 the	domestic	 violence	 suffered	by	 indigenous	
women. This cannot be thoroughly understood without taking into account the 
contexts of violation in which it happens, marked by other kinds of structural 
violence. Thus the indigenous women organized at the International Forum of 
Indigenous Women declared that: 

“...the correlation between domestic violence and other violations of 
human rights place indigenous women at greater risk of being struck, 
raped or subjected to other kinds of violence perpetrated by their male 
partners and family members”.137

Furthermore,	 in	 general	 terms,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 locate	 data	 which	 show	
the degree of domestic violence against women, considering the fact that very 
few cases are reported. Violence against indigenous women, moreover, is made 
even less visible because the reports are even less frequent in these cases.  
There are numerous obstacles which prevent indigenous women from making 
complaints about this type of situation. The distance of the rural zones from the 
main centres of attention to citizens is one of the reasons. A further obstacle 
is the lack of personnel able to understand the native language of the women, 
taking	into	account	that	for	many	of	them	it	is	difficult	to	express	themselves	in	

136 ECMIA, CHIRAPAQ. Violence and Indigenous Women. Document prepared for the CSW57, 2013.; p. 14.
137 FIMI. Mairin Iwanka Raya. Mujeres Indígenas confrontan la violencia. 2006; p. 34.
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the	official	language.	Related	to	the	foregoing,	the	absence	of	a	comprehensive	
approach encompassing the culture of the women also plays an important part 
as a dissuasive element in making an accusation. Similarly, levels of susceptibility 
suffered	by	 the	women	 in	 other	 areas	 of	 their	 lives	 (such	 as	 the	 low	 levels	 of	
schooling, for example) also reduce the tools available to them for addressing 
this problem. Likewise, we should not ignore some of the beliefs and values of the 
communities	themselves,	which	further	complicate	the	already	difficult	situation	
of fears and loyalties that the victim experiences before deciding to make an 
accusation.

Available	figures	therefore	should	be	acknowledged	as	partial.		In	the	case	
of	indigenous	women,	moreover,	another	difficulty	arises:	the	criteria	for	ethnic	
identification	vary	according	to	country;	in	some	countries,	the	language	spoken	
at home is considered the decisive element (such as Guatemala, Paraguay and 
Peru)	whereas	in	others,	self-identification	is	employed	(Ecuador).

Graph 11138

Interpreting	 these	 figures	 correctly	 therefore	 turns	 out	 to	 be	 doubly	
difficult	 owing	 to	 the	 under-reporting	 already	mentioned	 (related	 to	 obstacles	
impeding the making of a report) and for the way the indigenous population is 
registered.	In	Guatemala,	for	example,	the	indigenous	population	is	identified	in	
138 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 74.
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the survey according to mother tongue; this is, undoubtedly, a biased criterion.  
Not all indigenous peoples and individuals have been able to conserve their own 
language as a result of the domination that has broken down the transmission 
chain of language from one generation to the next in some communities. The 
same caution should be applied to the statistics from Paraguay, which record 
ethnicity according to the use or not of the Guaraní tongue. However, exercising 
the	appropriate	care	in	the	interpretation	of	data,	the	following	reflections	may	
be outlined:

— Of the four countries in the sample, two of them, Peru and Ecuador, 
show higher rates of recent violence (in the past twelve months) against 
indigenous women than against non-indigenous women. In the case of 
Paraguay, the percentage of women whose mother tongue is Guaraní and 
have experienced an episode of violence in the past twelve months is also 
slightly higher than for the other groups of women.

— With regard to the question on whether domestic violence has been 
experienced at some time in their lives, in Ecuador the prevalence of 
among indigenous women is evident. In the other countries, doubt about 
the validity of the recording of ethnic identities makes it hard to make any 
assertions.

Other statistical sources that might complement this information are as 
follows: 

•	 Mexico: The survey on health and Rights of Indigenous women 2008, carried 
out in eight states, shows a greater prevalence of violence between partners 
among indigenous monolingual women (28,43%) and a greater severity of 
violence.

•	 Ecuador: The National Survey of Family Relationships and Gender Violence 
against Women 2011 shows that 6 out of every 10 women have experienced 
some kind of gender violence. The highest percentage is found among the 
indigenous women (59,3%) and women of African descent (55,3%).

•	 Peru: According to the WHO, 51% of women in Lima and 69% in Cuzco (where 
there is a larger indigenous population) have experienced acts of physical 
or	sexual	violence	perpetrated	by	their	partners.	The	specific	percentage	of	
those who declare having experienced sexual violence is 23% in Lima and 47% 
in Cuzco.139

139 OAS. second hemispheric Report on the Implementation of the belém do Pará Convention. 
Mechanism to follow up on the implementation of the Convention on the Prevention, Punishment 
and Erradication of Violence against Women (MESECVI). Washington D.C. 2012.
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•	 Guatemala: 88% of the women raped and tortured during the 30 years of civil 
war were indigenous, especially of the Maya communities. Almost 600 women 
were the victims of murder in 2010. The tendency in the murder rate of women 
during the past 15 years is to increase, although it has remained constant at 
approximately 700 cases recorded in the past 6 years.140

•	 Canada and the USA: Domestic and sexual violence against indigenous women 
is considered an extremely serious problem. The united Nations special 
Rapporteur for the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James Anaya, stated as much 
in his reports on the USA and Canada (in the years 2012 and 2014 respectively).   
In the case of the USA, quoting statistics supplied by the Department of 
Justice, the Rapporteur stated that indigenous women are twice as likely 
as non-indigenous women to be victims of violence, and one in every three 
is likely to be raped. One relevant fact here is that 80% of those rapes are 
committed by non-indigenous men who frequently enter the communities but 
afterwards cannot be processed by the indigenous authorities because they 
do not belong to that group.141

•	 Canada: The Association of Indigenous women of Québec (French acronym 
FAQ) reports that the indigenous women (numbering approximately 600 000, 
and	of	whom	48%	are	aged	less	than	25	years)	suffer	three	times	more	violent	
incidents	and	are	five	times	more	likely	to	be	murdered	than	non-indigenous	
women. Over the past 30 years, 600 indigenous women have disappeared or 
have been murdered. There are 115 cases of missing indigenous women which 
have still not been resolved. The majority (70%) of these events took place 
in urban zones.142 The rate of murder and kidnapping of indigenous women 
in	Canada	has	been	classified	as	an	extremely	serious	problem	by	the	Special	
Rapporteur, James Anaya. In spite of the fact that the Special Rapporteur of 
the	United	Nations	mentions	 different	 nationwide	 and	 provincial	 efforts	 to	
improve investigation techniques and information systems, and to provide 
support for families, he also considers that farther-reaching actions are 
required to address this problem, and that the indigenous peoples must 
participate actively.143 

 With regard to this worrying situation of deaths and disappearances of 
women, the Canadian Indigenous women’s Association (NWAC) points out 
that	 according	 to	 official	 figures	 for	 2006,	 indigenous	women	 report	more	
serious domestic–violence situations (battering, strangling attempts, threats 
with	 knives	 or	 firearms,	 rape)	 than	 the	 non-indigenous	women;	 respective	

140 Periodismo Humano. Morir por ser Mujer. 2014.
141 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 

Anaya. Addendum. the situation of indigenous peoples in the united states of America. 2012; article 
36.

142 Native Women´s Association of Canada. Culturally Relevant gender based Models of Reconciliation. 
2010; p. II.

143 United Nations. Report of the special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James 
Anaya. the situation of indigenous peoples in Canada. 2014; paragraphs 34-37.
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figures	are	54%	and	37%.	Furthermore,	while	 for	 the	non-indigenous	women	
a reduction in serious violence has been recorded, for indigenous women it is 
still 54% as it has been since 1999.144

4.2. Women and armed conflicts

The beijing Declaration and Action Platform sustains that: 

“Peace is indissolubly linked to equality between men and women and 
development.	 Armed	 combat	 and	 other	 types	 of	 conflicts,	 terrorism	
and the capture of hostages still take place in many parts of the world. 
Aggression,	foreign	occupation,	ethnic	and	other	conflicts	are	a	reality	
that	constantly	affects	both	men	and	women	in	almost	all	regions”.

Further, it acknowledges that: 

“Although	there	are	entire	communities	that	suffer	the	consequences	
of	armed	conflicts	and	terrorism,	the	women	and	girls	are	particularly	
affected	as	a	result	of	their	condition	within	society	and	their	gender”.145 

In	 this	way,	 the	 interrelation	 can	once	more	 be	 seen	between	different	
forms of violence of which the women are victims.

In	Latin	America,	contra-insurgent	violence	affects	mainly	the	indigenous	
populations. This has happened in Peru and Guatemala, where the women were 
the victims of abuse and humiliation, subjected to sexual violence and mutilation 
before being murdered; or if they survived, they were used as slaves for domestic 
and sexual service by their very aggressors. Certainly, in Central America violence 
against women was practiced by contra-insurgents in the 1980s.146 In Colombia, 
the	groups	most	exposed	to	the	risks	associated	with	the	conflict	are	women	who	
are indigenous or of African descent, displaced women, peasants, and inhabitants 
of the outer suburbs of cities, many of whom have been forced to emigrate from 
their places of origin.

One	of	the	ways	in	which	armed	conflicts	affect	the	indigenous	populations	
is the expulsion of their communities. According to the ACNUR	office	in	Colombia	
(2006) this country has one of the world’s most serious problems of displacement 
and	the	armed	conflict	threatens	‘’the ethnic and cultural diversity of the country, 
especially regarding some very vulnerable communities”.

The presence of armed groups in the indigenous territories has had 
consequences on their ways of life, encouraging poverty and extreme 
marginalization, and even threatening the very cultural survival of the community.  
The expulsion of the communities also exposes the indigenous women to 

144 Native Women’s Association of Canada. Culturally Relevant gender based Models of Reconciliation. 
2010; p. 4.

145 beijing Declaration and Action Platform, 1995; paragraphs 131 and 135.
146 FIMI. Mairin Iwanka Raya. 2006; p. 37.
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becoming	victims	of	serious	crimes	such	as	the	trading	and	trafficking	of	human	
beings.147 The Colombian National Indigenous Organization – oNIC has pointed out 
that:

“One of the main factors (regarding displacement) is the presence of 
Public Forces, paramilitary organizations and terrorist groups in our 
lands.  Many people also move away for fear that their children may be 
recruited by the armed groups”.148

The Amnesty International report of October 2004 on Colombia records 
—through testimonies given by women— experiences in which sexual violence 
was used as a means of intimidating, punishing, humiliating and terrifying the 
victims and those around them. Also reported are cases of genital mutilation, 
control of sex life, imposition of standards of behaviour, sexual slavery and forced 
contraception and abortion. This report highlights the way in which the violence 
experienced	 by	women	within	 the	 framework	 of	 armed	 conflict	 reproduces	 a	
patriarchal	 scheme	 that	 defines	 roles	 and	 hierarchical	 relationships	 between	
the sexes.149 In Chiapas, Mexico, sexual harassment of women, rape, forced 
prostitution and obligatory domestic service within military installations have 
been	part	of	the	armed	conflict.

Women have played and continue to play a leading role in the defence 
of human rights, as promoters and heads of organizations. This places them 
in a situation of additional risk either for being considered subversive or for 
assuming —in a Manichaean way— that they are defending the position of the 
armed	 forces.	 The	 danger	 affects	 them	 not	 only	 individually,	 but	 also	 affects	
the organization and other women working in the team. As pointed out in the 
fourth report of the Work Group on Women and the Armed Conflict in Colombia, 
the social organizations seem to represent, for the armed participants, a threat to 
the control they wish to impose. Thus the National Association of Rural, Black and 
Indigenous Women of Colombia – ANMuCIC reports that attacks on its members are 
constant. In the past year, three of its leaders have been forced into exile owing 
to constant threats to their lives and those of their families.150

In Peru, as well as in Colombia and Guatemala, the indigenous women 
organized themselves to report abuses, mainly directed against their family 
members, in spite of fear and terror. They experienced a change of role from the 
traditional to a more political one, where they take part in the decision-making of 
their own communities.151

147 ACNUR. Violencia de Género y Mujeres Desplazadas. 2009; p. 2.
148 Peace Brigades International Colombia. Desplazamiento Forzado en Colombia. Crimen y tragedia 

humanitaria. Boletin especial de Colombia, Nº 14 enero 2010; p. 9.
149 Amnesty International. Deadly Delivery: the Maternal health Care Crisis in the usA. Summary. 2010.
150 Consejería de proyectos - PCS. Impunidad, Pongámosle Fin. Violencia Sexual Contra las Mujeres en 

Conflicto Armado y Post Conflicto en América Latina, s/f; p. 29.
151 Ibíd.
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Colombia,	 Guatemala	 and	 Peru,	 in	 spite	 of	 having	 ratified	 the	 most	
important	 international	 instruments	 regarding	 human	 rights,	 have	 not	 ratified	
important treaties linked to international criminal law such as the Rome statute152 
(in the case of Guatemala) or the Convention on the Non-Applicability of statutory 
Limitations to war Crimes and Crimes against humanity (in the cases of Colombia 
and	Guatemala).	While	 Peru	 ratified	 the	Convention on the Non-Applicability, it 
did so through a declaration which stipulates conditions for its application: the 
Convention	shall	be	applied,	without	retroactivity,	from	the	date	of	the	ratification.		
This declaration is contrary to the objective of the treaty which seeks, precisely, to 
prosecute war crimes and crimes against humanity regardless of when they were 
committed.153

4.3. Indigenous women and communications media
Rodolfo Stavenhagen, who was the united Nations special Rapporteur 

for the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, indicated at a conference held in 2007 on 
the communications media and indigenous peoples that this topic is of extreme 
relevance yet, at the same time, very much ignored.154 The relevance has, for him, 
two fundamental watersheds: on the one hand, being informed is just as much a 
right of the indigenous peoples as it is of citizens in general. On the other hand, 
the	communications	media	frequently	offer	distorted	 images	of	the	 indigenous	
communities and individuals, using stereotypes or adopting expressions or 
approaches of a racist nature.155

Upholding the indigenous peoples’ right to information and communications 
is part of the duty of governments in guaranteeing human, economic and cultural 
rights. These standards demand that governments ensure that communications 
media	duly	reflect	the	 identity	and	cultural	diversity	of	the	 indigenous	peoples,	
without making discrimination of any kind, and ensuring their participation and 
freedom of expression.156 Far from being so, today’s communications media 
commit, through their discourses, violence against indigenous peoples and in 
particular against the women. The relation of communications media with the 
representation of the indigenous woman is included in the chapter on women 
and violence, appealing fundamentally to the second of the aspects mentioned 
by Stavenhagen.

The communications media, reproducing stereotypes and ignoring the 
existence	of	lifestyles	different	from	the	market	norm,	exercise	a	form	of	symbolic	
violence against indigenous women; they are frequently portrayed as burlesque 
or picturesque characters. In August 2014, ChIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous Cultures 

152 The Statute of the International Criminal Court, Article 7, stipulates that rape, sexual slavery, 
forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, forced sterilization or other sexual abuses of similar 
seriousness constitute crimes against humanity when they are committed as part of a generalized 
or systematic attack on a civil population and with knowledge of this attack.

153 Ibíd.
154 United Nations. Medios de Comunicación y Pueblos Indígenas. 2007; p. 11.
155 Ibíd.
156 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 110.
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of Peru presented a shadow report to the Committee for the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination – CERD,157 which highlights, among other things, how the Peruvian 
television programme La Paisana Jacinta denigrates and stigmatizes the indigenous 
Andean women, reproducing stereotyped and discriminatory images.158 In the 
end, CERD emitted some comments so that the Peruvian Government might take 
specific	 steps	with	 the	 aim	 of	 combating	 discrimination	 in	 its	 communications	
media.159

Article 236 of the beijing Declaration and Action Platform maintains that: 

“A stop must be put to the constant projection of negative and degrading 
images of women in the communications media, be they electronic, 
printed, visual or audio. The printed and electronic communications 
media in the majority of countries do not provide a balanced image of 
the	 different	 lifestyles	 of	women	or	 of	 their	 contributions	 to	 society	
in an evolving world. Furthermore, the violent and degrading, or 
pornographic, products of the broadcasting media are also damaging 
to women and their participation in society”.

In addition to this, it urges governments to support women in this aspect, 
encouraging their direct participation which currently, twenty years further on, 
has a wide scope for development through new technology.160

Tarcila Rivera Zea, President of ChIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous Cultures 
of Peru and Eliana Champutiz, from the Corporation of Audio-visual Producers of 
Nationalities and Peoples – CoRPANP	have	suggested	on	different	occasions	a	series	
of	 reflections	on	 the	 relationship	between	 the	communications	media	and	 the	
indigenous population.161

157 The complete document may be viewed using this link: http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/
indigenas-denuncian-a-jacinta-ante-la-onu

 See also: http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/no-mas-jacintas
 About the presentation of the report: http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/indigenas-presentan-

revelador-informe-sobre-la-paisana-jacinta 
158 For further information on the problem and its implications see: 
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/jacinta-la-unica-indigena
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/los-mecanismos-de-nuestro-humor
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/jacinta-es-una-afrenta-para-todas-nosotras
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/chirapaq-en-las-noticias/racismo-y-estereotipos-en-la-

television-peruana
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/por-que-jacinta
159 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/onu-condena-a-la-paisana-jacinta
 About the document issued by the CERD: http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/racismo-en-el-

peru-existe-y-debe-ser-sancionado-senala-la-onu
 It may also be read using the following link: CERD/C/PER 18-21
 On the impact of the recommendations, see: http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/chirapaq-en-

las-noticias/reacciones-de-los-peruanos-ante-criticas-contra-la-paisana-jacinta
  http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/chirapaq-en-las-noticias/la-paisana-jacinta-no-va-mas
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe/noticias/el-publico-opina-sobre-cancelacion-de-la-paisana-jacinta
160 Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995; paragraphs 236-237.
161	 Its	proposals	and	reflections	have	been	taken	from	Racismo, Medios de Comunicación y Pueblos 

Indígenas, published by CHIRAPAQ in 2013. The electronic version may be found at: http://www.
chirapaq.org.pe/nuestra-palabra/racismo-medios-de-comunicacion-y-pueblos-indigenas
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•	 Communications media as forms of control and dissemination of power 
rhetoric. The President of CHIRAPAQ analyses the communications media as 
tools that have had considerable relevancy in the construction of rhetoric 
pretending to set itself up as ‘the truth’, each with its own particular language 
and one, particularly powerful, is the television. This, she considers, constitute 
ideological instruments that follow the dominant logical systems, leaving the 
indigenous peoples outside their scope.

“Never before have the communications media had such decisive 
weight	in	the	configuration	of	‘the	truth’	and	its	mass	dissemination	(....)	
it is the television, among all the means of mass communication, which 
has a decisive preponderance in its role of constructing imaginary social 
scenarios,	 redefining	 customs	 or	 tendencies,	 reinforcing	 stereotypes	
and spreading discriminatory and discriminative messages. All this is 
done by those who orchestrate everything in accordance with society’s 
prevailing powers and ideologies, among which we, the indigenous 
peoples, are obviously not included”.162

•	 Rhetoric in the communications media propagates a negative and 
discriminatory image of indigenous peoples. In the face of the power of the 
communications media to implant ideas in the imagination, the President 
of CHIRAPAQ asks herself - What is the message they put out regarding the 
indigenous peoples? What do they say about them? How do they represent 
them? The conclusion is that the communications media do not contribute to 
creating a favourable and dignifying image but, rather, one which reinforces 
prejudices and consolidates discriminatory attitudes.

