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DEMOCRACY, SECURITY AND VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN: 

Relation of the democratic quality and the rule of law with refuges, shelters, safe 

houses and care centers for protecting women’s life and safety and access to their 

full rights.   

 

Margarita Guillé Tamayo  

 

Cruel, discriminatory and degrading acts against women date back to immemorial times, when 

the lack of critical distinctions did not enable an awareness of the violation of women’s rights. 

Human rights are a result of the 20th century; thus, women have created solidarity networks 

for protecting each other through thousands of years. Literature provides abundant examples 

of the historical violence against women. 

The occurrence of violent acts against women has been so overwhelming that its repetition 

has contributed to “naturalizing” not only violence against women, but also their image as 

victims or objects. Being repeatedly shown as people who do not feel or suffer violent acts, but 

rather as if enduring and suffering were part of their “condition.” In Guatemala, 67% of the 

population states that men are violent by nature. We must recall that in Western culture is 

rooted in, among others, the flow of a patriarchal view of the world, where men hold power 

and are entitled to its abuse, “if they are truly powerful”. In other words, abuse proves to be a 

demonstration of power in the eyes of the abuser and those around him, including the victim. 

This view has structurally developed throughout the world in such a way that women, in many 

parts of the world, are considered to be more an object than a subject, an object for pleasure, 

to be used on demonstrations of power, taken as war loot, negotiated and exploited. Subject 

to obedience, silence, chastity and condemn, while their bodies are seen as the carriers of evil, 

sin, weakness, impurity, imperfection and temptation in the eyes of believers and as an icon of 

the secondary and unimportant. Incidentally, not only Western culture holds this view, the 

subordination of women to men in the public and private sectors is currently manifested in all 

cultures and nations, entrenched in the structure of personal and collective identities, with 

certain attenuating or aggravating hues. 

It is worth mentioning that upon these circumstances, women have developed multiple 

strategies for their assistance and survival. There have always been women who support one 

another, who protected, hid, assisted and cured those who had been beaten, raped, locked, 

trafficked and exploited. And there have always been women who, maybe without their 

intention and by simply following in the steps of the “should be”, turn into the guardians of the 

social structures that uphold the patriarchal tradition and are in charge of watching over the 

permanence of the status quo, even reporting those who do not fulfill the role society expects 

from them. This is how they learned what should be and lack the tools they need to distance 

themselves from this mandate, as Simone de Beauvoir once said “you are not born a 

woman…you get to become one”. The emphasis of this essay is on the others, the generations 
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of women who have reflected on their role in society and work to change the imbalance of 

power so deeply rooted in our culture, their decades of struggle that have resulted in the 

country of rights we now have. Thus, after a series of alliances and the goals of the women’s 

movement, we have reached the moment where we have mechanisms, laws, public policies, 

budgets and indicators for referring to the progress achieved in eliminating, sanctioning, 

preventing and attending to violence against women. The advance in each of the continent’s 

countries is mostly due to the international conferences that summon the governments of the 

United Nations member states to reflect and debate on this serious problem and embark on 

the actions agreed. In this sense, Mexico was the venue of the First World Conference on 

Women in 1975. Four years later, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women was adopted; however, almost two decades were needed to 

find specific international instruments on the topic of violence that could have a high relevance 

and impact on the American continent.      

The Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and Eradication of Violence 

Against Women, also known as Convention of Belém do Para, entered into force in 1994. It has 

materialized many of women’s intentions to eradicate gender-based violence and its progress 

in fulfilling the convention is also due to the fact that it has a Monitoring Mechanism. This 

mechanism is basically constituted by two bodies; one is the Inter-American Commission of 

Women (CIM), grouping the representatives of the countries that adopt the convention, and 

the committee of independent experts known by its acronym, CEVI.  Although women and 

many men have contributed to this moment, it’s also true that great social and cultural 

changes take time. Within this context, among the main topics regarding violence against 

women, is a clear recognition of the impact and degree of the issue within the countries to 

later evaluate its progress through the indicators encompassed into four main topics: 1) 

legislation, regulations currently in effect and national plans; 2) access to justice; 3) national 

budgets and 4) information and statistics. The 34 member states of OAS have undergone 

tremendous efforts in compliance with these four areas; however, the immature democracy of 

most Latin-American countries poses a crucial challenge for implementing the convention and, 

even further so, granting access to a life free of violence within the context of an absent rule of 

law and grave institutional weaknesses. 

 

LANDSCAPE OF VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA. 

