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fundación mujeres en igualdad

 “Defeat the corruption that strikes at women’s rights”
The III Women Forum against Corruption concluded a month ago in Argentina, in the context of the project “Organizing Women against Corruption”, funded by UNDEF and implemented with UNIFEM, United Nations and organized by Fundacion Mujeres en Igualdad. We had the support of two women Ministers: the Health and the Defense Ministers, both of them engaged in a brave fight against corruption in their own areas. Furthermore, Carmen Argibay, Minister of the Supreme Court of Justice, an icon of integrity, opened the Forum.  Moreover, the Forum was declared of interest by the Supreme Court of Justice, both National Congress Chambers, the lower Chamber and the Senate, and by several ministries. The Forum presented 23 panels, which included 100 presentations by experts of the Americas, Africa, Asia and Europe. These facts are crucial because they allowed us to create awareness on “gendered corruption”.

Literature on this issue is scarce and recent. This is why we consider it a challenge to be among the forerunners, the pioneers.

In Argentina, as in most other countries, corruption is endemic, and permeates our history. Carlos Nino, a respected constitutionalist historian, in his book “A country beyond the margins of the law” says: Anomie and illegality, the non-observance of the juridical, moral and social norms, represent a recurring trend, specially in power representatives –including consecutive governments. 

On the other hand, Ernesto Aldo Isuani in “Social Anomie and State Anemia” reminds us of the weakness of the National State in controlling and penalizing the transgression of legal rules, the transgressive behaviour of the elites, which generate the illegitimacy of law and the extreme individualism. To him, these factors explain the persistence of corruption. 

To complete this background, we should add that patriarchal and machista socio-cultural patterns ignore the rights, needs and interests of more than half of the population: the women, as well as the children and elderly in their care. Thus many corruption cases are intimately related to gender discrimination.

Here are some examples:

A gynecologist declares himself a conscientious objector on Tuesdays and Thursdays while working at the public hospital; on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, however, in his private practice, he prescribes all kinds of contraceptives, including the morning-after pill. 

A judge delivers the local police a search warrant for a “whiskería”
: neighbours reported it is a brothel where eleven and twelve year old girls are sexual slaves. When they get to the place, the girls are not found because the Chief of Police had made a quick warning call. Once again, a public officer has covered up human trafficking. 

A newspaper headline announces: “Young mother murdered by former partner”. The woman had resorted to the courts requesting protection because of repeated threats. The last call on her cellphone said: “You will be mine or nobody´s”. The judge´s excuse: “We lack resources”. 

A town council assigns a major chunk of its annual budget to build a home for battered women. One year later, the mayor, is questioned by the council people, and acknowledges he allocated the funds to another program. 

A ten year old girl is pregnant. She was raped by her stepfather. Her mother places a complaint at the police station and requests an abortion for her little daughter. The obstetricians ask the judge to authorize them, the judge summons the Committee of Bioethics. The Committee goes dumb. The life and the mental health of the girl are at risk. If she dies, she will barely modify the statistics of the growing maternal death.

Even though abortion is illegal in Argentina, this is one of the legal abortion cases according to the Penal Code. 

Clandestine abortions are the main cause of maternal death. We estimate 500.000 clandestine abortions per year; 27,4 % of the maternal mortality is attributed to unsafe abortions, performed in septic conditions. Women who end up in a public hospital with an incomplete abortion are usually mistreated, harassed and sometimes denounced to the police, or in court. Victims traditionally are resourceless women, while high and upper-middle class citizens get safe abortions in expensive private clinics. In spite of the National Program of Reproductive Health, maternal and child deaths keep increasing, due to failures in execution, insufficient delivery of contraceptives and lack of sexual education. Corruption is also a determining factor: contraceptives that should be distributed free of charge are abandoned by “pro-life” government officials in sheds until they become obsolete or, even worse, are privately sold in doctors’ offices. 

What is the connection between all the afore-mentioned cases? 

They are acts included in the OAS Inter-American Convention against Corruption: public acts or omissions performed by government officials or persons who perform public functions, and who obtained a benefit, such as a gift, favor, promise or advantage for himself/herself or for another person or entity, in exchange for any act or omission in the performance of his/her public functions such as bribes, increase of political power.

Let us also recall that the UN Convention against Corruption recommends “Codes of conduct for public officials” by which each State Part shall promote integrity, honesty and responsibility among its public officials. In most of the above-mentioned cases, failures were evident in the integrity and responsibility of a public official.

Both Conventions, as well as all Human Rights Conventions are included in the Argentine Constitution, as of the 1994 amendment and have a higher status than our laws.

They are all gendered violence cases, cases that violate sexual and reproductive rights and harm women and girls. Cases by which public servants failed to observe -through commission or omission- the CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women) or Belem do Pará (Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Erradication of Violence against Women)

These cases are based on the feminization of poverty and further reinforce it. They allow us to state that corruption affects women and men in different ways. If poverty is to be seen as a denial of human rights, it should be recognized that, among the poor, women suffer doubly from the denial of their human rights –first on account of gender inequality, second on account of poverty.

PROPOSED STRATEGIES 

Gender violence, discrimination and corruption are systematically linked. To counteract this trilogy, we have resorted to a diversity of strategies, approaches and resources. Specific strategies dealing with access to information, advocacy and accountability campaigns have produced concrete evidences of greater community awareness.

1. Access to information has a direct bearing on every mechanism of participation. This is why we consider it a necessary condition for the exercise of a participative democracy. Access to information is a right in itself, but is also a resource to practice other rights, such as the right of women not to suffer gender violence (human trafficking, domestic violence, sexual abuse, mobbing), the right to health and, most particularly, reproductive rights. It is a powerful tool to control government performance, budget management and program implementation, at the national, provincial and municipal levels.