“What is the message transmitted with regard to indigenous peoples?  
How are we represented? What do they say about us? How often and 
in what contexts do we appear? Indigenous peoples and organizations 
have been thinking about the role of the mass communications media in 
the	configuration	of	social	imagery	or,	said	another	way,	of	the	images	
made	and	formulated	in	society	about	indigenous	peoples.	We	find	the	
vast majority of them are negative and orientated towards ridiculing 
our	culture,	which	does	not	contribute	to	building	an	affirmative	and	
appreciative image of our social being; rather, it leads to stereotypes 
which encourage discriminatory practices”.163

• The communications media propagate racist outlooks, simplifying the analysis 
and justifying domination.  The rhetoric referred to, according to Tarcila Rivera 
Zea, is an expression of racism, an ideology that builds a reduced vision of the 
world	and	that	justifies	hegemonic	control	over	the	indigenous	peoples.

“This manipulation of the image and the communications-media 
rhetoric are the expression of an ideology that has structured our 
society: racism. It is like a Manichaean perception of the contraposition 

162 Ibíd., p. 5.
163 Ibíd., pp. 5-6.
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between good and evil, the modern and the antiquated, civilization 
and savagery, the beautiful and the ugly, desirable and undesirable, 
which categorizes the indigenous condition and everything associated 
with it as inferior, because it originates with inferior beings, historically 
perceived as such and therefore inferior on the socially hegemonic 
scale of values”.164

Using similar reasoning, Eliana Champutiz says this: 

“Why does this stereotyped representation exist? What is its function? 
These clichés which the communications media are selling us, through 
kitchen-sink drama, advertising material that tells us what we should 
consume, what food we should eat, how we should dress, what to 
use when taking a bath ... all build up a stereotype of person, culture, 
and behaviour, building a paradigm to which we must all aspire. (...) 
There is gender discrimination, historical discrimination, and cultural 
discrimination;	 but	 it	 seems	 to	 me	 that	 the	 first	 and	 most	 essential	
is racial discrimination, which gives rise to all the rest. It was racial 
discrimination that divided the society into supposedly superior and 
supposedly inferior races. We in Ecuador do not believe in races because 
the idea of races was a concept imported by the Europeans and it said: 
‘All those who are not white are inferior to us, whether indigenous, 
black, half-caste, or whatever one wishes to call them’. If we are 
discriminated against for belonging to a people or a nationality, that 
is ethnic discrimination; but there is also economic discrimination”.165

• Ways of countering the official communications-media rhetoric. For Eliana 
Champutiz the main question is: How can indigenous peoples question and 
detract from the hegemonic rhetoric accepted for centuries and which 
manifests itself not only as images and texts in the communications media, 
but also in the way they  include (without really including) the mentioned 
peoples? In the face of this, an exercise of questioning and permanent analysis 
is proposed.

“It seems to me necessary to do this exercise: to ask ourselves every day, 
when something happens, if what we see, or what happens, is natural 
or not natural.  When we see something on television, we should ask 
about that image, that supposed naturalization (....) The fact that we 
are recognized as indigenous, black, half-caste, peasant, white, yellow 
or red, does not necessarily presuppose participation or inclusion. If I 
take a companion to a medium of communications to read in Quechua 
news which has been written in Spanish, I should be simply concealing 
a situation. Participation is when one is allowed to speak on one’s own 
behalf, of what one is and of what one feels via the communications 
media. Then, I feel, we sometimes struggle to be seen on television; yet 
it is not a matter of being seen; but rather of being felt, being heard and 
speaking.

164 Ibíd., p. 6.
165 Ibíd., p. 21-22.
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We,	as	peoples,	as	nationalities,	cannot	fight	simply	so	a	term	is	included	
within juridical frameworks or within the laws on education or health, 
but because the reality of those statements corresponds to how we live 
our lives”.166

Applying similar logic, Tarcila Rivera Zea comments on the actions of 
CHIRAPAQ to counter the image disseminated by the communications media. In 
order to do this, workshops are organized with indigenous and non-indigenous 
communicators	with	the	aim	of	facilitating	joint	reflection.

“Initial questions include these: Why is the stereotyped representation 
of indigenous peoples and cultures not questioned openly in our society? 
What subconscious mechanisms support the representations we have 
of ourselves? Are the communications media condemned to appeal to 
social reference points (stereotypes, fears and prejudices) to build their 
messages? Who is the person or who are the people that determine the 
limits of freedom of expression in societies ruled by racist codes and 
representations? What examples or experiences may be applicable to 
our reality with regard to combating racism and even building a positive 
image of the indigenous peoples in the communications media?

The communicators who were gathered analysed the role of 
communication in building exclusive societies while at the same time 
reflecting	on	the	capabilities	and	possibilities	of	communication	for	the	
strengthening of the indigenous organizations and the creation of a 
voice and image originating with indigenous peoples. This is not only for 
the	indigenous	peoples	but,	rather,	to	be	seen	as	a	means	of	affirming	
ourselves as distinct societies”.167

Quite certainly, the women have shown themselves to be active in 
questioning the role and rhetoric spread through the communications media, 
instigating a thorough analysis of the construction of stereotypes that sustain 
attitudes of domination, through either racial or gender considerations. The 
form in which the communications media perpetuate stereotypes of indigenous 
women as submissive, ignorant, and ingenuous sustains and promotes the violent 
attitudes	that	are	shown	towards	them	in	different	contexts	including	the	most	
intimate, which is the home itself.

One strategy that has been implemented by several indigenous 
organizations to combat actively the spreading of these stereotypes, so harmful to 
the women’s development, is the participation of the women in communication.  
Internet	and	social	networks,	despite	the	persistent	difficulties	regarding	access,	
offer	 a	 concrete	possibility	 for	 indigenous	women	 themselves	 to	 express	 their	
own viewpoints about their own identity and the situations they must face in its 
development. As Eliana Champutiz points out: 

166 Ibíd., pp. 22 - 23.
167 Ibíd., p. 6. 
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“How can we combat this situation? (…) from being able to arrange 
the content and wording about what one is, to create the message one 
wishes to communicate. We have a programme that is transmitted via 
internet and we habitually say: ‘Good. Now what are we going to do?  
Are we going to transmit the same messages but in our own language? 
Or are we going to give them another argument?’’ So when those 
messages are created, the idea is to generate the content, so we can 
say more things, analyse, express our own point of view”.168

SUMMARY
Rather than dealing with violence against women, one should consider a 

set	of	types	of	violence	against	women,	in	the	sense	that	the	different	types	of	
violence operate in an interrelated manner, interweaving actions, rhetoric and 
policies. Furthermore, the general situation of vulnerability to which indigenous 
women are exposed, related to poverty, marginalization, deprivation of their own 
spaces for development, a poor education containing very little of relevance to 
their	own	cosmology,	and	difficulty	in	obtaining	access	to	health	care,	implies	a	
violent experience in daily living; this in turn becomes a hotbed for other forms of 
violence that place in danger not only the development of the women, but also 
their very lives.

Domestic and sexual violence are forms in which this pattern is manifest 
and	which	are	suffered	by	many	indigenous	women.	Figures	on	this	phenomenon	
are	generally	scarce	and	still	more	difficult	to	interpret	in	the	case	of	indigenous	
women owing to inconsistencies regarding the recording of ethnic identity in 
the	statistical	systems	of	the	different	surveys.	Even	so,	despite	difficulties,	it	has	
been possible to identify high indices of such occurrences among the indigenous 
women. In countries such as Canada, this is a priority concern, as it leads to a 
considerable number of murders and disappearances. The invisibility of the 
phenomenon is in itself cause for concern.

The rhetoric propagated by the communications media does not contribute 
to	making	these	realities	visible,	either.	Rather,	it	has	the	contrary	effect,	through	
the perpetuation of discriminatory stereotypes built on hegemonic models of 
gender and ethnic relationships, and contributes to the naturalization of constant 
violence.

To the economic violence implied by the expulsion of many peoples from 
their	 communities,	 is	 added	 the	 terrorism	suffered	by	different	Latin	American	
countries	where	there	are	internal	armed	conflicts.	Many	of	these	conflicts	occur	
in	territories	occupied	by	 indigenous	peoples,	seriously	affecting	their	 lives	and	
subsistence. Furthermore, distinct forms of gender violence accompany this type 
of situation, and it is once more the indigenous women who are doubly victimized.  

168 Ibíd., p. 23.
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The indigenous women, however, have not resigned themselves to 
these	kinds	of	violence,	and	have	organized	different	actions	 in	the	defence	of	
human rights, documenting cases, making use of traditional practices to counter 
violence, strengthening the social critique and seeking alternative ways of making 
their own points of view known.
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5.
 Indigenous women 

and the economy

Going out to work is frequently understood as a way for people to 
become socially integrated, to acquire a certain economic security and access to 
a system of associated protection. The integration of indigenous persons in the 
employment	market	is,	however,	difficult	and	in	the	majority	of	cases,	precarious.		
Furthermore, it generates a tension not always easy to resolve between the forms 
of labour organization current in the communities and the characteristics and 
demands	of	an	individualist	job	market	based	on	profits.	With	the	aim	of	making	
integration into the economic production of a country a positive experience, 
different	international	bodies	have	proposed	mechanisms	and	made	declarations	
aiming to boost development through the employment of those belonging to 
groups that are marginalized with relation to the rest of the country, to avoid 
their	 being	 subjected	 to	 different	 kinds	 of	 exploitation	 or	 experiencing	 labour	
régimes that infringe their rights.

In	 the	 face	of	 this	difficult	situation,	 implying	employment	opportunities	
for women, the Declaration and Action Platform of beijing indicates: 

“…the degree of access of women and men to the economic structures 
of their societies and their respective opportunities to exercise power 
within	them	are	considerably	different.	In	most	parts	of	the	world,	the	
presence of women is scarce or non-existent at economic-decision-
making	 levels,	 including	 the	 formulation	 of	 financial,	 monetary	
commercial and other policies, as well as control systems and salary 
structures. Given that those policies frequently determine the way in 
which women and men decide, among other things, how to divide their 
time between paid work and non-paid work within the framework of 
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the policies, the real evolution of these economic structures and policies 
directly	affects	the	access	of	women	and	men	to	economic	resources,	
their economic power and, therefore, their reciprocal situation at 
individual and family levels as well as in the society as a whole ”.169

Regarding the insertion of indigenous peoples in the employment market, 
the united Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples sets out the 
following in its Article 17:

“1. Indigenous persons and peoples have a right to the full enjoyment 
of all the rights established under applicable international and national 
labour law. 2. Governments, in consultancy and cooperation with the 
indigenous	 peoples,	 shall	 take	 specific	 steps	 to	 protect	 indigenous	
children against economic exploitation and against any kind of work 
that could be dangerous or interfere with the education of the child, 
or that could damage the health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral 
or social development of the child, taking into account their particular 
vulnerability and the importance of education for the full exercise of his 
or her rights. 3. Indigenous persons have the right not to be subjected 
to discriminatory working conditions with regard to, among other 
things, employment and salaries”.170

The ILO Convention nº 169 also addresses this topic, urging governments 
to adopt special measures with regard to indigenous workers (Article 20). As 
an additional element, it encourages governments to consider the need for 
professional training among the indigenous peoples, with equal opportunities of 
access, and ensuring the inclusion of traditional activities.171

In spite of these provisions, indigenous persons are still at a disadvantage 
when it comes to the jobs market; they are often victims of abuse, are unprotected, 
are assigned unreasonable work schedules and receive low salaries. The women 
are	 particularly	 affected	 by	 this	 type	 of	 situation,	 as	 the	 low	 educational	 level	
that	many	have	counts	against	them,	they	may	have	difficulty	in	communicating	
in the national language, and gender-related circumstances such as maternity or 
obligations regarding care of the children do not favour them.

The excessive workload endured by indigenous women becomes evident 
within	their	different	living	contexts.	In	rural	areas,	while	true	that	in	some	countries	
such as Chile, Costa Rica, Mexico and Uruguay a small proportion earn wages as 
agricultural employees, the majority have precarious, temporary jobs, or else 
take	on	a	huge	number	of	tasks	in	subsistence	agriculture,	without	any	significant	
access to resources.172 In the urban areas, ethnic and gender discrimination, added 
to scant training in an ever more specialized  labour market, notably reduce their 
chances of obtaining work, and the women are relegated to domestic service, an 

169 Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995; paragraph 150.
170 United Nations, 2007 in Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 93.
171 Ibíd. p. 94.
172 OIT. trabajo Decente e Igualdad de género. Políticas para Mejorar el Acceso y la Calidad de Empleo 

de las Mujeres en América Latina y El Caribe, 2013; p. 71.
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area	in	which	flimsy	regulation	and	control	encourage	exploitation	and	abuse.173 
These realities and an overload of work in general, clearly conditioned by the 
gender factor, are not often analysed with the ethnic factor’s being taken into 
account in studies on the use of time.

In order to combat the structural inequality of women in their access to 
employment, the Declaration and Action Plan proposes six objectives:

E.1. Promote the economic rights and independence of women, including 
access to employment, suitable working conditions, and control of 
economic resources.

E.2. Facilitate women’s access, on equal terms, to resources, employment, 
markets and commerce.

E.3. Provide commercial services, training and access to markets, information 
and technology, especially for women with low incomes.

E.4. Reinforce women’s economic capacity and commercial networks.

E.5. Eliminate segregation at work and all kinds of employment discrimination.

E.6. Encourage the harmonization of women’s and men’s responsibilities with 
regard to work and family.

In this chapter, to explain the situation of indigenous women in this aspect, 
an indicator responding to the measures accompanying objective E.1 will be used.

OBJECTIVES INDICATORS

E.1. Promote the economic 
rights and independence of 
women, including access to 
employment, suitable working 
conditions, and control of 
economic resources.

E1.1. Rates of economic participation 
of women aged 15 years or 
more, according to ethnicity 
and zone of residence.

5.1. Rates of economic participation of women aged 15 years or more, 
according to ethnicity and zone of residence

According to CEPAL, the data referring to the insertion of indigenous women 
in the employment market generally obey conventional market parameters and 
therefore do not reveal the particular organization of the indigenous economy, 
where subsistence activities may be combined with paid activities. Furthermore, 
many	 of	 the	 women’s	 working	 activities	 that	 affect	 the	 development	 of	 the	

173 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 94.
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national economy are made invisible as they are considered closely linked to purely 
reproductive functions. The distinction between productive and reproductive 
activities	is	not	defined	for	the	indigenous	peoples,,174 especially in rural contexts.

The	 figure	 below	 shows	 the	 participation	 of	 indigenous	 women	 in	 the	
employment market, with data disaggregated according to place of residence 
and ethnicity.

Table 14175

Taking into account the data from the foregoing observations and Table 14, 
the following ideas may be outlined:

• Unlike other areas, where the more relevant gaps are usually created by ethnic 
differences,	in	this	case	it	is	the	gender	gap	which	is	dominant;	insertion	in	the	
employment market of men, both indigenous and non-indigenous and in both 
urban and rural areas, is considerably greater than that of women. Mexico and 
Nicaragua	are	where	this	difference	is	most	evident,	with	respective	gaps	of	
47,4 and 44 points in favour of the men. In both countries, the separation is 
greatest among the indigenous rural population.

•	 With	 regard	 to	 the	 differences	 in	 economic	 participation	 by	 ethnicity,	
participation is smaller among the indigenous women than among the non-
indigenous	women,	 but	with	 a	 smaller	 difference	 than	 that	 due	 to	 gender.	
In Peru, Uruguay and Ecuador, by contrast, the percentage of indigenous 
women who work is greater than that of the non-indigenous group. This 
pattern	occurs	in	both	town	and	country,	the	difference	being	greater	in	the	
rural zones. In rural areas, the gap between indigenous and non-indigenous 

174 Del Popolo, et al. 2013; p. 94.
175 Ibíd.

Source: Compilation of own data based on special processing of census micro-data, CEPAL/CELADE.
I: Indigenous; NI: Non-indigenous.
Note: Countries appear in ascending order of the total rate of participation of indigenous women.

LATIN AMERICA (9 COUNTRIES): PERCENTAGE RATES OF ECONOMIC 
PARTICIPATION (PEOPLE AGED 15 YEARS OR OVER) ACCORDING TO ETHNICITY, 

GENDER AND ZONE OF RESIDENCE, ABOUT 2010

Country and year 
of census

Total Urban Rural
Female Male Female Male Female Male

I NI I NI I NI I NI I NI I NI
Panama, 2010 19,3 44,4 68,7 76,8 31,7 50,4 77,1 77,4 14,7 27,1 65,4 75,2
Colombia, 2005 20,9 36,1 57,8 70,3 32,2 40,8 62,2 69,7 16,7 15,3 56,3 72,1
Costa Rica, 2011 27,4 36,3 67,3 72,2 37,2 40,1 70,5 72,1 18,0 24,2 64,7 72,6
Nicaragua, 2005 28,7 33,4 72,7 75,8 37,0 42,1 65,7 70,2 20,4 18,6 78,7 83,6
Mexico, 2010 31,5 38,0 78,9 77,4 39,9 41,6 79,9 77,5 20,4 21,6 77,6 77,0
Peru, 2007 37,5 38,8 71,6 73,7 43,1 42,0 71,4 72,6 29,3 20,5 71,9 79,1
Brazil, 2010 47,2 53,7 65,7 74,4 55,1 55,1 74,9 75,0 39,3 44,8 58,0 71,2
Uruguay, 2011 53,4 50,2 73,8 71,4 53,6 50,5 73,6 71,1 46,9 43,2 77,7 76,3
Ecuador, 2010 54,6 42,9 78,8 78,0 60,0 47,0 83,5 77,1 52,9 34,3 77,3 79,6



103

Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges  

women	 is	 reversed	 in	 Colombia	 and	 Nicaragua,	 the	 first–mentioned	 group	
having greater insertion in the employment market.

• When it comes to place of residence, the employment inclusion rates for 
indigenous women are notably lower in the country than in the towns. This 
is related to migration processes, as both a cause (lower employability in 
the	 country)	 and	 its	 effect.	 However,	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 cities	 offer	 greater	
opportunities to enter the employment market does not imply that this 
accessibility improves living conditions or that the surroundings are safer.  
The vulnerability implied by migration has already been analysed in this 
report. It is worth emphasizing, however, that the isolation imposed by this 
displacement, especially for women who work in domestic service in a semi-
enclosed situation, makes it hard to get together with other women for mutual 
support.176

The pattern shown here applies, basically, to the most vulnerable indigenous 
women, with low levels of education. However, in the case of employability of 
women with 13 or more years of schooling, the gender gap is reversed as shown 
in Graph 12. 

Graph 12177

PERCENTAGE OF PEOPLE OF BOTH SEXES AGED 15 YEARS OR MORE WHO ARE 
OCCUPIED AND HAVE AT LEAST 13 YEARS OF SCHOOLING, ACCORDING TO 

ETHNICITY AND GENDER, ABOUT 2010

176 FIMI. Documentos conceptuales. Ampliación del Análisis de la Aplicación de la Declaración y 
Plataforma de Acción de Beijing+15 en 2009 y El Impacto de la Crisis Económica en la Vida de las 
Mujeres Indígenas, 2009.