In Latin America things have gotten better, even though there is still plenty to be done, the 

recognition of gender violence as a public interest problem is far too recent. I will quote some 

examples for 2003, when the First National Survey on the Dynamics of Domestic Relations in 

Mexico was conducted, revealing alarming data. For example, of women living with their 

partners in the same home, 47% reported an incident of emotional, physical, financial or 

sexual violence during the 12 months prior to the survey. In 2006, that same survey showed 

the percentage of women who have suffered an act of violence in any of its forms (related to 

their community, family, patrimony, school, work or partner) was 67%. This survey also 

revealed that the violation of women’s rights occurs in all areas and life stages. On the other 
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hand, it confirmed that most of the violence exerted against women systematically occurs in 

private area with full impunity, where more than 40 percent of women stated having suffered 

some type of violence from their partners during their former or current relationship. In 

Ecuador, the National Plan for the Eradication of Violence reports that more than 40% of 

women suffer family violence.
 1

 

In another context, by the way, I would like to comment that in the United States, 64 thousand 

women were treated as a result of gender violence in one day, when more than 23 thousand 

calls were made requesting help. That country has 4,000 shelters, while Canada has 569. This 

helps put into perspective the problem’s magnitude and the need to imagine other ways to 

eradicate violence while building the infrastructure required for addressing the problem we 

now face. 

As we know, violence against women is also circumscribed to the reduction of freedom, the 

lack of access to full citizenship rights and the absence of autonomy, in such a way that 

absence is also associated with the control of women’s time and ability to move. Data from the 

mentioned survey shows that almost 50% of Mexican women are entirely devoted to the 

home (do not study or work), that 30% of women ask for their partner’s permission to go 

shopping, 40% ask for their partner’s permission to go to the doctor, visit their families and use 

birth control. 

A section of this phenomenon’s incidence is highly hazardous, known as extreme violence, 

placing the women’s life or physical and mental integrity at risk. In 2003, the National Survey 

on Violence in Mexico, ENVIM, showed 20% of women victims of violence who received care at 

health centers in Mexico reported signs of extreme violence, which OAS compares to torture 

due to the severity of its disorders and the unpredictability of its consequences on the 

individuals’ future and development.     

The seriousness of the problem can’t truly be perceived before data analysis, no matter its 

scarcity or lack of comparability methods. Nonetheless, I continue with the estimates provided 

by multiple research that enables us to know that violence against women in Mexico results in 

20 deaths per day: four women and girls are murdered every day by gender-based violence 

and 16 more die from the health consequences that result from violence. Other estimates 

show that the victims’ partners or former partners commit 50% of the malicious murders of 

women. Although 60% of these are committed in public and 40% in private. In Chile, 7 of the 

62 feminicides reported in 2009 were committed by the victim’s boyfriend, a relationship not 

contemplated by the Violence Against Women Law modified in 2005.2 

Although the violation of the human rights of women and girls is unacceptable in the content, 

even more regrettable is the fact that despite the effort of public institutions and civil 

organizations, countries with high social violence are undergoing a normalization 

phenomenon, where gender violence is becoming more acute while simultaneously losing its 

                                                           
1
 Marion Burguer, Red de Casas de Acogida del Ecuador, en  Memorias de la reunión del Grupo de 

Trabajo de la RIRE en Guatemala, 2010. 
2
 Ibid. 
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relevance to the violence of organized crime, drug dealing and guerillas. In El Salvador, from 

2008 to 2009, 3,790 men were murdered, meaning 16%. If this number is read without a 

gender perspective, some would say, it’s not too serious; however, we know that contrary to 

the murder of men, women are murdered for being women. Women generally do not carry 

guns. 

 

DEMOCRACY, RULE OF LAW AND WOMEN’S SAFETY 

In Latin America, the consolidation of democracy faces multiple challenges. It has been a 
decade since parties alternated in the government, highly relevant democratic events that 
should make us ask ourselves, how have Latin American democracies worked out for women? 
One would ask, how is the State related to the violence women still endure? Although the 
nation state stemmed from the search for safety and freedom of those who live within a same 
territory – this being the reason why citizens grant institutions the power to legitimately apply 
force with the purpose of preserving social peace and rights – the State also exerts the 
sanctions and punishments of citizens who violate the rules and laws that have been 
established for a peaceful and orderly coexistence. 

Therefore, theoretically, the State has a monopoly on violence and its citizens’ disputes must 
be settled through the institutions, forbidding them from taking justice into their own hands. 
However, the states face great challenges for guaranteeing the universal rights of its citizens in 
universal territories. In addition, a state of emergency prevails in many of the continent’s 
territories, even at sites designed to provide safety and protection. For example, seven out of 
ten homes suffer violence in Mexico. The rule of law is precisely where citizen’s rights are 
guaranteed, where lawfulness and sanctions prevail over those who break the law.3  The level 
of rule of law, meaning in compliance with the law, the respect for the law, is closely linked to 
each country’s democratic quality. 