For this purpose, Fundación Mujeres en Igualdad created the network “Women on the Edge of Information” in 2007. Women’s organizations in eight provinces regularly request information from government offices on key areas related to women’s rights. Most frequent questions asked dealt with: 

a. All forms of gender violence, especially domestic and international trafficking in women and girls, one of the most evil aspects of organized crime. In our continent, Argentina is perhaps the country with the highest growth in domestic trafficking in the last five years, partly due to our State’s failure to comply with policies of prevention, assistance and penalization of this and other forms of gender violence, such as family violence, sexual abuse and rape, harassment at work, as proved in the meeting of the OAS Commission of Violence Experts to monitor State compliance with the Belèm do Pará Convention
. Compliance with laws and programs on domestic violence is low. 

A survey conducted in the city of Buenos Aires and its outskirts by Graciela Römer y Asociados for Fundación Mujeres en Igualdad
 states that the existence of brothels is seen as an evidence of corruption: government representatives and the police are held responsible for the operation of brothels, and perceived as directly related to trafficking in women.

b. On reproductive rights: mainly on the irregular assignment and distribution of contraceptives.

c. On the lack of human safety due to urban failures of control (insecure cities due to poor, or no lighting, city buses modifying their routes to avoid economically deprived neighborhoods, police harassment). 

Women are highly concerned about all these problems because they affect their everyday life in all provinces and socio-economic sectors.

2. Advocacy campaigns are most effective to request new legislation on women´s rights, to monitor the observance of the laws, programs and budget by public servants with direct responsibility, to complain against unfair trials or decisions of the Judiciary, to claim access to the courts (to insure access and administration of justice).

Campaigns have developed to collect thousands of signatures during meetings and demonstrations, or through the Internet to appeal to the President, to the authorities, or to appeal a sentence. Other practices include amicus curiae, and litigation in the name of groups of public interest.

These campaigns have also been strengthened through training programs for political and civil society women on “empowerment and leadership”, on “conflict resolution and negotiation” or though capacity building programs to fight trafficking in women and girls.

3. Accountability efforts rarely acknowledge that there are gender-specific aspects of corruption, requiring gender-sensitive responses. Bribe-taking sometimes takes the form of sexual extortion, and accountability systems fail to notice gender-specific forms of bias, and performance failures by officials. Finally, women often do not engage in anti-corruption efforts out of fear and intimidation. Consequently, women do not assert their entitlement to accountable governance. However, the Graciela Römer y Asociados survey concludes that women, in their links with the State bureaucracy show a behaviour different from that of men: they denounce more, but are less listened to. This perception is shared by both sexes. Also, it is agreed that they are paid less attention in public offices because of entrenched attitudes on the traditional masculine and feminine roles. In the words of those interviewed, it results from a “machista country”. 48% of the total population consider that women denounce crimes as men do, and a 42% believe that they channel more denunciations. Women perceive themselves as more prone to place complaints (46%) than men (37%). Furthermore, 50% assert that women denounce acts of corruption as much as men, while 41% say they do it more frequently than men. Once again, women perceive themselves as more active in this aspect (45%), than men do about them (36%). The ratio of people who perceive a greater trend in women to denounce both corruption and crime or offenses, increases as their age increases. As for the fact that public officials or police do not listen as much to women, 34% believe they are less taken into account than men. Figures increase if they denounce in a police station: in such a case 44% perceive that women are less considered, against 39% who think there are treated fairly.
 

Fundación Mujeres en Igualdad was included in the Progress of the World’s Women 2008/2009 report -Who Answers to Women– Gender & Accountability. During the report launch,
 Anne Marie Goetz said: “Describing the treatment of violence against women in a manner that respected their rights and resulted in redress and prosecution as a “litmus test” of accountability, laws on women’s rights and crimes against women remained woefully underdeveloped in many parts of the world.  In fact, one study in the report showed that in no country did more than 30 per cent of women victims of violence report the crime to police.  Despite those obstacles, however, women around the world were creating innovative solutions to the accountability crisis.  Drawing from them, the report outlined clear policy guidelines to move from commitments on gender equality to results.”

The report also deals on the subject of gender differences in perceptions of corruption. The report concludes that “women around the world perceive higher levels of corruption than men do.”     “These differences are statistically significant and consistent across most regions. The percentage of women perceiving higher levels of corruption than men is greater for Developed Regions, Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) & the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), Latin America & Caribbean, and East Asia & Pacific. In sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, the results are more mixed. In some cases in these regions, men perceived higher levels of corruption than did women. (……) Gendered perception differences are most significant in the area of service provision –notably for education, medical services, and utilities. Indeed, one of the more striking results is the ratio of women to men (1.3 to 1) in developed countries that perceive high levels of corruption in education.”

Our own survey, carried out by Graciela Römer, concludes: “Women are generically perceived as somewhat less corrupt than men in their public service and at the same time relatively more harmed by corruption.”


The report also acknowledges: “Improving accountability to women begins with increasing the number of women in decision-making, but it cannot stop there. It requires strong mandates, clearer performance indicators, better incentives and sustained advocacy efforts – in short , good governance. Good governance needs women and women need good governance if commitments to gender equality are to be met nationally and globally.”

 

� Slummy bar in empoverished areas or truck routes that serves as brothel


� Article 3, 86, clause 2 of the Penal Code states: “If the pregnancy is the result of a rape, the physician must ask for the informed consent of the woman (to perform the abortion) and an affidavit of the victim swearing she was raped”. Article 4º: “Medical practices included in this law should guarantee that the woman is not discriminated and that she receives a humanized, fast and effective medical attention, with advice and supply of contraceptives”.
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