177 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 97.
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• This graph shows how indigenous women who work have more schooling than 
the indigenous men in eight of the nine countries examined in this sample.  
However, the ethnic gap becomes wider here, being clearly unfavourable to 
indigenous women, since the percentage employability of non-indigenous 
women with the same number of years of schooling remains greater. This 
means that educational level is relevant with regard to indigenous women, 
with greater demands shown than for the indigenous men but not ensuring, 
despite everything, the same conditions as for the non-indigenous women.

• The analysis of this information is complemented with the graph below that 
shows which are the sectors with greater employability for both indigenous 
and non-indigenous women. 

Graph 13178

PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN AGED 15 YEARS OR MORE WHO WORK, ACCORDING TO 
TYPE OF OCCUPATION AND ETHNICITY, ABOUT  2010

• This graph shows that the greatest area of employability for all women, be they 
indigenous	 or	 non-indigenous,	 is	 the	 tertiary	 field:	 commerce	 and	 services.		
However, the tendency of indigenous women to work in the primary sector is 
greater than that of non-indigenous women, especially in Ecuador, where the 
participation of indigenous women in this sector is almost 60%. Corresponding 
figures	for	other	countries	are	Brazil	38%;	Colombia	43%;	Peru	34%;	and	Panama	
24%. Considering the high incidence of rural residence among the indigenous 
women, it may be supposed that participation in the primary sector is related 
to their own subsistence economies or perhaps to temporary employment in 
agro-industries.

178 Ibíd. p. 99.
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• The predominance of women working in the tertiary sector leads one to 
suppose that the majority is employed in paid jobs. In order to analyse this 
situation, other general context data must be included, such as the fact 
that men’s salaries are invariably larger than those of the women. Thus, as 
mentioned in the study carried out by the gender observatory on the situation 
of indigenous women in Latin America: 

“It is known that a greater level of education among women in 
comparison with that of the men does not lead to a corresponding 
increase in incomes nor improvement in the quality of the employment 
which they are able to obtain; and there are still important gender-
related salary gaps.”179 

 Women’s comparative salary levels in the region rose from 69% of those of the 
men, in 1990, to 79% in 2008.180

• In Canada the indigenous women also experience employment situations 
which are unfavourable in comparison with those of the men, and they 
receive lower salaries. According to the Native women’s Association of Canada 
–NwAC, the average salary of indigenous women in 2005 was 27% lower than 
that of the men. The unemployment rates are the same; comparatively larger. 
Similarly, the ethnic gap shows up in the salaries as the average income of 
the indigenous women in 2001 was $3600 while for the non-indigenous group 
it was $15600. Furthermore, the level of employability is greater for the 
non-indigenous	women	(57%)	while	 for	 indigenous	women	the	figure	 is	51%,	
according	to	statistics	for	2006.	The	gap	in	unemployment	figures	once	more	
shows the unfavourable situation of the indigenous women, with 13,5% as 
opposed to 6,4% for the non-indigenous women. The upshot of all these data 
is that, according to statistics for 2009, 40% of indigenous women live below 
the poverty line.181

A further reference in this context is the mention of ‘glass ceiling’ and ‘sticky 
floor’.	The	first	term	refers	to	the	difficulty	encountered	by	women	in	ascending	
the employment hierarchy where there is a system of employee promotion.  
Basically, cultural barriers exclude women from areas of power, in addition to the 
family obligations which appear, in these contexts, as an obstacle. The concept 
of	 ‘sticky	floor’	 illustrates	 rather	well	what	happens	 to	 the	 indigenous	women	
who	find	 it	very	hard	to	 leave	their	 low-paid	 jobs	with	 low-level	prospects.	The	
informality of the work to which these women have access, the dependence on 
external factors like harvesting or the arbitrary decisions of an employer (above 
all, in domestic service) together with the lack of services for the care of children 
and	 the	 absence	 of	 opportunities	 for	 training	 at	work	 are	 difficulties	 faced	 by	

179 Ibíd., p. 98.
180 Ibíd.
181 Native Women´s Association of Canada. Culturally Relevant gender based Models, 2010; p. 6.
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indigenous women, more than the men and the non-indigenous women, in 
addition to those originated by their levels of education.182

The employment of indigenous women in domestic service is an area still 
in	need	of	more	thorough	examination	with	regard	to	both	analysis	and	specific	
measures. It is one of the sectors which, if not properly regulated, is quite clearly 
propitious for the occurrence of the chain of violations to which the continent’s 
indigenous women are subjected: uprooting from their communities (those who 
emigrate from rural areas are mostly women); isolation; precarious salary and 
abusive working conditions; and prejudices that lead to discriminatory and violent 
attitudes,	 with	 their	 consequent	 effects	 on	 the	 women’s	 physical	 and	mental	
health.

SUMMARY
Considering the foregoing, it may be concluded that the entry of indigenous 

women to the employment market comes up against structural obstacles that 
interfere	with	chances	to	overcome	what	has	been	described	as	the	‘sticky	floor’;	
that is, to achieve fair and equitable monetary incomes that enable precarious 
economic situations to be overcome.

The gender and ethnicity gaps are very evident when viewing the situation 
from	different	angles.	Regarding	gender	and	access	to	employment,	indigenous	
men present a higher level of employability than indigenous women. Furthermore, 
different	countries	abide	by	salary	patterns	that	benefit	the	men.	With	the	same	
given level of education, the non-indigenous women have greater chances of 
obtaining employment than their indigenous counterparts.

Despite	 certain	 ambiguities	 presented	 by	 the	 figures,	 and	 the	 tendency	
to make the work carried out by the indigenous women working in the country 
invisible,	the	urban	field	is	that	which	shows	greater	levels	of	employability.	Even	
so, this does not necessarily imply better working conditions; rather, the contrary; 
there is clear evidence that the women can easily become victims of exploitation 
at work and of precarious employment conditions.

182 Del Popolo, et al., 2013; p. 97.
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6.
Indigenous women in the 

exercise of power and 
decision-making

In the past twelve years, there has been an important increase in Latin 
America in the presence of women in positions of political leadership. This is 
thought to be a fundamental step on the road towards greater gender equity, as 
well	as	the	affirmation	of	democratic	processes.	Furthermore,	it	is	expected	that	
this measure will lead to more widespread political attention to gender issues.

This topic was also underscored in the beijing Declaration: 

“Reaching the objective of equal participation of men and women in 
decision-making	will	 provide	 a	 balance	 that	will	more	 exactly	 reflect	
the composition of the society. It is necessary in order to reinforce 
democracy and promote its correct functioning... equality in the 
adoption of political decisions exercises a power of intercession 
without which it is very unlikely that the true integration of equality 
in the formulation of government policies would be viable.  In this 
respect, the equal participation of women in political life plays a crucial 
role in the general process of the advancement of women. Egalitarian 
participation of women in adopting decisions is not only a basic demand 
of justice or democracy, but can be considered a necessary condition 
for the interests of women to be taken into account ...”.183

The progress obtained by women in this area since the Declaration was 
drafted has been important in Latin America. However, the participation of the 
indigenous women was not included in the way expected and this, together with 
183 Fourth World Conference on Women, 1995; paragraph 181.
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the inclusion of women of African descent, continues to be one of the pending 
challenges,184	 as	 ratified	 by	uN women. The indigenous women’s movement is 
part of that concern, which leads to a marked inequality between indigenous men 
and women, and between indigenous and non-indigenous women, regarding the 
possibility of exercising their political rights.185 

Further, just as a greater presence of women in decision-making posts 
is expected to lead to the examination of gender issues, indigenous women’s 
organizations hope that a greater degree of their political participation might lead 
to greater attention to a group that has been maintained invisible for centuries, 
and a strengthening of the policies most focused on this population. Even so, 
despite	 the	 difficulties	 that	 indigenous	 women	 have	 encountered	 in	 entering	
the political area, a notable advance has been made in the area of organization; 
one example of this is precisely the path that was cleared towards the topic of 
indigenous women by the small number of them who attended Beijing. In the 
international sphere, indigenous women continue therefore to achieve ever 
more participation and advocacy in the demand for their rights in their particular 
condition of indigenous persons and women.

The right of indigenous women to political participation is nurtured, 
therefore, by elements of women’s struggle for equality of opportunities and 
also by the path of the indigenous peoples towards self-determination; the 
latter	 is	 understood	 to	 mean	 the	 possibility	 of	 deciding	 on	 topics	 that	 affect	
their	 internal	 and	 local	 affairs.186 On the one hand, certain instruments such as 
the Convention on the Elimination of all Kinds of Discrimination against Women 
are fundamental, where states which are party to it are requested to take all the 
appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women, including in 
the political sphere. On the other hand, the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples contains several articles which establish the right 
of indigenous peoples to participate in decision-making processes, and also 
safeguards the right to participate in their own traditional and/or community 
institutions,	 to	 be	 party	 to	 global	 decisions	 on	 the	 affairs	 which	 affect	 them	
directly, to develop their own institutions for adopting decisions and also to 
participate in the political, economic, social and cultural life of the country of 
residence187 (Articles 5 and 18).

Two objectives were set up at Beijing for this sphere of action: 

F.1. To adopt measures to ensure women’s equal chances of access to and full 
participation in power structures and the adoption of decisions.

F.2. To increase the capacity of women to participate in the adoption of 
decisions and at management levels.

184 UN Women. Guía Estratégica. Empoderamiento Político de las Mujeres: Marco para una Acción 
Estratégica. América Latina y El Caribe (2014-2017), 2014; p. 19.

185 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 105.
186 Ibíd., p. 106.
187 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, articles 5 y 18.
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This report considers an indicator that enables both to be referred to.

OBJECTIVE INDICATOR

F.1. To adopt measures to ensure 
women’s equal chances of 
access to and full participation 
in power structures and the 
adoption of decisions. F1/2.1. Allocations law, or feminine 

quota.
F.2. To increase the capacity of 

women to participate in the 
adoption of decisions and at 
management levels.

6.1. Allocations law or feminine quota  

The	percentage	of	women	in	different	institutions	of	the	executive,	legal	
and judicial authorities is a relevant target for those organizations which seek to 
make	progress	with	regard	to	equal	opportunities;	it	can	be	said	with	confidence	
that the presence mentioned will encourage policies in that direction.

According to June, 2014 data, Latin America is the area which has the 
largest	concentration	of	female	heads	of	states	—currently	five—		and	the	highest	
percentage of female ministers (22,9%) and members of parliament (25,7%) in the 
world,188	with	world	average	figures	at	 16,75%	and	21,9%	 respectively.189 Despite 
this, the percentages are distributed irregularly among countries. Some, such as 
Cuba, have a high percentage of women in parliament (48,9%). This is followed 
by Nicaragua (42,4%), Ecuador (41,6%), Mexico ( 37,4%), and Argentina (36,6% in 
the lower house and 38,8% in the upper house). Other countries, however, such 
as Belize (3,1%), Haïti (4,2%), Panama (8,5%) or Brazil (8,6%) are among those with 
the lowest female participation in the world.190 One problem continues to be the 
participation of women at local levels, with an average of 10,2% of mayoresses in 
the region in 2011. The more the social space is reduced and restricted, the more 
difficult	it	is	for	women	to	participate.	This	does	not	necessarily	apply	in	the	same	
way to indigenous women, who have had greater access to these local spaces.

In order to achieve greater participation of women in political spheres, 
fundamentally in the executive authority, the application of ‘gender quotas’ has 
been	considered	to	be	one	of	the	most	efficient	means.		It	sets	up	a	legal	obligation	
for the parties presenting candidates for parliamentary elections to include a 
minimum percentage of women in their lists; in Latin American countries, this 
188 UN Women. Guía Estratégica. Empoderamiento Político de las Mujeres: Marco para una Acción 

Estratégica. América Latina y El Caribe (2014-2017), 2014; p. 18.
189 Ibíd.
190 Ibíd., 2014; p. 38.
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varies between 20% and 50% (which would be parity). In a comparative analysis 
between the countries that apply them and those which do not, the considerable 
effectiveness	of	this	mechanism	has	been	demonstrated.	However,	its	results	also	
depend on other factors such as the type of lists presented by the parties, the 
efficaciousness	of	sanctions	on	those	who	fail	to	comply,	or	precision	in	drafting	
the law.191

However, the existence of legal quotas that govern the participation of 
women in politics does not presuppose any guarantee that indigenous women will 
be taken into account in those political spaces. While there are twelve countries 
in Latin America with ‘gender quota’ legislation, which has turned out to produce 
a real increase in access by women to political posts, these generally belong to a 
social class that has had greater access to health and transport services, to new 
information technology, and to communications media; mostly, these aspects 
are	hardly	accessible	to	the	indigenous	women	affected	in	all	countries	by	racism	
and	structural	discrimination.	Specific	affirmative	actions	that	take	into	account	
women’s participation are therefore necessary.192

The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues has also urged governments 
to adopt concrete measures to broaden the participation of indigenous women 
in government actions and the structures for adopting decisions at all levels, 
to ensure equality of access to government organisms, political parties, the 
administration of justice, syndicates and other bodies, and to promote training 
processes to enable this to happen.193

The situation of American countries regarding the adoption of feminine-
quota laws is set out in the table below.194

Country Area Percentage of candidates 

Argentina National parliament and provin-
cial authorities 3o%

191 Marx and Borner. Parlamentos sensibles al género. El Estado de la Cuestión en América Latina. 2011; 
p. 13.

192 FIMI. Documentos conceptuales. Ampliación del Análisis de la Aplicación de la Declaración y 
Plataforma de Acción de Beijing+15 en 2009 y El Impacto de la Crisis Económica en la Vida de las 
Mujeres Indígenas, 2009; p. 41.

193 United Nations. Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. the Right to Education, 2004, paragraph 14, 
sections a, e, g.

194 Quota Project. global Database of Quotas for women.



111

Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges  

Bolivia

Senatorship and councils of 
the Multinational Assembly, 
departmental and regional as-
sembly members, municipal and 
other elected authorities, and 
their deputies

50%, the equivalence 
principle (rotation).

Brazil National and municipal governing 
bodies 30%

Canada Voluntary quotas of the parties NA

Chile Not considered NA

Colombia Not considered; old law declared 
unconstitional NA

Costa Rica All popularly–elected posts 50%, the rotation princi-
ple.

Ecuador Multi-person elections (govern-
ment and local councils)  

50%, principle of parity 
and rotation.

El Salvador Not considered NA

Guatemala Not considered NA

Honduras

National Congress, Central-Ame-
rican Parliament, and local coun-
cils, with the exception of single-
member posts

30%

Mexico

Candidates for senators and con-
gressmen elected by the pro-
portional system, except those 
corresponding to election by re-
lative majority

40%

Nicaragua Municipal posts 50%, rotation

Panama Popularly elected posts 30%

Paraguay Popularly elected posts 20%, rotation per 5 posts

Peru Popularly elected posts 30%

United States of 
America Not considered NA

Uruguay Inclusion of people of both sexes NA

Venezuela Legislative and municipal posts
50%, parity and rotation 
(40% in cases where this 
is not feasible).
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• A 2010 study of the gender gap regarding the participation of indigenous 
people	 in	 Canada	 reaffirms	 the	 general	 tendency	 observed,	 with	 some	
particularities: the indigenous population tends to show greater participation 
in social organizations (for helping people, recreation, youth or religions) than 
in political parties. In contrast to the non-indigenous women, however, the 
indigenous women do not outnumber the men in their participation in social 
organizations.

 Participation of the non-indigenous women in political parties is well below that 
of the men (17% against 22%) despite the women’s having a more participatory 
behaviour regarding elections. The percentage of the indigenous women who 
voted is high if compared with percentages of participation (49% voted in the 
last federal election and 47% in the provincial elections) which is almost on 
a par with the indigenous men (49% in the federal and 49% in the provincial 
elections).195

• In some countries, such as Colombia and Venezuela, ethnic quotas are being 
considered in order to encourage participation of the indigenous peoples. In 
other countries, such as Peru, the quotas are applied only at the level of sub-
national government.196 This, in theory, should provide greater possibilities for 
the participation of the indigenous women; however, arduous negotiation 
processes within the organizations and/or parties are necessary in order for 
this to come about.

The following table shows the unequal proportion in the political space 
occupied by indigenous men compared with indigenous women.

195 Harrel and Panagos. Locating the Aboriginal gender gap: the Political Preferences and Participation 
of Aboriginal women in Canada. Paper presented at the Canadian Political science Association 
Annual Meeting, June 1-3, 2010 in Montreal, Quebec, 2010; p. 9.

196 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 109.
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Table 15197

Even those indigenous women who actually manage to occupy political 
positions	 indicate	 the	 difficulties	 they	 have	 in	 the	 effective	 exercise	 of	 their	
leadership and in dealing with their own topics and demands regarding gender 
issues and the ethnic group they represent.

In	 recent	 years,	 in	 Latin	 America,	 ministries	 of	 women’s	 affairs	 and	
institutions in charge of indigenous issues have been set up. Indigenous women 
do not occupy management posts in any of these, except the Defence of the 
Indigenous woman	in	Guatemala.	The	way	to	influence	the	established	institutions,	
however, has been once again through women’s organizations, which have 
become a basic reference point for the division of indigenous and gender issues 
in some countries.198

Owing	 to	 the	 difficulty	 of	 access	 to	 central	 spaces	 in	 government,	 the	
local spaces have become an area where indigenous women are participating 
with an ever greater degree of leadership. In many communities, the women 
have taken on leading roles in decision-making, either because this complies with 
cultural tradition or because new spaces have been opened; even the increase in 
emigration among the men in some communities seems to have contributed to 
this. According to the document on indigenous women in Latin America produced 
by Del Popolo for the gender observatory: 

197 Ibíd.
198 Del Popolo et al. 2013; p. 119.

LATIN AMERICA (6 COUNTRIES): POLITICAL PARTICIPATION OF 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN IN THE LEGISLATIVE AUTHORITY, 2012

Countries Posts by powers, parties and year dates

Bolivia 9 women out of 41 indigenous people among a total of 130 members of 
parliament.  Period 2009 - 2015.

Ecuador 1 woman out of 4 assembly members of Pachakutik, out of a total of 124 
assembly members. Period 2009 - 2013.

Guatemala 3 women out of 19 indigenous women and a total of 158 seats. Period 2012 - 2016.

Mexico 4 women among a total of 14 indigenous members of parliament in a house with 
500 members (Congress of the Unión). Period 2012 - 2015.

Nicaragua 2 women out of 3 indigenous people among a total of 92 members of parliament 
at the National Assembly.  Period 2006 - 2009.

Peru 2 women out of 9 indigenous people among a total of 130 members of parliament.  
Period 2011 - 2016.