I would like to mention that according to the Latin American Democracy Development Index, 
the socioeconomic impact of the world crisis has affected the democratic development of the 
region that experiences a 5.7% drop in the regional average. Chile, Uruguay and Costa Rica 
stand out from the rest of the countries for their high democratic development with values of 
10.000; 9.732 and 9.252, respectively; while Panama, Peru, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil and 
Colombia belong to the block to an “average development”. The remaining countries present a 
low democratic development.4 
2010 highlighted the drop of Honduras as a result of the severe institutional crisis it 
experienced in 2009. 

                                                           
3
 Rule of law is a concept that links the use of public force to the law, the legal and regulations 

framework. It is conceived as being linked to the regulations, the division of the State’s power and 

especially to the people’s fundamental rights. The acts of those who work at the various institutions 

represented in the powers into which the State divides, being executive, legislative and judicial, must 

promote, procure and safeguard the fundamental rights of the people and, therefore, of women. The 

division of power is a fundamental mechanism for protecting the individual freedoms that characterize the 

constitutional State. Miguel Carbonell and Pedro Salazar División de poderes y régimen presidencial en 

México, UNAM 2006, page 3 
4
 http://www.idd-lat.org/informes/81/resultados-del-desarrollo-democratico-regional.html 
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The citizens’ democracy, respectful of their rights and freedoms and 
with the conditions necessary is found, in most countries, at a 
postponed level. The same condition applies for the institution’s 
democracy that determines the countries’ institutional and political 
quality.5 

 

If the State was created with the purpose of guaranteeing the freedom, rights and safety of its 
citizens, the continent faces great challenges. There are hundreds of thousands of women who 
live without freedom in their own home, in the state of a recurring violation of their 
fundamental rights and, in consequence, in a state of emergency. They are women who are 
imprisoned in small spaces, deprived of the freedom to decide over the basic aspects of their 
lives, temporarily deprived of freedom, without a previous trial, I would even ask, accused of 
what? They live imprisoned in the home’s private space far from the State’s reach. Women 
detained without having committed any crime, at least not apparently, and without a trial. In 
any case, their crime is “having failed” their “traditional gender role”, according to the criteria 
of the man who appoints himself the “authority” capable of “sanctioning” those “failures”, a 
judge with a hegemonic power of authority in an unequal patriarchal system. Thousands of 
women face a real state of emergency of their rights in their daily circles of action and most of 
the time lack the ideological and financial means that would allow them to definitely leave this 
state of reclusion, dependency and abuse. Even when they can demand their rights, they do 
not know them and are incapable of living on their own, which prevents them from achieving 
their freedom and a life without violence.  

 

                                                           
5
 idem 
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The institutions’ weaknesses within current democracies stop them from efficiently 
performing and limit the application of justice and safety for the victims. Furthermore, 
reminiscent of the past semi-authoritarian state, this has been dismissed from the private area 
because its past interventions have been through abuse, blunder and error. This is why 
building a democracy involved limiting the State’s actions from the citizens’ private lives; so, 
how can abusers be stopped in private spaces? How can women’s safety and freedom be 
guaranteed within their homes? How can we speak of equality when men occupy more than 
80% of the mid and high-level posts, when men are making all the public decisions? 

According to the Framework Agreement for Democratic Security, security is the ‘fundamental 
right of people to live without fear regarding their personal integrity and that of their goods’ 
and their full exercise necessarily goes through the decided participation of the various powers 
of the nation and its institutions.6 Therefore, the State is obligated to guarantee the safety of 
women within a democracy. Requiring the strengthening of democratic institutions and the 
generation of a new social pact of no-aggression and no-exclusion of rights in private areas. 
This is the great challenge for the consolidation of our democracies, for the values in which it 
supports its rights, obligations and freedoms are to be asserted in public, including political 
and economic issues; and in private, the families. 

It is necessary to advance Latin American democracies and conquer the guarantee people’s 
universal and inalienable rights in universal spaces, instead of tolerating homes constituted 
into territories of exception of rights or regions where customs and traditions are instrumented 
to perpetuate violence and exclusion against women. In this regard, in the indigenous 
communities we must distinguish the traditional practices that should be modified for reason 
of violations of universal rights and to not shield a discriminative patriarchal culture behind a 
“respect for traditional practices” in all original cultures. 