Source: F. Cabrero (coord.). Intercultural Citizenship. Contributions from the political participation of indigenous 
peoples in Latin America, Quito, 2013 (Study of the Global Programme for Electoral Cycle Support and the 
Regional Directorate of the UNDP (DRALC/RBLAC) implemented between 2011 and 2013 in Latin America and 
the Caribbean in Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua and Peru.
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“In the past two decades, indigenous women have proposed and 
developed new means of participation among the communities and 
families, they have encouraged changes in gender relations and have 
promoted a greater degree of equality in the exercise of rights. This 
process	has	implied	the	questioning	and	defiance	of	certain	beliefs	and	
practices which had been current for years”.199

It	may	 be	 affirmed	 that	 the	 political	 participation	 of	 indigenous	women	
outside governmental spaces has increased. Many of these women organize 
themselves	 from	within	 their	 communities	 for	 different	 causes,	 both	 local	 and	
farther	 afield.	 In	 this	 area,	 the	 relevant	 role	 they	 have	 played	 and	 still	 play	 in	
the processes of establishing peace and the defence of human rights must be 
emphasized.	 Likewise	 in	 different	 countries	 the	 women,	 together	 with	 the	
indigenous men, have been active in promoting their own political parties such 
as Pachakutik in Ecuador, Yatama in Nicaragua and Winaq in Guatemala.  Some 
women have been key to those processes, and one —Rigoberta Menchú— 
became a presidential candidate in Guatemala.200

Indigenous women have been playing an ever more dynamic role in 
international bodies such as the united Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against women (CEDAw), 
the Commission on the Juridical and social status of women (Csw), the Commission 
on Population and Development (CPD), and the united Nations Food and Agriculture 
organization (FAo).	One	of	the	strategies	used	to	achieve	influence	in	these	spaces	
has been to join together as networks or organizations.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, for example, there exists the Continental 
Network of Indigenous Women of the Americas – ECMIA. At a wider level, there is 
the International Forum of Indigenous women, in which ECMIA participates. For the 
development	of	the	different	sessions	of	the	Permanent Forum, the indigenous 
women hold meetings beforehand in order to position their demands and priority 
topics in the international agenda, thus strengthening their voices in the national 
and regional spaces. The Forum has devoted a complete session to the topic of 
indigenous women, it has included several recommendations in all of its sessions, 
and has held one seminar with experts on the topic of violence against women.

A further example of the results of participation and nationwide visibility is 
the increase of mentions in the comments made to some countries by the CEDAW 
committee. On more and more occasions, this committee calls the attention of 
governments to the situation of indigenous women and requests disaggregated 
statistics,	 policies	 and	 appropriate	 legislation.	 In	 the	 field	 of	 the	 CSW,	 specific	
resolutions have been adopted: nº 49/7, of 2005 – “Indigenous women: after ten 
years of the beijing Declaration and Action Platform” (E/2005/27) – and nº 56/4, of 
2012 – “Indigenous women: key agents in the eradication of poverty and hunger” 
(E/CN.6/2012/16). Associations would therefore appear to constitute appropriate 
spaces for the participation of indigenous women in the political sphere.
199 Ibíd., p. 107.
200 Ibíd., p. 109.
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SUMMARY
Political participation in leadership spaces is still a challenge for women’s 

movements and all organizations that work towards gender equality. Gender 
quotas in party lists, applicable by law in several Latin American countries, appear 
to	have	contributed	to	broadening	this	participation,	but	not	sufficiently.

Indigenous	women,	however,	have	not	been	benefited	by	these	laws,	as	
their participation in the parliamentary sphere is minimal, as it is in governments.  
The	figures	and	studies	clearly	show	that	this	 is	a	structural	problem	and	not	a	
lack of interest on the part of the indigenous women. These have shown high 
levels	of	participation	 in	affairs	at	 local	 level,	as	well	as	 internationally	 through	
organization based on their demands.

The national governments are therefore those which up to now have 
not managed to provide spaces of recognition for the women of the aboriginal 
peoples. They have hardly done it for the men, except in particular cases such 
as Bolivia, which is built precisely on the participation of indigenous peoples in 
the	government.	The	access	to	those	spaces	looks	difficult,	so	special	measures	
such as gender quotas, in this case including the ethnicity quota, should be 
promoted. Together with these strategies, however, it is necessary to advance 
with mechanisms that continue to impulse a cultural change, and monitor the 
genuine insertion of women in the face of the patriarchal and colonialist obstacles 
that constantly come up on the way.
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7.
The human rights of 

indigenous women

As pointed out earlier, indigenous women played a very relevant role in 
the	establishment	of	peace	in	those	Latin	American	countries	affected	by	armed	
conflict,	which	 affected	 the	 indigenous	peoples	with	 extreme	 cruelty.	 In	 some	
countries,	such	as	Guatemala,	it	became	evident	that	the	internal	conflict	had	the	
characteristics of genocide. It was precisely in that country that the indigenous 
women managed to create a Defence system for Indigenous women, where they 
demonstrated outstanding advocacy skills with regard to upholding human rights.

The participation of indigenous women in social claims and demands for 
peace	in	different	countries	is	not,	however,	always	organized	under	the	flag	of	
gender	and	ethnicity	but	as	members	of	the	citizenry	affected	by	those	conflicts.201 
In the 1990s, however, some of these organizations and other new ones began to 
include	cultural	demands	together	with	social	rights,	defining	more	precisely	their	
militancy for the recognition and self–determination of the indigenous peoples.

On adopting the ethnicity stance while also incorporating the gender 
perspective, in the analysis of indigenous organizations there emerged very 
clearly	a	transversal	element	as	a	defining	feature	for	all	the	problems	that	affect	
them: discrimination. As has been pointed out throughout this document, the 
double	discrimination	that	indigenous	women	suffer	places	them	in	a	position	of	
extreme	vulnerability	that	affects	different	areas	of	their	lives.	Thus	the	struggle	
of indigenous women’s organizations against discrimination has become an 

201 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 108.
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umbrella concept that covers other causes such as domestic violence, as in the 
case of the organization Wangky Tangni (river flower in the Miskito tongue) on 
the Atlantic coast of Nicaragua202 or the NWAC of Canada in relation to the search 
for the missing women and the application of justice regarding the murdered 
women.203

The beijing Declaration and Action Platform, on describing this area of 
action, says: 

“The	Action	Platform	reaffirms	that	all	human	rights,	that	is,	civil,	cultural,	
economic, political and social rights, including the right to development, 
are universal, indivisible, interdependent, and interrelated, as set out 
in the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action approved by the 
World	Conference	of	Human	Rights.	 That	 conference	also	 reaffirmed	
that the human rights of women and girls are an inalienable, integral 
and indivisible part of the universal human rights. The full enjoyment in 
equal conditions of all the human rights and fundamental freedoms by 
women and girls constitutes a priority for governments and the United 
Nations and is essential for the progress of women”.204

The objectives proposed to address this area of action are:

G1. To promote and protect the human rights of women through the full 
application of all the instruments of human rights, especially the Convention 
on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women.

G2. To guarantee equality and non-discrimination legally and in practice.

G3. To promote the acquisition of basic juridical knowledge.

In order to make an analysis, two indicators are proposed which correspond 
to	the	first	two	objectives.

202 FIMI. Mairin Iwanka Raya. Mujeres Indígenas confrontan la violencia. Informe complementario al 
Estudio sobre Violencia contra las Mujeres del Secretario general de las Naciones Unidas. 2010; p. 52.

203 NWAC. what their stories tell us. Research Findings from the sisters in spirit Initiative, 2010.
204 Beijing Declaration and Action Platform, 1995; paragraph 213.
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OBJECTIVE INDICATORS

G1. To promote and protect 
the human rights of women 
through the full application 
of all the instruments of 
human rights, especially the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of all Forms of Discrimination 
against Women.

G1.1.	 Ratification	of	the	Convention	
on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination against 
Women.

G1/2.1. Legislation and plans against 
racism and discrimination.G2. To guarantee equality and non-

discrimination legally and in 
practice.

7.1. Ratification of the CEDAW

There are two international instruments that are key to the defence of 
women’s rights: the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
against women (CEDAw) and the Inter–American Convention for the Prevention, 
Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women (Belém do Pará Convention). 
Both emphasize two aspects which throughout this report have been analysed 
as	 transversal	 and	defining	with	 regard	 to	 the	 situation	of	 indigenous	women:	
discrimination and violence. 

Table 16

COUNTRY CEDAW RATIFICATION
BELÉM DO PARÁ 

RATIFICATION

Argentina YES – 1984 (Reserve art. 29 
paragraph 1) YES – 1996

Bolivia YES – 1990 YES – 1994

Brazil YES – 1984 (Reserve art. 29 
paragraph 1) YES – 1995

Canada

YES – 1981. (In 1992, the Canadian 
government informed the 

Secretary General of the United 
Nations of its decision to withdraw 
its	ratification	regarding	Article	11	

(1)(d) of the Convention)

Not	ratified

Chile YES – 1989 YES – 1996

Colombia YES – 1982 YES – 1996

Costa Rica YES – 1986 YES – 1995
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Dominican 
Republic YES – 1982 YES – 1996

Ecuador YES – 1981 YES – 1995

El Salvador YES – 1981 (Reserve art. 29, 
paragraph 1) YES – 1996

Guatemala YES – 1982 YES – 1995

Honduras YES –1983 YES – 1995

Mexico YES – 1981 YES – 1998

Nicaragua YES – 1981 YES – 1995

Panama YES – 1981 YES – 1995

Paraguay YES – 1987 YES – 1995

Peru YES – 1982 YES – 1996

United States 
of America

NO 

Signed	but	not	ratified
Not	ratified

Uruguay YES – 1981 YES – 1996

Venezuela YES – 1983 YES – 1995

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 
women (CEDAW) was adopted in 1979 by the United Nations General Assembly.  
Today it is considered one of the most relevant international conventions with 
regard to women’s rights. It is interesting to note that its emphasis is precisely 
on discrimination, this being doubly relevant to the defence of the human 
rights	exercised	by	 indigenous	women’s	organizations.	The	Convention	defines	
discrimination against women as: 

“...any distinction, exclusion or restriction based on gender that has as 
intention or result to detract from or annul the recognition, enjoyment 
or exercise by the woman, independently of her marital status and 
on the basis of equality of men and women, of her human rights and 
fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil, 
or any other sphere”. 205

By accepting the Convention, the governments are committed to adopting 
a series of measures to limit all kinds of discrimination against women, including:206

205 The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women CEDAW, Article 
1.

206 Ibíd., art. 12.
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• Incorporating the principle of equality of men and women in their legal 
systems, abolition of all discriminatory laws, and adopting those necessary to 
prohibit discrimination against women;

•	 Setting	up	tribunals	and	other	public	 institutions	to	guarantee	the	effective	
protection of women against discrimination;

• Ensuring the elimination of all acts of discrimination by individuals, 
organizations	or	firms	against	women.

The governments which are party to the Convention agree to adopt all 
the measures necessary, including changes to legislation and special provisional 
measures, to enable women to enjoy all their human rights and fundamental 
freedoms.	This	also	implies	taking	measures	to	prevent	and	address	the	trafficking	
of women and other kinds of exploitation.

The Convention provides the bases for achieving equality between men and 
women while guaranteeing equality of access to and equality of opportunities in 
political and public life —including the active and passive right to vote— together 
with education, healthcare and employment.

The	countries	that	have	ratified	or	signed	the	Convention are legally bound 
to put their measures into practice. They also undertake a commitment to present 
national reports at least once every four years on the measures they have adopted 
in	fulfilment	of	the	obligations	imposed	by	the	agreement.

 The belém do Pará Convention	 in	 its	 Article	 1	 defines	 violence	 against	
women as:

“...any action or conduct, based on gender, which might cause death, 
damage	or	physical,	 sexual	or	psychological	 suffering	 to	a	woman,	 in	
public or in private”.

Article	2	 specifies	 that	 such	violence	may	occur	within	 the	 family,	 in	 the	
community or on the part of the government (Article 8). In Article 9, it moreover 
considers the adoption of measures that take special account of those women 
in a vulnerable condition, whether it be “...for her race, ethnicity or condition of 
migrant of displaced person’’. Considering the last–mentioned, indigenous women 
and those of African descent have promoted this instrument energetically.

The belém do Pará Convention urges governments to place emphasis on 
education,	 the	 training	 of	 government	 officials	 on	 the	 topic	 of	 violence,	 the	
modification	of	behavioural	patterns	of	men	and	women	to	counter	the	supposed	
superiority and inferiority that shape gender relations. Furthermore, it requests 
the member governments to submit regular reports in which they give an account 
of the measures adopted to prevent and eradicate violence against women. The 
Convention also makes it possible for any person, group of persons, or legally 
recognized non-government organization to present reports or complaints 



121

Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges  

referring to behaviours sanctioned by the Convention, to the Inter-American 
Commission on human Rights for their consideration.

There is no doubt that both conventions are binding for governments and 
offer	a	reference	framework	to	support	defence	with	regard	to	violations	of	either	
structural	or	contingency	nature	that	affect	indigenous	women.	The	fact	that	they	
have	been	ratified	by	the	majority	of	Latin	American	governments	is	doubtlessly	
an advance, and the lack of commitment on behalf of the USA and Canada in this 
regard is motive for concern. The standardization of criteria among countries is 
also one of the objectives of this type of document and it would be relevant for 
the	countries	mentioned	to	have	access	to	it.	Thus	the	ratification	is	important,	
as it is also fundamental that the principles of these conventions are embodied 
in concrete legislation and administrative measures promoting non-violence and 
non-discrimination.

7.2. Laws and plans against racism and discriminations

When the structures on which a society is built condone exclusion, 
racism, hierarchies in human relations, and discrimination, there have to be 
institutionalized mechanisms that enable the victim groups to defend themselves, 
either by promoting their own development and that of their communities, or by 
generating reporting mechanisms and encouraging a public system that punishes 
acts of discrimination and violence. It falls to the government to guarantee these 
actions.

The function of the government, as guarantor of rights, should not be 
based simply on decreeing laws in accordance with the parameters established by 
international agreements. Legislation should be accompanied with an institutional 
structure that supports them and promotes the possibilities of development for 
the groups which are subjected to most discrimination. Therefore, more than 
simply modifying the most relevant laws in the defence of women’s rights, in 
general terms the institutional structure forming the basis for compliance with 
obligations regarding the rights of the indigenous population must be understood.

a) Institutional structure of mechanisms for the equality of women 

The	 institution	 that	 governs	 policies	 specifically	 focused	 on	 women	
or	which	 is	 orientated	 towards	 a	 focus	on	gender,	 receives	different	 names	 in	
different	parts	of	Latin	America.	To	make	reference	simpler,	the	term	Ministry	of	
Women’s Issues (MAM) will be used, after the style of Del Popolo. The majority of 
institutions of this nature came into being in the 1980s and therefore constitute a 
relatively new political structure.

There are two facts that lead one to believe that the Ministries of Women’s 
Issues	are	still	institutions	which	require	strengthening.	The	first	is	to	do	with	the	
different	ranks	assigned	to	these	entities	in	each	country.	In	some	cases,	they	are	
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ministries with decision-making powers regarding the design and implementing 
of policies and of budget planning. However, in many cases they have only the 
category of services which depend in turn on other ministries which can, from 
the	specific	nature	of	the	area	to	which	they	are	associated,	reinforce	only	one	
aspect	of	 the	 situations	affecting	women.	Despite	 that,	 institutional	 structures	
for women have enabled, in the majority of countries, complete strategies to be 
carried	out	to	combat	concrete	problems	affecting	women,	with	some	emphases	
on	 those	 which	 are	 the	most	 difficult	 to	 solve	 such	 as	 violence,	 illiteracy	 and	
poverty.207

b) Institutional structures of indigenous peoples

The development of institutions in charge of indigenous issues has 
different	backgrounds	in	different	countries.	They	first	appeared	in	those	where	
‘indigenism’ was constituted as a political philosophy and practice, from a logic 
of assimilation, regarding the indigenous peoples as a ‘degraded’ inheritance of 
a glorious pre-Hispanic past.208 However, from the late 1990s, in several countries 
institutions	began	to	appear	that	defined	themselves	on	the	basis	of	the	logic	of	
the constitutional acknowledgement of indigenous peoples and a multi-cultural 
government.

While	 the	 institutions	 related	 to	 indigenous	 issues	 have	 different	
characteristics according to country, almost all are located at a middle level in the 
hierarchy of governmental power; that is, as services or bodies dependent on other 
ministries.	Not	without	difficulties,	the	installation	stage	has	been	accomplished	
and the current stage of discussion is on how to make a transversal concept of the 
approach to indigenous peoples’ participation in all government institutions,209 
overcoming the tendency to reduce their relationship with governments to a few 
plans and programmes.

c) Transversal approaches

The transversal view of issues related to women and indigenous peoples, 
together with a critical approach to relations between government and each one 
of these groups from a gender or ethnicity viewpoint is a challenge posed by 
conventions concerned with each of these areas. This challenge is present in the 
beijing Declaration and in the Declaration of Indigenous women. While both groups 
—owing to the situation of marginalization to which they have been subjected 
historically— need special measures of acknowledgement, until they are taken 
into consideration in government decisions, they will hardly manage to overcome 
the limitations enforced upon them.

207 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 115.
208 The indigenist policy developed substantially in Mexico and Peru.
209 Del Popolo, et al., 2013; p. 117.
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In	the	different	countries	of	the	continent	there	have	been	initiatives	related	
to encouraging transversal approaches to gender and ethnicity issues, as well 
as generating special measures for indigenous women. CEPAL has systematized 
some	of	these	measures,	managing	to	identify	action	plans	in	different	countries	
that arise either from the institutions dealing with women, or from those in charge 
of policies relating to indigenous peoples:

• In Guatemala, the National Policy for the Promotion and Comprehensive 
Development of women and the Plan for Equal opportunities (PEO 2008-2023), 
have the aim of reducing gender- and ethnicity-based inequalities. Special 
encouragement is given to the participation of women and women’s groups 
of Mayas, Garifunas, Xinkas and half–castes. The Fund for the Development 
of the Indigenous Peoples of Guatemala (FODIGUA) considers the indigenous 
women —and youth, girls, boys, the elderly and the traditional authorities of 
the Maya, Garifuna and Xinka peoples— as a priority. 

• It is important to mention that in Guatemala there is an institution that 
specifically	addresses	issues	involving	indigenous	women	and	its	approach	has	
been transversal from the beginning. This is the Agency for the Defence of the 
Indigenous woman (DEMI), whose existence is based precisely on the topics 
addressed in the CEDAW and Belém do Pará Conventions: discrimination and 
violence.	Its	mission	is	defined	as:	

“To defend and promote the full exercise of rights of the indigenous 
women, to contribute to the eradication of all forms of violence and 
discrimination against the indigenous woman”.210 

 This is a pioneering initiative in Latin America, and the impulse of indigenous 
women’s organizations was fundamental to its creation. The technical 
Consultancy unit on gender and Indigenous Peoples (utAgPI) at the National 
Institute of statistics seeks to encourage transversal approaches in the 
processes	 of	 producing	 official	 statistics	 concerning	 gender	 issues	 and	
indigenous peoples.

• In Mexico, the National Development Plan incorporates, as dual foci, the plans 
for equality of opportunity for indigenous peoples and those for gender 
equality, considering within this framework equality of gender for indigenous 
women. The National Commission for Development of the Indigenous Peoples 
has	 implemented	 a	 specific	 program	 “Actions for gender Equality with the 
Indigenous Population”, that seeks to incorporate the gender approach in its 
different	programmes.	

• In El Salvador, the National Plan for Equality, Equity and Eradication of 
Discrimination against women (2012), of the El salvador Institute for the 
Development of women (IsDEMu)	specifically	considers	indigenous	women	as	a	
priority	group	and	seeks	to	promote	specific	actions	for	them.

210 Defensoría de la Mujer Indígena de Guatemala – DEMI. 
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•	 In	 Chile,	 the	 National Indigenous Development Corporation (CoNADI) has a 
women’s unit and it has worked jointly with the National service for women 
(sERNAM) in the implementation of actions. Even so, the new project of the 
Ministry for Women does not take into account the indigenous dimension in 
either its structure or regulations despite the persistent claims of the country’s 
indigenous women.

Achieving an increasing degree of transversal approach to gender and 
ethnicity issues as well as encouraging special measures for indigenous women, is 
a complementary route aiming to take into account international decrees dealing 
with the human rights of women and, in particular, the multiple violations to 
which indigenous women are subjected.

d) Legislation against discrimination and violence

The institutional structure referred to, as well as clauses in international 
agreements such as those of CEDAW and Belém do Pará, should become 
operational	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 laws	 that	 permit	 effective	 compliance	 with	 the	
agreements, especially because these are binding for the governments that have 
signed them.

There is a noticeable increase in recent years of laws enabling the 
development of measures to prevent and combat discrimination on gender, 
ethnic	 or	 racial	 grounds.	 The	 table	 below	allows	 the	development	of	 different	
countries to be appreciated.

Table 17211

211 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 122.

LATIN AMERICA: LAWS AND PLANS AGAINST RACISM AND DISCRIMINATION, 
2009 - 2013

País Law/Policy/Programme Beneficiaries Institutional structure Execution Main topic

Bolivia
Ley contra el racismo 
y toda forma de 
discriminación (Ley 045)

The entire 
population

Dirección General 
de Lucha contra el 
Racismo y toda forma 
de Discriminación, 
Ministerio de Cultura

National Discrimination

Chile Ley de No Discriminación The entire 
population Ministerio de Justicia National Discrimination

Colombia Ley contra la 
discriminación (Ley 1482)

The entire 
population

Vicepresidencia de la 
República National Discrimination

Ecuador

Plan plurinacional para 
eliminar la discriminación 
racial y la exclusión étnica 
y cultural

Pueblos 
indígenas

Ministerio Coordinador 
de Patrimonio Natural y 
Cultural, Secretaría de 
Pueblos, Movimientos 
Sociales y Participación 
Ciudadana

National Discrimination

Peru Plataforma de acción 
“Alerta contra el Racismo”

The entire 
population

Viceministerio de 
Interculturalidad National Discrimination

Uruguay
Plan Nacional contra 
el racismo y la 
Discriminación

Those liable to 
discrimination

Ministerio de Educación 
y Cultura, Ministerio de 
Desarrollo Social

National Discrimination
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Various countries have also implemented laws to combat gender-based 
violence, and these are basically focused on domestic violence. The table below 
sets	 out	 the	 first	 laws	 or	 modifications	 to	 the	 criminal	 code	 which	 in	 some	
countries	were	subsequently	modified,	resulting	in	new	regulations	enabling	the	
phenomenon to be tackled with a gender approach and with all the details and 
complexities it currently exhibits.

Table 18212

LAWS AGAINST VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA

Costa Rica 1996 Law against domestic violence.

El Salvador 1996 Law against violence within the family.

Guatemala 1996 Law to prevent, eradicate and punish violence within 
the family.

Honduras 1997 Law against domestic violence.

Nicaragua 1996 Law 230 for the prevention and punishment of 
violence within the family.

Panama 1995
No	 specific	 law	 exists.	 There	 is	 a	 law	 that	 typifies	
crimes of violence within the family and maltreatment 
of minors.

Argentina 1994 Protection against domestic violence.

Mexico 1996 Law for relief and prevention of violence within the 
family for the Federal District and 22 states.

Bolivia 1995 Legislation against domestic or family violence.

Brazil 1996 Law for preventing, remedying and punishing 
violence within the family.

Chile 1994 Law on violence within the family.

Ecuador 1995 Law against violence to women and the family.

Peru 1997 Legislation on the policy of the government and the 
society against family violence.

Venezuela 1998 Legislation on violence against women and the family.

Paraguay 2000 Law against domestic violence.

212 UNDP. Avances en Materia de Legislación.
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Uruguay 2002 Law on prevention, early detection, treating and 
eradication of domestic violence.

Colombia 1996 Law 294 on preventing, remedying and punishing 
violence within the family.

Dominican 
Republic 1997 Law against violence within the family.

source: Compilation of own data from several sources (IsIs, general secretary’s 
Campaign and others).

In	the	specific	case	of	Canada,	measures	have	been	taken	at	nationwide	
level	to	combat	the	trafficking	of	human	beings	and	violence	against	indigenous	
and immigrant women; new legislation has been adopted, and men and boys are 
involved in the prevention.213

Legislation which has come to be known as “second-generation laws’’ 
has been implemented in some countries as a result of the pressure exercised 
by	women’s	organizations	to	improve	the	efficiency	of	legal	instruments,	as	well	
as getting them to take an approach that considers the particular situation of 
dependence they have in the contexts in which this violence occurs, particularly 
in the context of couples.

Thus, more than referring to violence within the family, these laws 
incorporate terms such as ‘’violence against women’’ or ‘’femicide’’. Some of this 
legislation	 even	 incorporates	more	 specific	 concepts	 such	 as	 ‘’moral	 violence’’	
in the case of Brazil, and ‘’symbolic violence’’ in Argentina. Much legislation 
incorporates	 the	 definition	 of	 violence	 used	 by	 the	belém do Pará Convention, 
or a part of it.214 In general, these new laws promote comprehensive attention 
to the victims, protection measures are increased and strengthened, stricter 
punishments for the aggressors are established, and the responsibility of 
governments is determined for acts or omissions in which functionaries incur and 
which may hinder the processes.

Table 19

SECOND–GENERATION LAWS

Costa Rica 2007 Criminalization law of violence against women.

Guatemala 2008 Law against femicide and other forms of violence 
against women.

213 ONU Mujeres. Compromisos gubernamentales.
214 OAS. second hemispheric Report on the Implementation of the belém do Pará Convention. 2012; p. 

17.
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Argentina 2009
Comprehensive protection law to prevent, punish 
and eradicate violence against women in the areas 
where interpersonal relationships take place.

Mexico 2007 General law for access of women to a life free of 
violence.

Brazil 2006 Law 11340 (Law María da Penha).

Venezuela 2007 Organic law on the right of women to a life free of 
violence.

Colombia 2008 Law 1257 Violence against women.

These laws are an extremely important advance in the countries of the 
region. However, their cultural relevance is fundamental and they should be 
accompanied	by	an	institutional	structure	with	budgets	sufficient	to	implement	
them; this does not happen in all cases.

SUMMARY
Considering the particularly vulnerable situation in which indigenous 

women	 find	 themselves	 owing	 to	 triple	 discrimination	 on	 account	 of	 gender,	
ethnicity and poverty, it is absolutely essential to have legal and institutional 
instruments that both acknowledge their rights and guarantee respect for 
those rights. While there are United Nations instruments that protect the rights 
of indigenous peoples (such as the united Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples) which are explicit on the principle of equality of rights for 
men and women (Article 44), reference to indigenous women is found, rather, in 
declarations made by the same organizations, but not binding for governments.  
However, there are two instruments that guarantee two principles which 
are fundamental to understanding and addressing the needs of indigenous 
organizations	and	the	difficulties	they	face:	discrimination	and	violence.	They	are	
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against women 
(CEDAw)	and,	specifically	for	the	Americas,	the	Inter-American Convention for the 
Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence against Women, the “Belém 
do Pará Convention”.	Both	have	been	ratified	by	the	majority	of	Latin	American	
countries, but the USA and Canada have a pending debt with both.

As a part of the changes prompted by these Conventions, laws have been 
created	in	different	countries	against	discrimination	and	gender-related	violence	
and these have progressively incorporated internationally recommended 
stipulations and standards. In many cases they have been accompanied by an 
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institutional structure that promotes sectorial specialization, with ministries and/
or services in charge of women’s issues, and others in charge of measures related 
to indigenous peoples. However, certain ambiguities still persist with regard 
to these bodies’ scope for proposal and action, and to the budget assigned to 
combat discrimination and violence against women.

Regarding the ability of the mentioned laws and institutional structures 
to guarantee respect for indigenous women’s rights, this has been limited up to 
now	to	a	few	isolated	plans.	One	exception	is	Guatemala,	where	there	is	a	specific	
institution – the Defence system for Indigenous women (DEMI). In some cases, 
measures have been initiated that are aimed at the transversal incorporation of 
gender	and	ethnicity	approaches	to	different	areas.	However,	its	scope	remains	
limited.

It is clear that the historical exclusion to which indigenous women have 
been subjected makes it necessary to arrange ‘’special measures’’ for their 
recognition in the exercise of their rights. However, this treatment should be 
such that it does not lead to making indigenous women visible on account of their 
weaknesses. On the contrary, an approach focused on rights should enable the 
welfarist attitude to be transcended through recognition of their particularities as 
legitimate, and the opening of spaces for their development.215

215 Del Popolo et al., 2013; p. 124.
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8.
Conclusions and 

recommendations: 
progress, gaps and 

challenges

HUB A: 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN AND POVERTY

• Despite the formal advances shown by several governments in the assignment 
of lands to indigenous communities, they still experience problems with 
registering the territories, as with everything related to activities which are 
foreign to them.

• The situation of those communities that have had their communal territories 
wholly	or	partly	confiscated	is	still	a	pending	topic.

•	 Forced	 evictions	 and	 the	 confiscation	 of	 lands	 have	 had	 serious	 effects,	
especially on indigenous women; they frequently notice as a result that their 
workload increases, they have to walk long distances to alternative sources of 
water	or	firewood,	they	stop	receiving	income	from	their	productive	activities	
and they fall into a situation of economic dependence on the men.

•	 There	are	no	 specific	government	policies	on	access	 to	housing	or	 land	 for	
indigenous women, nor satisfactory alternatives in the face of loss of their 
lands	through	confiscation.	They	are	often	obliged	to	live	from	rents	and	on	
many occasions are forced to defy the law with the occupation of private land.

• The development model that has been imposed in the majority of American 
countries	 during	 the	 past	 decades	 shows	 clear	 structural	 deficiencies,	 such	



130

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US

as inequalities related to gender, ethnicity and the territory, a constant 
exploitation of the natural environment and the precarious nature of social 
benefits.

•	 While	most	American	countries	have	 ratified	 the	 ILO Convention nº 169, this 
ratification	 is	 still	a	pending	matter	 in	Panama,	El	Salvador,	Canada	and	the	
USA,	countries	in	which	different	indigenous	peoples	coexist.

Recommendations

a. Suitable mechanisms should be installed for the assignment of community 
title	deeds,	the	recuperation	of	confiscated	territories,	or	the	assignment	of	
appropriate	and	sufficient	lands	for	indigenous	peoples,	going	beyond	mere	
formal	or	legal	recognition	and	guaranteeing	their	effectiveness	in	practice.

b. Studies must be made of the impact of extractive industries on communities, 
of environmental violence, and of the sexual and reproductive health of the 
indigenous women. It should also be acknowledged that their nefarious 
consequences	include	the	risk	of	sexual	violence,	prostitution,	and	trafficking	
of indigenous women.

c.	 Specific	 government	 policies	 should	 be	 carried	 out	 regarding	 indigenous	
women and access to housing and land.

d. It is of fundamental importance to consider that, for indigenous peoples, all 
the policies carried out with the aim of complying with the beijing Platform, 
Cairo, or the Millennium Development goals should include a territorial and 
collective approach that takes into account the natural environment and 
Mother	Earth,	thus	reaffirming	the	Rio de Janeiro Declaration of 19 June 2012.

e. It is imperative to propose alternatives for economic growth which are more 
harmonious, stable and sustainable.

f. The right of indigenous peoples to free, prior and informed consultation must 
be respected, and the indigenous women must also be included.

g. Information mechanisms must be perfected with regard to the negative 
impact of the extractive industries and the use of pesticides. The development 
of disaggregated data and relevant indicators are key tools in visibilizing and 
reporting on the impact of the extractive industries on the indigenous peoples 
and women.

h. The substitution of a green economy with one which is sustainable and self-
supporting should be considered, respecting the development system of the 
communities within their territories. 

i. Contributions made from the perspectives of gender, ethnicity and natural 
environment should be incorporated in public policies.
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HUB B: 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN

• An important increase is shown in the access indices for indigenous girls, 
adolescents and youth between the ages of 6 and 22 years who attend or have 
attended	an	educational	establishment.	The	graphs,	however,	reflect	that	the	
school-attendance percentages diminish as age increases and also that the 
inequalities become more marked for both ethnicity and gender. It may be 
concluded that even acknowledging the importance of the advances, they are 
not	sufficient	to	guarantee	the	school	attendance	of	indigenous	adolescents	
and youth between the ages of 12 and 22 years.

• The statistics show that the inequalities are more pronounced with regard to 
ethnicity than with regard to gender.

•	 The	 statistics	 also	 conceal	 geographical	 inequalities	 and	 the	 differences	
between	the	different	peoples.

• The widening of school coverage is still a challenge among the indigenous 
peoples, and is hindered by the fact that most people live in impoverished 
rural areas or those of geographically complicated access.

• The Conditioned Transference Programmes (PTC) have been well evaluated in 
some contexts, yet their impact on indigenous peoples and women is scarcely 
documented.

Recommendations

a. Carry	out	studies	with	disaggregated	data	that	take	account	of	the	differences	
in	access	to	education	between	the	different	indigenous	peoples.

b. Provide special support for the indigenous peoples and women who live in 
marginal urban areas and in rural zones to achieve equality in education.

c. Guarantee a good-quality intercultural bilingual education to students 
belonging to aboriginal peoples.

d. Create appropriate incentive mechanisms and suitable study options to obtain 
an increase in school attendance and permanence in higher education.

e. Encourage radical changes in institutions and a change of attitude towards 
a truly intercultural approach among teachers, authorities and public 
functionaries on the basis of the idea that interculturality is not unidirectional.

f. Train teachers in intercultural education and incorporate suitable material for 
the	specific	needs	and	sociocultural	characteristics	of	the	indigenous	peoples.
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g. Create programmes for indigenous women and peoples living far from schools 
with the aim of guaranteeing access to schools on the same terms as those 
living within easy reach of them.

HUB C: 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN AND HEALTH

• There is a lack of cultural awareness in the supply of information on 
contraception methods and in providing contraceptives.

•	 Access	to	sanitation	services	is	still	limited	and	insufficient.	The	lack	of	culturally	
suitable	 health-care	 plans,	 the	 lack	 of	 clinics	 offering	 outreach	 services	 in	
remote areas, and the worsening of air, water and soil quality as a result of 
uncontrolled industrial activity are just some of the factors that contribute to 
this situation.

• Regarding access to health care and prenatal checks in the remote regions of 
countries, an unfair distribution will be noticed; in marginal districts, where 
significant	proportions	of	 the	populations	 comprise	 indigenous	people,	 the	
risks of maternal death are much higher than the national average levels.

• In countries with a high proportion of indigenous population, the maternal 
mortality rate is between two and three times higher in the areas occupied 
predominantly by indigenous people than in the zones mainly occupied by the 
non-indigenous population.

• The percentage of women that had no prenatal checks is higher among the 
indigenous women than the non-indigenous women in the six countries for 
which relevant data are available.

• Births in health centres are much more frequent among non-indigenous 
mothers	than	among	the	 indigenous	ones.	The	differences	might	be	due	to	
reduced institutional coverage and/or because the kind of medical attention 
is not compatible with cultural needs and is characterized by discriminatory 
attitudes.

• The percentage of indigenous women receiving postnatal attention is 
quite small. Contributing factors are the lack of access to and information 
about health services, poor attention, lack of communication and scarce 
consideration on the part of health-care personnel with regard to the relevant 
traditional cultural practices, including those of midwives, in the rural and 
indigenous communities.

• There is little information on HIV/AIDS available in suitable form to indigenous 
populations. It is seen that ethnic gaps persist with regard to access to 
strategic information.
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Recommendations
a. Preventive health programmes are required for indigenous children, 

adolescents and young people in order to combat appropriately and 
effectively	the	high	incidence	of	adolescent	pregnancy,	with	the	participation	
and consultancy of the peoples, women and the young people themselves.

b. Strengthening of information systems is required with regard to reproductive 
health and the development of investigations that explore the social and 
cultural	 factors	affecting	decision-making	on	these	topics;	 the	way	 in	which	
these programmes are evaluated by the community and the peoples should 
be considered.

c. It should be guaranteed that the right to comprehensive and universal health-
care for indigenous children, adolescents and youth includes a more spiritual 
perception of the topic, thus relating to the worldviews of the indigenous 
peoples.

d. Midwives or birth attendants from the indigenous peoples should be 
incorporated in the health-care service, either by training them or bringing 
them into the teams, as a strategy for the development of intercultural models 
of attention in the indigenous zones and the prevention of maternal mortality.

e. There should be reinforcement of interventions related to the prevention 
of sexually transmitted Infections (stI), treatment, and voluntary access to 
detection tests for indigenous women, youth and peoples; these groups have 
a high social vulnerability, showing an increase in the transmission of viruses.

f. A systematic investigation, monitoring and evaluation of the HIV/AIDS epidemic 
among indigenous peoples with the aim of better assessing its magnitude, 
and	developing	culturally	effective	 interventions	 together	with	 the	affected	
communities in order to reduce its impact.

HUB D:
VIOLENCE AGAINST INDIGENOUS WOMEN

• There is a worrying lack of information regarding the prevalence of violence 
against indigenous women, and this is one of the main challenges which must 
be tackled in the region.

•	 Armed	 conflicts	 affect	 men	 and	 women	 in	 distinct	 ways,	 since	 the	 sexual	
violence	associated	with	these	conflicts	affects	the	women,	 increasing	their	
vulnerability and perturbing their daily lives. However, this dimension of 
conflicts	is	barely	considered	or	dealt	with	as	such.

•	 There	is	a	tendency	to	invisibilize	sexual	violence	suffered	by	women	in	torture	
prosecutions	 in	 the	 context	 of	 armed	 conflicts;	 this	 kind	 of	 violence	 is	 not	
necessarily aimed at obtaining information or confessions.
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• Codes of conduct associated with gender and ethnicity do not always allow 
women who are victims of sexual violence to share their traumas with the 
community, keeping them hidden and impeding the incorporation of these 
topics in the public agenda. The stigma of being recognized as a victim of 
sexual violence is a barrier that up to now no government policy has targeted.

• Reporting violence is harder for the indigenous women who face external 
circumstances such as long distances to attention centres, the absence of 
personnel able to communicate in indigenous languages or who are able to 
address the problem in the appropriate cultural context.

•	 Colombia,	 Guatemala	 and	 Peru	 have	 ratified	 the	 principal	 international	
instruments on human rights. However, important treaties linked to 
international criminal law, such as the Rome Statute (in the case of Guatemala) 
or the Convention on the Non-Applicability of Statutory Limitations to 
War Crimes and Crimes against Humanity (in the cases of Colombia and 
Guatemala)	 have	 not	 been	 ratified.	 While	 Peru	 ratified	 the	 Convention on 
the Non-Applicability, it did so through a declaration which stipulates that 
the Convention shall be applied, without retroactivity, from the date of the 
ratification.	This	declaration	 is	contrary	 to	 the	objective	of	 the	treaty	which	
seeks to prosecute war crimes and crimes against humanity regardless of 
when they were committed.216

Recommendations

a. Generate more information on the prevalence of violence against indigenous 
women,	taking	into	account	its	different	forms	and	types	of	expression.

b. In order to tackle violence directed at indigenous women, it is of fundamental 
importance to link gender perspectives and an intercultural approach.

c. It is of utmost urgency to promote investigation related to the participation 
of	 indigenous	 women	 in	 armed	 conflicts.	 The	 aim	 is	 to	 develop	 criteria	
for the orientation of prosecutions and psychosocial support, ensuring 
comprehensive reparation processes. Equally, it is necessary to establish 
guarantees for the protection of the lives and safety of women who dare to 
report military personnel, armed terrorists, or members of terrorist groups.

d. Specialized accompaniment should be provided for women in prosecutions 
related	to	sexual	violence	perpetrated	in	the	context	of	armed	conflicts.

e. Training of judges and lawyers should be perfected with regard to the 
particular	characteristics	of	sexual	violence	in	the	context	of	armed	conflicts,	
and interdisciplinary work should be promoted among NGOs —close to the 
victims— and lawyers to take this type of problem to the tribunals. 

216 Impunidad, pongámosle fin: Violencia sexual contra las mujeres en conflicto armado y posconflicto 
en América Latina.
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f. Compliance with the principles of appropriate processing should be 
guaranteed for indigenous women who are victims of sexual violence, with the 
corresponding services of translation of indigenous languages and specialized 
defence.

g. Develop public policies to combat discrimination and the origin of sexual and 
gender violence.

h. Carry out studies within the communities and identify the victims of sexual 
violence with the aim of recovering personal histories and helping victims with 
the recuperation of mental health, dignity and self-esteem, and comprehensive 
reparation, in accordance with the international guidelines on the processes 
of truth, justice and reparation.

i. Arrange for specialized spaces to be available, with suitable training of 
professionals. It should include attention to mental health with a psychosocial 
approach, which is fundamental in enabling women to break their silence and 
begin their own recuperation.

j.	 It	is	indispensable	to	include	ethnic	self-identification	questions	in	all	sources	
of data on violence.

HUB E: 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN AND THE ECONOMY

• The most obvious disparities in the participation of women in the labour market 
are	related	to	gender.	While	ethnicity-related	differences	are	less	marked	with	
regard to access to jobs, they are notable when it comes to the likelihood of 
promotion	 in	similar	conditions.	This	 reflects	 the	 fact	 that	although	there	 is	
an increase in the economic participation of indigenous women, this does not 
necessarily	mean	any	improvement	is	offered	in	comparison	with	their	starting	
conditions.

• Indigenous women, when achieving a higher level of education, have access 
to better jobs. However, the indigenous women with good education do not 
have the same opportunities as the non-indigenous women.

• While there are statistics referring to the employment of indigenous women in 
both rural and urban areas, these do not show the characteristics of the jobs 
and the working conditions.

Recommendations

a. Put a stop to ethnicity- and gender-related discrimination regarding access, 
salary	 levels,	 career	 prospects	 and	 job	 definition	 through	 transversal	
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policies that cover aspects from legislation through to control and social 
communication.

b. Carry out time use studies with a suitable cultural orientation that takes into 
account ethnic individuality in the design of tools as well as the gathering and 
analysis of data.

c.	 It	is	necessary	to	perfect	the	statistical	records	so	that	they	reflect	the	kinds	
and conditions of work for indigenous women in rural and urban areas.

HUB F: 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN IN THE EXERCISE OF POWER 
AND DECISION–MAKING

• There are twelve countries in America with gender-quota legislation; this has 
led to an increased number of women in political posts. However, the access 
of indigenous women has been very limited.

• Some countries have quotas for the participation of indigenous peoples, but 
these are invariably taken up by men. Despite that, ethnicity quotas are special 
measures that may favour the possibilities of indigenous women, although this 
implies an arduous process of negotiation within these peoples’ organizations.

• However, indigenous women have managed to exercise important political 
influence	 through	 their	 participation	 in	 different	 organizations	 at	 local,	
national and international levels.

Recommendation

a. Accept the recommendation of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues so 
that governments adopt concrete measures to broaden the participation of 
indigenous women in government actions and decision-making at all levels; 
guarantee equality of access to government organs, political parties, the 
administration of justice, syndicates and other bodies, and to encourage the 
appropriate training processes.

HUB G: 
THE HUMAN RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN

•	 The	way	in	which	the	laws	affect	rural	and	indigenous	women	in	their	customs,	
values	 and	 mores	—considering,	 for	 example,	 the	 difficulty	 that	 might	 be	
met by indigenous women who wish to be heard by the authorities of their 
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communities	or	move	from	one	community	to	another	to	find	police	officers	
or judges— has not been examined in depth. On this subject, the referral to 
custom for solutions may imply a risk for the women given that on occasions 
by custom they have been maltreated with impunity.

• One of the main problems with some legal texts on laws against family or 
domestic violence is that they do not look in depth at the problems of the 
rural and indigenous communities or at their customs, values and mores.

Recommendations

a. Public policies should make visible the position of inequality and adversity 
in	which	 indigenous	women	 currently	 find	 themselves,	making	 an	 effort	 to	
change realities gradually but comprehensively.

b.	 Create	 specific	 bodies,	 supplying	 the	 necessary	 resources,	 to	 report	 and	
investigate violations of human rights of indigenous women within the 
framework of each country’s judicial systems for human rights.
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Marcela Huaita, Minister for Women and Vulnerable Populations, during the 
inauguration of the Preparatory Meeting.
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IMpORTANT 
EXpERIENCES
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María oberto, young wayuu, participating in the Preparatory Meeting.
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Women and poverty

INDICATORS
1.1. Proportion of the indigenous population owning 

land, by gender.

1.2. Migration levels.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic: 

RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMMES.217

• Rural Development Programme for the Northern Region – PRoDENoRtE 
(Guatemala) since 2012.

• Development Programme for the Central Corridor – PDCC (Ecuador) since 
2007.

• Programme for the Development of Agricultural, Fishery and Forestry 
Production systems in the Indigenous territories of the North Atlantic 
Autonomous Region and south Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN and RAAs 
– NICARIbE) (Nicaragua) since 2012.

Beneficiaries:

Small–scale	 subsistence	 farmers,	 fishermen,	 landless	 farmers,	 farm	
labourers, and others. Indigenous and non-indigenous men and women of the 
rural population are included.

• Guatemala: 75.000 families of Maya Achí, Q´eqchi´ and Poqomchí origin 
and rural non–indigenous population. 

• Ecuador: 36.000 rural families from Amazonia (Baños–Puyo), the Highlands 
(Pujili–Pelileo) and the Coast (Portoviejo – La Maná).

• Nicaragua: 10.580 indigenous families (Sumu–Mayangna and Miskitu) and 
people of African descent.

217 Indigenous Peoples’ Forum of the International Fund for Agricultural Development. summary 
document. good practices in projects aimed at indigenous peoples and people of African descent of 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development (FIDA) in Latin America, 2013.
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Development of the work:

The objectives of the three programmes are to extend and diversify the 
opportunities to sell their produce for families who live from rural production, 
improving their incomes and the chances of subsistence in their territories.  
Access to local and nationwide markets and the establishment of internal support 
and training networks were the main strategies used.

• Guatemala: Improving the living conditions of the impoverished rural 
populations of the northern region of the country through an increase 
in opportunities for employment and income generation for the users 
through links to production chains and greater access to markets.

• Ecuador: Increasing participation and improving the capacity for action of 
the communities; increasing social capital through training and exchange 
of experience; strengthening and extending technical aid services; 
increasing	 the	 physical	 assets	 of	 the	 beneficiaries;	 addressing	 gender	
questions by creating opportunities to carry out remunerative activities 
for heads of households who are women, and to provide support to the 
rural population with a view to diversifying their sources of income.

• Nicaragua: Improving the economic-productive development levels of 
beneficiary	 families	 through	 increasing	 their	 generation	 of	 products	
with a high market value and the sustainable exploitation of natural 
resources;	 strengthening	 the	 beneficiaries’	 local	 organizations	 and	 the	
seven territorial governments in the management of territorial economic 
development; strengthening institutional capacity in fund management 
and the administration of projects.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

•	 These	 are	 programmes	 are	 aimed	 specifically	 at	 the	 conservation	 and	
development of communities and the access to the land which, as has already 
been seen, comprise the fundamental nucleus of the exercise of rights and 
self–determination of the indigenous peoples, and is a fundamental element 
in the development of indigenous women.

• They enable the employability of family members to be combined with the 
protection of territories, and also strengthen the mutual collaboration 
networks.

• In addition to remaining in the territories, there is an element of employability 
through an improved economic exploitation of crops.

• The Forum considers that these projects have incorporated the gender 
approach through the integration of indigenous organizations of women as 
managers of sub-projects within the framework of global projects.
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INDICATORS
1.1. Proportion of the indigenous population owning 

land, by gender.

1.2. Migration levels.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

TOOLS FOR GRASSROOTS WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS REGARDING 
ACCESS TO LAND AND HOUSING.218

Responsible entity:

Investigation and Action Centre for Urban Development.

Place and date of application: 

Lima, Peru, 2010.

Beneficiaries:

Women who live in informal human settlements with more than 20 years of 
possession and without title deeds.

Development of the work:
This project seeks to contribute to building the skills of grassroots women 

from the informal settlements to advocate before institutions with the aim of 
obtaining a title deed for the land. Historically in Peru, claims for access to land and 
housing were men’s business; this is why women have been trained in the use of 
basic tools such as knowledge of the laws and basic strategies to advocate before 
the authorities. Later on, work was done on forming networks that positioned 
themselves	around	the	law	of	expropriation	that	benefits	the	private	sector.	They	
drew up anti-eviction legislation to protect the women and children. They achieved 
effective	 advocacy	 in	 the	 local	 space,	 with	 support	 from	 candidates	 for	 new	
posts, the conformation of women’s work groups in each district of Lima, and the 
assignation of posts of neighbourhood leaders to many of the women in the project.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• While	the	project	does	not	specify	that	the	beneficiaries	should	be	indigenous	
women, when the migrations to Lima are taken into consideration it may be 
assumed that a large part of the population inhabiting these settlements will 
have come from the communities.

• Although the project is centred on informal urban settlements, and not on 
ancestral territories, the strengthening of women through developing their 

218 UNDP. buenas Prácticas de transversalidad de género en América Latina y el Caribe.
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skills in obtaining title deeds for land appears to be an interesting experience 
which is replicable in the context of communal lands.

• The project, in addition to strengthening women in their ability to form groups 
and in political advocacy, also implies progress for women’s participation in 
decision–making. 

INDICATOR 2.1.	 Ratification	of	ILO Convention N° 169 in America.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

JURISPRUDENCE REGARDING THE DEMANDS OF THE INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES ON THE APPLICATION OF THE ILO CONVENTION N° 169 IN 
LAWSUITS FOR LAND.219

Responsible entity: 

Justice Tribunals, Inter-American Court for Human Rights, indigenous 
organizations.

Development of the work:

Several examples are shown of sentences given by national tribunals or 
the Inter-American Court for Human Rights in favour of indigenous peoples on 
the	basis	of	their	demands	for	land	in	lawsuits	filed	by	the	communities	under	—
among other elements of national and international legislation— the attributions 
given by the ILO Convention nº 169.

• Argentina

— Tribunal: National Supreme Court of Justice.

— Case: “Hoktek T’Oi Indigenous Community Wichi People versus Secretariat 
of the Environment and Sustainable Development, protection claim –
appeal”.

— Date: 8 September 2003.

— Key words: Lands and territory; property; environment; natural resources; 
consulting and participation.

219 There are several sources of jurisprudence regarding the use of the ILO Convention nº 169, 
and among them is: The Centre for Public Policies. http://www.politicaspublicas.net/panel/
estandares/cidh.html or COURTIS, Cristian (2009) Notes on the Application of the ILo Convention 
nº 169 on Indigenous Peoples for the Tribunals of Latin America.
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— Summary of the facts: The members of the Hoktek T’Oi Indigenous 
Community contested, through a protective action, two decrees of the 
Executive Power of Salta Province that authorized deforestation in the 
ancestral lands of the community. After a prolonged judicial process, which 
included a prior decision from the Supreme Court of Justice, the Court of 
Justice of Salta Province used a protective action and annulled the decrees 
contested by the community. The provincial government appealed this 
decision of the provincial court with the National Supreme Court of justice.  
The	Supreme	Court	 confirmed	 the	 sentence	of	 the	provincial	 court	 and	
rejected the appeal of the provincial government.

• Belize220

— Tribunal: Supreme Court of Justice.

— Case: “Aurelio Cal in his own right and in the name of the Santa Cruz Maya 
Community and others versus the Attorney General of Belize and others”.

— Date: 18 October 2007.

— Key words: Lands and territory; property; means of subsistence; culture; 
social, religious and spiritual values; traditional occupations; discrimination; 
collective rights; legal principles and international law.

— Summary of the facts: These are two actions initiated by Maya communities 
of southern Belize, aimed at the recognition of their right to property of 
their lands based on occupation and traditional use of the land by the 
Maya peoples. The claimants base their demand on dispositions in the 
constitution of Belize, Maya common law, international human rights 
legislation (among them the ILo Convention nº 169) and common law.  
The demand requests the court to declare the right of property (in the 
constitutional sense of the term) of the indigenous communities to the 
lands they have occupied in accordance with Maya common law that 
declares the existence of a collective title of the communities to the land, 
and to order the government to demarcate and assign title deeds to the 
property in accordance with Maya customs and practices; also to order 
the government to abstain from acts on its own behalf, or tolerating third 
parties	to	carry	out	such	acts,	which	might	affect	this	property.	Violations	
of the ILo Convention nº 169 and other regulations are alleged as proof of 
the international character of the matter, given that Belize is not part of 
the instrument. Even though in the end the parties come to a satisfactory 
agreement for the indigenous communities, the court examines the 
arguments of the communities, the response of the government, and the 
proof produced, substantially accepting the arguments and request of 
the claimants. Among other legal instruments, the ILo Convention nº 169 is 
cited for this purpose.

220 It should be pointed out that although Belize has not signed the ILo Convention nº 169, the 
indigenous peoples living in this territory made use of it.
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• Costa Rica

— Tribunal: Supreme Court of Justice.

— Date: Sentence 8 September 2000.

— Key words: Consulting and participation; lands and territory; natural 
resources; underground resources; Status of the Convention on 
international law.

— Summary of the facts: This is a protective action initiated by development 
associations of indigenous communities and other litigants against the 
adjudication by the Executive Power and the Ministry of Energy and 
the Environment of a concession for the exploration and exploitation 
of hydrocarbons by a private company. The dispute is based on the 
non-compliance with procedural requirements and requests for prior 
participation; among these is the lack of consulting with the indigenous 
communities	 whose	 territories	 are	 affected	 by	 the	 concession.	 Norms	
violated by the Ministry of the Environment and the Sociedad Occidental 
de Colombia Inc. include the ILo Convention nº 169, as it is considered that 
the defendants violated the rights of the community because the process 
of prior consulting established for the exploration for hydrocarbons within 
its territory was not carried out completely and conscientiously.

• Ecuador

— Tribunal: Constitutional Tribunal of Ecuador.

— Date: 16 March 2000.

— Case: No. 994-99-RA, Independent Federation of the shuar People of 
Ecuador versus the Compañía ARCo oriente Inc.

— Key words: lands and territories; political organization; institutions; natural 
resources; underground resources; culture; social, religious and spiritual 
values; consulting and participation; development process; collective 
rights.

— Summary of the facts: This is a protection demand led by the legal 
organization representing the indigenous community of the Shuar People 
against a private oil company. The government of Ecuador had signed 
a contract with the company for the exploitation of hydrocarbons in an 
area of which 70% is located within territory of the indigenous community, 
without giving the community any participation.

• Paraguay

— Tribunal: Inter-American Court for Human Rights.

— Date: 24 August 2010.
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— Case: Demand of the Inter-American Court for human Rights against the 
government of Paraguay in the Xákmok Kásek Indigenous Community 
versus Paraguay.

— Summary of the facts: The demand is related to the alleged international 
responsibility of the government for the supposed lack of guarantee of the 
ancestral property rights of the Xákmok Kásek Indigenous Community and 
its members. Since 1999 it has been processing the request for territorial 
claims of the Community yet “up to the present time, nothing has been 
satisfactorily resolved”. According to the Commission:

“...the foregoing has shown not only the impossibility of the Community 
to accede to the property and possession of its territory but that 
also, on account of its own characteristics, this has meant keeping 
the community in  a state of vulnerability regarding food, health and 
sanitation, continually threatening the survival of the Community 
members and its integrity”.

	 The	final	sentence	of	the	tribunal	obliges	the	government	of	Paraguay	to	
give back to the community the 1070o hectares claimed, remove formal 
obstacles to occupation, publicly recognize the sentence, guarantee a 
medical	 outpost	 and	 communications	 system,	 and	 to	 adopt	 an	 efficient	
system regarding claims of ancestral territories. The court appeals to the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the 
ILO Convention nº 169.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• These are just some of the elements of jurisprudence that enable the use of the 
ILO Convention nº 169	and	other	international	treaties	to	be	tested	as	effective	
instruments to put into practice demands regarding territory, decision-making 
and self–determination on the part of the indigenous peoples which, as has 
already	been	pointed	out,	also	directly	affect	indigenous	women.

• The exercise of rights through international legislation and treaties has been 
historically a defence mechanism that indigenous peoples have tried to put 
into practice and that today forms part of the strategies promoted by women’s 
organizations.
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Education and 
training of women

INDICATORS

1.1. Rate of completion of education by gender, 
ethnicity and zone of residence.

1.2. Percentage of indigenous girls and youths that 
attend some kind of education establishment.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

THE USE OF ICT IN EDUCATION. DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES.221

Responsible entity:

•	 Bolivia: Ngo Support for the Indigenous Peasant in the bolivian orient 
(APCob).

•	 Chile: Intercultural bilingual Education Programme / MINEDuC.

•	 Colombia: COLNODO / Ministry of Information and Communications 
technology.

•	 Ecuador: National board of Intercultural bilingual Education (DINEIb) of the 
Ministry of Education of Ecuador.

•	 Guatemala: Academy of Maya Languages of guatemala / Rigoberta Menchú 
tum Foundation / Civil Association for technological Development ARgos.

•	 Mexico: general Coordination of Intercultural bilingual Education of the 
Public Education secretariat / hidalgo state Centre for Indigenous Languages 
and Cultures (CELCI).

•	 Peru: Peruvian Work-Training Forum (FoPECAL).

221 Claro, Magdalena. El Papel de las tecnologías de la Información y las Comunicaciones en la Educación 
Inclusiva. Documento de proyecto. CEPAL, 2011.; p. 31.
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•	 Venezuela: wayúu tayá Foundation. 

Place and date of application: 

Valid in 2011.

Beneficiaries: 

Indigenous communities of the countries mentioned.

Development of the work:
The objective of all the projects is to increase the use of ICT with the 

aim of supporting intercultural education, either formal (as implemented in 
the corresponding schools) or not formal, for persons of all ages. Some of 
these projects emphasize language, some work with cultural elements, and 
others recover the communities’ own histories. The target public of some is the 
indigenous population, while others aim at the national population as a form of 
integration.

•	 Bolivia: Production of interactive CDs	on	the	history	and	culture	of	different	
indigenous peoples of the Bolivian Orient, fomenting positive intercultural 
relations between the national society and the country’s indigenous 
population.

•	 Chile: Software provided by the ministry in the context of the intercultural 
bilingual education programme whose purpose is to provide indigenous girls 
and boys with tools for their development in the two systems that form parts 
of their lives: the indigenous world and the non-indigenous world; and to 
improve their learning through the pedagogic use of new technology.

•	 Colombia: Indigenous communities produce their own lessons in their own 
language and these are shared through the use of a virtual platform. Using this 
means, it is sought to widen the participation of the indigenous communities 
in the society of knowledge and, based on the use of ICT, to broaden the 
learning of their own tongue to avoid its extinction.

•	 Ecuador: Dissemination of Mushuk Muyu educational software for learning 
the	indigenous	Kichwa	language	for	the	first	four	years	at	school.	

•	 Guatemala: Project for the application of Maya languages at all levels by means 
of information-technology tools. It is sought to reduce the gap that currently 
exists between the indigenous peoples and the half-caste population with 
regard to digital technology in such a way that culturally relevant ICT may be 
used	for	the	benefit	of	the	indigenous	peoples.

•	 Mexico: A multimedia programme called Uantakua in which indigenous 
teachers and students are able to read and write in their mother tongues and 
acquire knowledge and appreciation of both their own and other aboriginal 
cultures.

•	 Peru:	Online	platform	offering	a	series	of	training	courses	for	the	Ashaninka	
population, with a particular focus on topics of language and communication.
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•	 Venezuela: Project that seeks to support the training of Wayúu children in their 
own language through the use of technology. The objective is for individuals 
to be bilingual, to strengthen their identity and sense of belonging to their 
ethnic group, and to encourage leadership for the development of their 
communities.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• As previously noted, one of the impediments to indigenous peoples’ access 
to education and health-care, for example, is the minimal cultural relevance of 
the	government	services	in	these	fields.	In	this	context,	intercultural	education	
becomes especially important, and demonstrates particular relevance to the 
education of indigenous girls and women. These initiatives enable it to be 
broadened and complemented beyond the level of the state programmes 
through	the	use	of	the	new	technology	and	can	be	applied	to	different	age	
groups.

• ICTs already comprise an educational tool which can be of much use in 
strengthening the capacities of indigenous peoples to deal with the societies 
of their respective countries and to become a part of global culture without 
losing their own identity. In particular, it is a tool that can be useful for women 
to	overcome	the	isolation	in	which	they	often	find	themselves	with	regard	to	
education.

INDICATORS

1.1. Rate of completion of education by gender, 
ethnicity and zone of residence.

1.2. Percentage of indigenous girls and youths that 
attend some kind of education establishment.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:
PARADIGM PRACTICES OF INDIGENOUS EDUCATION IN MEXICO.222

A paradigm practice, as opposed to a good practice, is the result of 
structural changes driven by a given public policy. This case deals with experiences 
in	 different	 states	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 four	 programmes	 of	multicultural	
education proposed by the Directorate general of Indigenous Education of Mexico: 

222 UNDP, Secretaría de Educación Pública. sistematización de Prácticas Paradigmáticas de la  
Educación Indígena en México, 2013.
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the seed of words; curriculum parameters; professionalization of teachers; 
academic colleges and curriculum frameworks.

Responsible entity: 

Directorate general of Indigenous Education of Mexico.

Date and place of application:

Choguita Community, Chihuahua state, 2013.

Development of the work:

Implementation of intercultural education practices starting with 
teaching in indigenous languages, cultural relevance of the subject matter and 
integration of the school in the community as a whole. One of these practices, 
applied in the Choguita Community in the state of Chihuahua, shows continually 
increasing use of the programmes by the community. The teachers speak all the 
indigenous languages, the classrooms are comfortable and they meet the needs 
of learning. The families, especially the mothers, participate in the process, and 
the school shares spaces with the community, such as the nursery. There is also 
coordination with other communities by means of a technical Round table with a 
representative of each ethnic group from the state of Chihuahua in charge of the 
creation of materials in the aboriginal languages. There is a notable increase in the 
attendance of girls at the school, which is interpreted as an achievement for the 
community. As a part of the importance assigned by the community to this fact, 
it is demanded that the establishments include 50% girls.223 The schools organize 
themselves around the recovery of traditional knowledge: cooking, dancing, 
and traditional healthcare practices. The result is a strengthened community –
including the indigenous girls and women.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• This work, as with others gathered under the systematization carried out by 
the UNDP and SEP,	reflects	the	importance	of	an	inclusive	education	built	on	
the realities of each people. The positive results regarding integration of the 
community, including girls and women, represent a learning process and an 
incentive to encourage comprehensive practices. 

• Furthermore, the obligatory nature of including 50% girls in the establishment 
appears to be a special measure that, in combination with work and integration 
of the community, might produce very good results.

223 In communities like Choguita, the Rules of Operation for shelters stipulate that if these shelters 
are to cater for a school, there must be a minimum of 50% girls attending that school; this helps 
the	integration	of	girls	from	the	different	communities	in	the	schools	that	receive	that	support	
(ibid. p.110).
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Women and health

INDICATORS

1.1. Use of contraceptives according to ethnicity.

2.1. Percentage maternity according to age, ethnicity, 
zone of residence, and years of schooling.

2.2. Health and maternal mortality.

3.1. HIV / AIDS among indigenous peoples and indigenous 
women.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

NGÖBE MIDWIVES, THE PREFERRED ONES FOR MOTHER–INFANT 
HEALTH-CARE.224

Responsible entity:

Coto Brus Health Area, together with international bodies and social 
organizations.

Place and date of application:

Costa Rica, valid in 2012.

Development of the work:

In	 a	 context	 of	 different	 practices	 applied	 in	 the	 region	 for	 health-care	
improvement, especially with regard to the indigenous population, the traditional 
interventions of midwives were carried out when dealing with mother-infant 
health. Positive results were shown in the attendance of the women at the hospital 
and a reduction in the infant mortality rate between 2001 and 2007.  Beyond 
their roles as midwives, indigenous women with this function have provided an 
example	of	leadership,	acting	as	cultural	consultants	in	different	areas	when	their	
advice is required.

224 UNICEF, AECID. sistematización de buenas Prácticas Desarrolladas para la Promoción de Estilos de 
Vida Saludables y la Atención de la Salud Materno-Infantil en la Población Indígena Ngöbe. Área de 
salud de Coto brus. Costa Rica, 2012.
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Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• As in the area of education, the incorporation of traditional practices in health-
care, combined with a suitable and equalitarian accessibility to the services, 
show relevant results, achieving improvements in the attitudes of women 
with regard to prevention and attention to mother-infant health.

• As with other practices built on cultural relevance, this generates other 
secondary	effects	related	to	the	empowerment	of	indigenous	women	and	the	
strengthening of the community networks.

• In the health-care practices of the Coto Brus region, the government, 
international organizations and civil society collaborated, and this is also a very 
important element for achieving comprehensiveness in attention.

INDICATORS
2.1. Percentage of maternity according to age, ethnicity, 

zone of residence, and level of schooling.

2.2. Health and maternal mortality.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic

NATIONAL PROGRAMME OF DIRECT SUPPORT FOR THOSE SUFFERING 
EXTREME POVERTY. CONDITIONED MONETARY TRANSFERENCE 
PROGRAMME “JUNTOS” (ALL TOGETHER).225

Responsible entity: 

Peruvian government.

Date and place of application: 

Different	 districts	 of	 Peru,	 focused	on	 homes	 suffering	 the	most	 severe	
poverty.

Development of the work:

The JUNTOS programme aims to contribute to the reduction of poverty, 
to eliminate its transgenerational nature, and to promote the creation of human 
capital in homes in a situation of extreme poverty. It seeks to encourage the link 
between families and the government through the provision of incentives for 

225 Ministerio de Desarrollo e Inclusión Social. Pueblos indígenas. Pueblos indígenas. Programas 
de Transferencias Condicionadas, Estudio Etnográfico sobre la Implementación y los Efectos 
socioculturales del Programa Juntos en seis Comunidades Andinas y Amazónicas del Perú.
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access to and use of health-care and nutrition services, and education – which 
are	conditioned	 to	 fulfilling	commitments.	The	programme	has	been	positively	
evaluated by the communities, who consider that it gives them greater visibility 
to	the	government,	as	well	as	more	confidence	in	it.	They	also	believe	it	promotes	
positive changes in education, health and nutrition that favour not only the homes 
of the users but also the community.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

•	 Considering	 the	 historical	 domination	 and	 abuse	 suffered,	 distrust	 of	 the	
government	is	effectively	an	element	that	opposes	the	use	of	services	on	the	
part of the indigenous population. In this sense, the work with conditioned 
transferences	favours	the	fulfilment	of	commitments.

• It is important to reinforce these programmes with others aimed at encouraging 
cultural development and the capacity for proposal and self–determination of 
the communities.

INDICATOR 2.2. Health and maternal mortality.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

PREVENTION OF MATERNAL MORTALITY.226

Responsible entity: 

Indigenous women’s Coordinator of guerrero.

Place and date of application: 

State of Guerrero, Mexico. Started in 2004 and still current in 2009.

Development of the work:

Promoting prevention, attention and accompaniment for high–risk 
pregnancies in the indigenous communities and to keep the Manos unidas house 
open, where indigenous women who need it are sheltered. The women are 
also accompanied and translators are provided to work with the physicians and 
healthcare personnel in the hospital; the right to timely, professional attention 

226 International Forum of Indigenous Women. Conceptual documents. Extending the Analysis of 
the Application of the Beijing +15 Declaration and Action Platform in 2009 and The Impact of the 
Economic Crisis in the Lives of Indigenous women, 2009.
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which is respectful of their culture is also requested. The Manos unidas house was 
established with support from the government through the Commission for the 
Development of the Indigenous Peoples and the health secretariat together with 
the government of the state of Guerrero.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

•	 The	function	of	mediating	figures	appears	in	different	programmes	and	turns	
out to be very useful as a way of combining the use of services and cultural 
relevance.

• Attention to women’s reproductive health by other women has been shown 
to	be	efficient	in	several	instances.

• In this type of work, the indigenous organizations not only introduce the 
mediating	figure	for	the	relation	between	the	health-care	personnel	and	the	
indigenous women, but also encourage public policies promoting intersectoral 
work between the institutional structure related to the indigenous peoples, 
the local government, and civil society.
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Violence 
against women

INDICATOR
1.1. Percentage of women between the ages of 15 and 49 

years victims of physical or sexual violence from their 
partners at some time during the previous 12 months.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

LOCAL STRATEGIES FOR THE PREVENTION OF AND ATTENTION TO 
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE – BOLIVIA.

Bank of Good Practices in Crime Prevention in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.227

Responsible entity: 

Fundación Construir.

Place and date of application: 

Carried out between 2010 and 2011 in communities in Pucarani, La Paz 
Department; communities in Punata, Cochabamba Department; communities in 
Uriondo, Tarija Departament; and communities in Challapata, Oruro Department.

Development of the work:

Promotes, through the empowerment of female leaders and the 
participation of networks of civil–society organizations, a programme of 
comprehensive attention to, prevention, punishment and progressive eradication 
of gender-based violence in rural townships in Bolivia. Progress was achieved 
in three areas: community education for prevention and early detection; 

227 Banco de Buenas Prácticas en Prevención del Delito. Estrategias Locales de Prevención y Atención 
de la Violencia Basada en Género – Bolivia. . 
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strengthening of institutional capacity for attention to victims, including 
coordination with those who provide services to improve attention and training 
programmes for those who provide healthcare services, legal services, protection 
of children and adolescents, police, and NGOs; empowering of women in the 
defence of their right to non-violence through the advocacy of governments, the 
promotion of improvement in services, and the generation of education spaces 
for other women.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• Enables gender-based violence to be addressed comprehensively, considering 
both prevention and attention to victims;

• Works with the services and capacities already existing, perfecting attention 
which	considers	the	relevance	of	the	specific	context	of	women;	

• Bases some of its strategy on the empowerment of the women themselves, 
thus also indirectly strengthening the role of women in the community. 

INDICATOR
1.1. Percentage of women between the ages of 15 and 49 

years victims of physical or sexual violence from their 
partners at some time during the previous 12 months.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/Topic:

DOCUMENT CONCEPTUALIZING THE PERCEPTION OF INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS OF DIFFERENT KINDS OF VIOLENCE 
AGAINST WOMEN.228

Responsible entities:

Continental Network of Indigenous Women of the Americas – ECMIA.

ChIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous Cultures of Peru.

Development of the work:

Seeks to transmit the perception of indigenous women’s organizations of 
violence against women, understanding the term violence in its widest sense and 
including three types of violence: from the government; from the community; 
and	 specific	 violence	 against	 women	 and	 girls.	 The	 area	 of	 violence	 from	 the	
government	includes	armed	conflicts,	migrations	and	displacements,	the	violence	

228 ECMIA, CHIRAPAQ. Violence and Indigenous Women. Document prepared for the CSW57, 2013.
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committed by extractive industries with the damage they cause to the natural 
environment,	 and	 the	 associated	 confiscation	 of	 territories.	 The	 objective	 of	
systematizing and transmitting this perception is as follows:

“...advocacy	 in	different	 spaces	 for	discussion,	analysis	and	definition	
of policies, which enables an understanding between governments and 
indigenous organizations to lead to the joint and viable construction 
of development, respecting the dignity and lives of the indigenous 
peoples, thus overcoming the enormous social division that has 
characterized the workings of our governments and the increase of 
violence, both of which impede the strengthening of democracy and 
the sovereignty of life”.229

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

•	 Considering	 that	 many	 of	 the	 problems	 affecting	 indigenous	 women	 have	
been made invisible, the conceptualization of violence through an analysis 
made by the representative organizations themselves constitutes a substantial 
contribution	and	a	way	of	increasing	the	effectiveness	of	their	advocacy.

•	 The	 definition	 of	 the	 different	 spheres	 of	 violence	 with	 government	
responsibility is a basic contribution to the discussion.

• Referring to kinds of violence rather than simply violence	 helps	 define	 and	
deepen the understanding of the situation of indigenous women.

229 CHIRAPAQ. Violence and Indigenous Women. 14 January, 2014.
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Women and the economy

INDICATOR
1.1. Rates of economic participation for women aged 15 

years or more, according to ethnicity, gender and zone 
of residence.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

SOMOTILLO WOMEN’S COOPERATIVE (COOPEMUS).230

Responsible entity:

Centre for Research, Promotion and Rural and social Development, known 
as Cipres.

Place and date of application:

Somotillo, Nicaragua. Current in 2013.

Development of the work:

A cooperative of women from rural and urban backgrounds was set up for 
the production of cashews, from growing the seeds up to processing, packaging 
and sale. Additionally, ground available around the premises of the processing 
plant is used to grow basic crops for local consumption (beans, maize, cucumbers 
and some others). These products are distributed free of charge among the 
cooperative’s members, thus guaranteeing food security for the families of these 
women. In addition to providing technical training related to work, and having 
detected gender inequalities that restricted the optimum performance of many of 
the women, the cooperative also imparts instruction on topics of equality, equity 
and gender. This is not restricted to the members; it is also given to their husbands, 
fomenting mutual respect within the family and contributing to the battle against 
traditional attitudes of male domination. Many of the participating women have 
gone into political work through parties or Citizens’ Power Committees.

230 Puntos de Encuentro. organizadas para salir Adelante, s/f.
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Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• The initiatives to boost capacity of indigenous women for insertion in the jobs 
markets, especially for decent jobs, without the precariousness and indignities 
to which they are subjected in other jobs, are particularly relevant.

• Furthermore, the self-management initiatives that come from the women 
themselves enable particular needs and cultural relevance to be considered in 
their	interventions,	in	coherence	with	the	specific	context	of	the	community	
in which they are located, and proposing interventions based on a particular 
diagnosis.

• The relation that the project establishes between development at work, 
empowerment of rights and the political participation of women is especially 
interesting, and shows how comprehensive the processes are in practice.

INDICATOR
1.1. Rates of economic participation for women aged 15 

years or more, according to ethnicity, gender and zone 
of residence.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

ECOTOURISM PROJECT.231

Responsible entity:

The community organization ADEtEs, comprising 12 men and 12 women 
who work in the tourism sector, with support from PRODEVER.

Place and date of application:

Saquijá Community of Alta Verapaz, Guatemala.

Development of the work:

ADEtEs	 offers	 ecotourism	 services,	 particularly	 rafting,	 which	 involves	
descending mountain rivers in pneumatic rafts. The community has been 
diversifying	services	around	this	concept,	offering	lodging	and	restaurant	services	
where traditional indigenous food is served. The women have specialized in this 
work.	 In	 this	 way,	 they	 address	 the	 problem	 of	 employability	 suffered	 by	 the	
community, from which a large part of the population has had to emigrate owing 

231 International Forum of Indigenous Women. Conceptual documents. Extending the Analysis of 
the Application of the Beijing +15 Declaration and Action Platform in 2009 and The Impact of the 
Economic Crisis in the Lives of Indigenous women, 2009.
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to a lack of economic resources. Furthermore, they work with a natural resource 
—the river— which is extremely important to the community and respected by it.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

•	 This	 work	 enables	 the	 extension	 and	 diversification	 of	 the	 approach	 to	
generating employment in the communities themselves, as this is one way of 
addressing the indigenous population’s precarious insertion in the local labour 
market, particularly of the women.

• This is an interesting example of comprehensiveness, considering that the 
project	was	initially	centred	on	the	specific	activity	of	rafting	and	then	stimulated	
other areas such as lodgings and restaurants, of which the women have taken 
charge; this division of work is the community’s own decision. Additionally, 
through this strategy of comprehensiveness, their own traditional knowledge 
is highlighted as are the customs —such as the cuisine— of the community.
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Women in the exercise 
of power and decision-

making

INDICATOR 1.1. Law of feminine quotas.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

PERMANENT WORKSHOP OF ANDEAN AND AMAZONIAN INDIGENOUS 
ORGANIZATIONS OF PERU (TPMIAAP).232

Responsible entity:

ChIRAPAQ Centre for Indigenous Cultures of Peru.

Place and date of application:

Peru, current en 2009.233

Development of the work:

On the basis of the experience obtained at Beijing and the world March of 
women, among other international landmarks events, CHIRAPAQ has motivated 
different	meetings	and	workshops	with	female	leaders	of	several	Peruvian	peoples	
and cultures. The relevance of these meetings has become stronger with the 
creation of permanent spaces for articulation. Thus it was that in 1995 the Permanent 
Workshop of Andean and Amazonian Indigenous Organizations of Peru – tPMIAAP was 
born; it has developed and today is a national organization of indigenous women.

232 CHIRAPAQ. Permanent Workshop of Indigenous Women, 2001. National Organization of Indigenous 
women, 2009.

233 The workshop later became the National organization of Andean and Amazonian women of Peru 
– oNAMIAP.
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Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• Encouraging the leadership of indigenous women is extremely important 
owing to their scarce participation in areas of power. Initiatives such as this 
that strengthen the indigenous women’s movement are very relevant.

• Fostering meetings and the interchange of experiences is an exercise that has 
shown very good results in expressing the demands of indigenous women 
with one voice.

INDICATOR 1.1. Law of feminine quotas.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

INDIGENOUS WOMEN IN INFLUENTIAL INTERNATIONAL POSTS.234

Development of the work:
There are classic experiences of indigenous women who have led the way 

in reaching posts of leadership at national and international levels. They have 
acted on behalf of the defence of human rights, especially those of indigenous 
women. The presence of these women has been key to opening a space for the 
demands of the indigenous peoples and women.

— Rigoberta Menchú, Maya–Quiché woman who —together with many 
other Maya leaders from the organizations in the Guatemala People’s 
Movement— played a fundamental role in visibilizing and tackling 
the	violations	of	human	 rights	 suffered	by	 the	civil	 population	and,	 in	 a	
particularly cruel way, the Maya population. Her career led her to be 
acknowledged as the UNESCO ambassador of goodwill, winner of the 
Nobel Peace Prize (1992) and the Prince of Asturias Award for International 
Cooperation (1998). She was candidate for the indigenous party WINAQ in 
the 2007 and 2011 presidential elections.

— Nina Pakari, from Cotacachi, Ecuador graduated in political sciences and 
as a lawyer with a doctorate in jurisprudence specialized in human rights 
and the rights of indigenous peoples. She has occupied several posts 
within the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CoNAIE), 
she founded the Pachakutik Plurinational Unity Movement and is president 
of	the	first	commission	of	the	National Constituent Assembly “on Constant 
Fundamental Principles” (1997-1998). She was a member of parliament for 
two periods and held the post of vice-president of the national Congress.  

234 Indigenous World. Indigenous women. Supplement of the MILENIO newspaper and SEPRADI, 20 
March, 2009, N°5. 
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In	2003	she	was	her	country’s	Minister	of	Foreign	Affairs	and	is	currently	a	
magistrate of the Constitutional Tribunal of Ecuador. She is also a member 
of the united Nations Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peoples.

— Otilia Lux, of Santa Cruz de Quiché, Guatemala, holds a degree in education.  
With a long record of work for the defence of the rights of indigenous 
women, she was one of the three members of the Commission for the 
Elucidation of history in Guatemala, a body created within the framework 
of the peace agreements between the government of Guatemala and the 
National Revolutionary unit of guatemala. From 2000 to 2004 she held 
the post of Minister of Culture and Sport in her country. She represented 
Guatemala at the uNEsCo Executive Council and was member and vice–
president of the united Nations Permanent Forum for Indigenous Peoples.  
She is currently a member of the national parliament and encourages legal 
initiatives; among these, one against discrimination and racism, another 
on the conservation and recovery of sacred places, and a further one 
proposing bilingual education are particularly noteworthy.

— Tarcila Rivera Zea, is a Quechua journalist from Peru who for more than 
25	years	has	devoted	efforts	 to	 the	defence	of	 the	 rights	of	 indigenous	
peoples, particularly of the women. The posts she has held include those 
of Director of ChIRAPAQ, Centre for Indigenous Cultures of Peru, President 
of the Permanent Workshop of Indigenous Andean and Amazonian Women, 
Coordinator of the Continental Network of Indigenous Women of the South 
American Region, and member of the board of directors of the united 
Nations Voluntary Fund for Indigenous Peoples.

— Aída Quilqué, a woman of the Nasa people, Colombia, is currently Senior 
Advisor of the Regional Indigenous Council of Cauca (CRIC). Last year she 
led the national movement known as the Minga, which started in her own 
region. She lives in a war zone, also known for experiencing continual 
natural disasters owing to its proximity to the Huila volcano.  She has been 
a permanent victim of persecution and displacement owing to natural 
disasters or political problems for defending the rights of the communities.  
Her husband was murdered by the Colombian Army in an attack which 
many believe was directed at her.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:
• Making visible the achievements of some of the many female indigenous 

leaders and their substantial contributions to the demands of the indigenous 
peoples and women is basic since social prejudices regarding ethnicity 
and gender tend to conceal the fundamental role they play in building 
contemporary American societies.

• It is clear that indigenous women’s organizations and international bodies 
constitute a space in which indigenous women can make use of their leadership 
skills;	it	is	relevant	to	encourage	fluid	communication	between	this	and	other	
areas where politics are exercised.



165

Beijing+20 and the Indigenous Women of the Americas: Progress, Gaps and Challenges  

The human rights of 
women

INDICATORS
1.1.	 Ratification	CEDAW.

2.1. Laws and plans against racism and discrimination.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic: 

DEFENCE SYSTEM FOR INDIGENOUS WOMEN (DEMI).235

Place and date of application: 

Guatemala. Current.

Responsible entity: 

Government of Guatemala. 

Development of the work:

The Defence system for Indigenous women (DEMI) is a government institution 
in which indigenous women participate.  It deals with the particular situations 
of vulnerability, defencelessness and discrimination of indigenous women to 
promote respect for and compliance with their rights. It was created through 
the	Government	Agreement	 nº	 525–99	 in	 fulfilment	of	 the	Peace	Agreements,	
specifically	 the	Agreement on the Identity and Rights of the Indigenous Peoples. 
Its main aim is to encourage actions for the promotion, defence and full exercise 
of the rights of the indigenous women. It promotes intersectorality with other 
indigenous organizations, and receives and channels complaints from indigenous 
women whose rights have been violated. It provides legal advice services to 
indigenous women who are victims of violence, maltreatment, discrimination, 

235 International Forum of Indigenous Women. Conceptual documents. Extending the Analysis of 
the Application of the Beijing +15 Declaration and Action Platform in 2009 and The Impact of the 
Economic Crisis in the Lives of Indigenous women, 2009.
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sexual harassment or other violations of their rights, and also provides 
psychological support. It designs, coordinates and carries out educational 
programmes of training in and dissemination of Indigenous Women’s Rights.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• Taking into account the scarce institutional structure specialized in topics 
specifically	 associated	 with	 indigenous	 women,	 the	 DEMI is an interesting 
experience. It enables focalized programmes to be carried out and to visibilize 
the	 existence	 of	 this	 group	 as	 one	 which	 has	 its	 own	 specific	 needs	 and	
demands.

• The fact that the institution is run by an indigenous woman is also an example 
of the application of special measures to favour greater participation of 
indigenous women in important government posts.

INDICATORS
1.1.	 Ratification	CEDAW.

2.1. Laws and plans against racism and discrimination.

PRACTICAL DETAILS:

Name/topic:

“THE BOARDING HEALING SCHOOL PROJECT” (BHSP). PROJECT FOR 
REPAIRING THE DAMAGE CAUSED TO INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN THE USA 
BY THE INTERNMENT SYSTEM.236

Responsible entity:

Non-government coalition BHSP,	 made	 up	 of	 different	 indigenous	
organizations and allies.

Place and date of application: 

USA, 2006–2010.

Development of the work:

The aim of the BHSP is to encourage a process of healing and reconciliation 
in the indigenous communities of the USA with regard to a practice from the 
recent past whereby indigenous girls and boys were taken away from their 
communities to live as interns, the basic aims being of assimilationist nature.  In 

236 NWAC. Culturally Relevant gender based Models of Reconciliation. 2010.
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addition to the uprooting caused by the experience, at the boarding schools there 
were all kinds of abuse which are remembered as traumas. The project aims to 
enable the indigenous communities in the USA to heal the wound from the past 
through conciliatory practices with a gender focus, and to demand justice for the 
responsibility of the government and the churches for the possible abuses. This 
work	serves	not	only	to	find	and	clarify	the	truth	and	to	contribute	to	the	delivery	
of justice, it also constitutes a contact and reinforcement network for the victims.

Contribution to the needs and requests of indigenous women:

• Actions of reparation to the peoples who have historically experienced 
situations of exploitation and submission are scarce but very relevant. The 
resentment accumulated during several generations where there have been 
abusive relations established by various non–indigenous agents of the society 
can distinctly colour the attitudes of the indigenous peoples towards the 
government. The wounds are not always easy to identify given that they have 
become naturalized in relationships and social rhetoric; however, they give 
rise	 to	distrust	 and	prejudices	 that	 affect	other	 areas	 and	 the	 relation	with	
institutions. Where there are violations of human rights, actions of reparation 
are necessary.
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Sealing alliances and celebrating the work done at the Preparatory Meeting.
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 http://www.who.int/maternal_child_adolescent/topics/maternal/maternal_

perinatal/es/

Páginas Web:

CENTRO DE POLíTICAS PúBLICAS
 http://www.politicaspublicas.net/panel/estandares/cidh.html

CHIRAPAQ CENTRO DE CULTURAS INDíGENAS DEL PERú
 http://www.chirapaq.org.pe

DEFENSORIA DE LA MUJER INDíGENA DE GUATEMALA
 http://demi.gob.gt/paginas.asp?clc=249&id=1299#.VH2wxjGUfjk

FORO PERMANENTE PARA LAS CUESTIONES INDíGENAS
 http://undesadspd.org/Default.aspx?alias=undesadspd.org/

indigenouses

HEALTH CANADA 
 http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/index-eng.php

NATIONAL INDIGENOUS WOMEN´S RESOURCE CENTER
 http://www.niwrc.org/resources/online-library

TERRITORIO INDíGENA Y GOBERNANZA
 http://www.territorioindigenaygobernanza.com/pan_04.html
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AppENDICES
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Female leaders from the continent joined the campaign against racism on Peruvian 
television expressed by the comedy programme ‘’La Paisana Jacinta’’.
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Resolution 49/7

Indigenous women beyond the ten-year 
assessment of the Beijing Declaration 
and Action Platform
March 2005

The Commission on the status of women referring to the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and its optional 
protocol,	 reaffirming	 the	Beijing	Declaration	 and	Action	 Platform	 and	 the	 final	
document of the twenty-third extraordinary period of sessions of the General 
Assembly entitled ‘’Women in the year 2000: gender equality, development and 
peace in the 21st century,” the Declaration and Programme of the International 
Conference on Population and Development, the internationally agreed aims 
of development, including those contained in the Millennium Declaration, 
Resolution 59/174 of the General Assembly of 20 December 2004 relating to 
the Second International Decade of Indigenous Populations of the World, the 
provisions relevant to the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action adopted 
at the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related	Types	of	Intolerance	,	and	reaffirming	the	obligation	of	governments	to	
promote and protect the full enjoyment of human rights by women,

 Acknowledging that indigenous women form part of the diversity of the 
world’s	women	and	represent	a	wide	variety	of	cultures	with	different	needs	and	
concerns,

welcoming the fact that the topic of the third period of sessions of the 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues focuses on indigenous women, and taking 
into account the recommendations underlining equality, non-discrimination, the 
diversity of cultural identities and the social organization of indigenous women 
and girls,
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Recognizing that there exist profound inequalities between indigenous 
women and other groups, and that it is essential to tackle them through the full 
application	of	the	Beijing	Action	Platform	and	the	final	document	of	the	twenty-
third extraordinary period of sessions of the General Assembly to achieve the 
internationally agreed development goals, including those contained in the 
Millennium Declaration,

1. Requests governments to consider the concerns of indigenous women 
through the application, the monitoring and the supervision of the Beijing 
Action Platform and the internationally agreed development goals, including 
those contained in the Millennium Declaration;

2. Asks governments, intergovernmental organizations, the private sector and 
civil	society	to	adopt	measures	to	guarantee	the	full	and	effective	participation	
of indigenous women in all aspects of society;

3.	 Asks	 for	 effective	 international	 cooperation	 to	 improve	 the	 situation	 of	
indigenous women and girls;

4. Emphasizes the importance of consulting and cooperation between 
governments and indigenous women in planning and with regard to the 
targets and activities of the Second International Decade of the World’s 
Indigenous Populations.
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CSW 57th session

Positioning of indigenous women on the 
topic of violence.
04 to 15 March 2013, New York

Political positioning:

Indigenous women and girls united for a decent life free of violence

Reaffirming the Beijing Declaration and Action Platform, the Indigenous 
Women’s Beijing Declaration, the results of the twent–third extraordinary 
period of sessions of the General Assembly, and the declarations approved by 
the	Commission	on	the	occasions	of	the	tenth	and	fifteenth	anniversaries	of	the	
Fourth World Conference on Women, 

Reaffirming additionally the international commitments in the sphere of 
social development in favour of gender equality and the progress of women 
undertaken at the World Conference of Human Rights, the International 
Conference on Population and Development, the World Summit Meeting on Social 
Development and the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia and Related Forms of Intolerance, as well as those undertaken in 
the Millennium Declaration and the 2005 World Summit, and noting the attention 
given to the elimination of all forms of violence against indigenous women in the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples approved by the 
General Assembly in its Resolution 61/295 of 13 September 2007,

Reaffirming the obligation of all governments to promote and protect all 
human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms,	and	also	reaffirming	that	discrimination	
on account of gender contravenes the United Nations Charter, the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and other 
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international instruments of human rights, and that their elimination is an integral 
part	of	the	efforts	directed	at	eliminating	all	forms	of	violence	against	women,

Recalling the Declaration of the United Nations on the rights of indigenous 
peoples, Article 22, Section 2 which determines that governments shall adopt 
measures, together with the indigenous peoples, to ensure that indigenous 
women and children enjoy full protection and guarantees against all forms of 
violence and discrimination,

Considering resolution 49/7 of the Commission on the Status of Women 
contained in the report of the 49th period of sessions entitled ‘’Indigenous 
women: after ten years of reviewing the Beijing Declaration and Action Plan’’ 
which appeals to governments, intergovernmental agencies, the private sector, 
and	civil	society	to	take	the	measures	that	guarantee	full	and	effective	participation	
of indigenous women in all aspects of society,

Recognizing resolution 56/4 of the Commission on the Status of Women 
included in the report of the 56th period entitled “Indigenous women: key 
agents in the eradication of poverty and hunger’’ in which it is acknowledged 
that poverty, discrimination and illiteracy propitiate the conditions that generate 
violence against women, and where it is suggested that measures be adopted 
at nationwide, local and community levels to prevent and eliminate all forms of 
violence against indigenous women,

Considering the recommendations gathered in the report of the meeting 
of the international expert committee: to combat violence against indigenous 
women and children: Article 22 of the Declaration of the United Nations on the 
rights of the indigenous peoples, which emphasizes the scarcity of statistical data 
on the extent of violence against indigenous women and girls, so important for 
the development and execution of policies based on evidence, legislative reform 
and legal training,

Considering that the indigenous women have been and are particularly 
affected	by	violence,	including	armed	conflicts,	militarization	of	their	territories,	
sexual violence, deterritorialization, uprooting, forced migration, obligatory 
political displacement, institutional violence, criminalization, racism and 
discrimination	in	the	social	services,	femicide,	trafficking	and	sexual	exploitation	
of children and adolescents, economic exploitation, statistical invisibility, the 
destruction and degradation of Mother Earth, territory and natural resources, 
the scarce possibilities of necessary spiritual healing, impunity, destruction of 
networks, and the loss of social and cultural links.  Indigenous women within 
their	ancestral	territories	also	face	specific	threats	as	a	result	of	the	aggression	
of development. Nowadays, in the name of ‘development’ multinational 
corporations threaten the economic survival of the indigenous communities, the 
ecological health of their territories and indigenous identities.  Each one of these 
effects	 implies	 forms	of	 violence	 against	 indigenous	women.	Many	 indigenous	
women are vulnerable to violence since they are not acknowledged by their own 
governments as citizens,
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highlighting the need for an intercultural perspective and a situational 
analysis to address violence against indigenous women, considering studies on 
several aspects of identity and the systems of patriarchal and colonial domination 
that have interacted.

FIMI therefore urges governments to:

1. Institutionalize the gathering of disaggregated statistics in the national 
censuses and in other data gathering processes, at least those relating 
to	 self–identification	 by	 ethnic	 origin	 and	 mother	 tongue,	 for	 an	 effective	
implementation and monitoring of policies and programmes aimed at 
eliminating discrimination and violence against indigenous women and girls.

2. Encourage public policies and assign suitable budgets to promote respect for 
the human rights of indigenous women, eradicating and preventing violence. 

3. Include an intercultural and intergenerational approach in all actions taken for 
preventing, eliminating and tackling violence against indigenous women and girls.

4. Implement public procedures involving training, empowerment, legal advice, 
psychological	 and	 financial	 support,	 while	 encouraging	 the	 involvement	 in	
enterprising activities, such as a mechanism for self–support, of indigenous 
women	and	girls	in	risk	situations	owing	to	natural	disasters,	armed	conflicts	
or cases of militarization.

5. Stop the militarization of indigenous territories as indicated in Article 30 of the 
United Nations declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples. Militarization 
significantly	 increases	 violence	 and	 abuse,	 especially	 against	 women	 and	
children, such as forced migration, sexual violence, impunity and the lack of 
access to justice.

6. The reports presented by the bodies created by virtue of United Nations 
treaties should include information about the situation of violence against 
indigenous women and girls.

7. Encourage campaigns to raise public awareness of the situation of indigenous 
women at nationwide and local levels to promote the culture of respect for 
diversity	and	differences	within	the	framework	of	recognition	of	the	collective	
and human rights of the indigenous peoples.

8. Take urgent measures to stop and remedy extraction, pollution and destruction 
of Mother Earth, including indigenous lands and territories, considering 
negative impacts on the lives of indigenous women, especially with regard to 
their health, food sovereignty, culture, economy and community roles.

9.	 Take	urgent	measures	to	eliminate	the	racism	and	discrimination	suffered	by	
indigenous women in the basic social services related to general health-care, 
sexual and reproductive health, education, and justice; maternal mortality for 
avoidable causes is a serious threat that indigenous women must face.



188

NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US

10.  Eliminate violence of political nature and take measures to guarantee the 
participation of indigenous women in decision–making spaces at international 
and national levels and in legal spaces within governments, local governments, 
political parties, indigenous organizational structures and others.

11.	 Eliminate	the	economic	violence	in	different	areas	including	lack	of	title	deeds	
and access to land and the agricultural economy; and in the inequalities of 
wages paid to indigenous women in rural areas.

12.	Demonstrate	 and	 eliminate	 the	 impact	 of	 drug-trafficking	 networks,	 arms	
trafficking,	 and	 organized	 crime	 in	 the	 indigenous	 communities	 as	 these	
seriously	affect	the	lives	of	indigenous	girls	and	women	with	regard	to	their	
physical integrity and development and to the propagation of HIV/AIDS.

13.	Support	 the	 efforts	 of	 indigenous	 women’s	 organizations	 to	 monitor	 and	
make visible the situation of violence against indigenous women and girls.

14. Support the existing initiatives at community level to prevent and eliminate 
violence against indigenous women, including the community practices of 
spiritual	healing	related	to	the	women	affected	by	violence.
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