The possibility of persecuting and condemning the crimes of violence and abuse in the private, 
public, work and community sectors are fairly recent for the continent. Even though there is 
now is a legal way to sanction these crimes, cases become diluted through the bureaucracy, 
corruption and inefficiency of the various justice systems. In Nicaragua, out of a total of 30,000 
reports from women, only 30% went through legal proceedings accompanied by care centers 
and only 4% of these were resolved.7 It is known that these crimes are widely under-registered 
because they are never reported. In the United States, it is estimated that only one out of 
every one hundred women who suffer physical violence ever places a judicial report of abuse.8 
It is thus understood that there is an under-registration of violent crimes. In Mexico, taking 
into account that only 22% of the population trusts the institutions in charge of justice,9 only 
25% of crimes in general are reported10 and only 4 of every one hundred suspects are 
presented before the judicial authorities.11  

Thus, the current state of Latin America poses a challenge to the viability of a quality 
democracy. Legality and impartiality are the basic traits needed for a State to be called 
Constitutional; however, the violation of rights and the amount of women who live in a state 
of exception test the State’s nature and profoundly question the principle of impartiality                          

                                                           
6
 Género y Seguridad Ciudadana, Nicaragua, 2004, p 68. 

7
 Nicaragua. Albergue para mujeres en situación de violencia intrafamiliar y sexual. Martha Murguía. In 

Guillé Tamayo, Margarita. (2010). Memoria de la Reunión del Grupo de Trabajo de la Red 

Interamericana de Refugios, casas de Acogida y Albergues. México: Ed. Red Nacional de Refugios. 
8
 Modelos de Sesiones de Capacitación sobre Violencia de Género. Minnesota: Universidad. 

9
 Secretaría de Gobernación. (2003). Encuesta Nacional sobre Valores Democráticos,  

10
, ICESI. (2001). Encuesta sobre Victimización 

11
 Cuadernos de Estadísticas Judiciales, quoted in a research report on rule of law created by CIDAC in 

2002. 
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because even though the amount of cases of abuse is scandalous, many of them consigned in 
the legislation; the nations’ powers have failed to put into effect the efficient mechanisms of a 
rule of law in all territories, public and private, where women citizens perform daily.  

For many, the goal of rule of law is guaranteeing basic freedom before public powers. Others 
contemplate the relations between individuals as indicators of the rule of law, often 
circumscribed to society’s economic sphere, leaving aside the relations among genders and the 
dynamics within institutions as wide-ranging as the family. In this respect and while facing the 
democracy we desire, reconsidering the indicators of rule of law becomes necessary, or better 
yet, indispensable in order to make progress in the culture of legality, going even further into 
depth on the strategies needed to create a sense of rule of law among the population that 
repeatedly experiences the violation of its constitutional guarantees. 

Among the reasons why most of the population still faces the prevailing general abuse and risk 
factors is the presence of “other powers” different from the institutionally established – 
executive, legislative and judicial – coexisting in a correlation of strength. Women experience 
the materialization of the so-called de facto powers in their daily lives, being ideological, 
economical and cultural or perpetrated by criminal groups that systematically attack their 
rights or obstacle their guarantees. It’s has always been known that political power coexists 
with the different kinds of powers, structures and forces intertwining the specific support of a 
certain social order in which women are highly vulnerable. 

 

The impact of politics and drug wars on women’s risks. 

A state deficient in equality and rule of law is the only way to explain a tradition that threatens 
the nature itself of a democratic State. This toxic tradition proper of a male condition with 
privileges beyond the law has resulted in a Latin America with women and their children, 
displaced from their homes, communities and countries due to the rates of abuse and risks 
they face, turning into an actual territory of exception of rights. Thousands of women, their 
daughters and sons, are safeguarded each year in confidential and secret shelters for 
protection, most managed by civil society. 

The political conditions, election campaigns and changes in government also affect women’s 
private life by interrupting assertive public policies and creating unstable and ungovernable 
countries. Thus, the risks they face due to factors such as worse social violence, battles against 
organized crime, drug dealing and the indiscriminate and illegal flow of firearms and human 
trafficking through the borders has increased over the last years. 

As a consequence, economic and political inequality has worsened gender violence, now 
turning into an even greater and more lethal threat to women. The last years have seen an 
increase in the number of women who arrive at the refuges, safe houses and shelters, 
threatened by fire arms, legal or illegal, referring to the hands of men who have a permit for 
their use because they work for ministerial or safety institutions, or by those who purchase 
them to work for organized crime or carry them for their “personal safety”. 

Countries lack clear data regarding the internal migration of women threatened by violence. 
For example, Mexico has recorded that 90% of the girls and boys living on the street were 
expelled from their homes by the violence they suffered.12 In the United States, more than 
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50% of homeless women, girls and boys have escaped from their homes due to extreme family 
violence.13  

Most of the continent’s countries would be worse than other democratic nations on the 
application of the Rule of Law. Mexico has a 46 score on a scale of 100. They also leave much 
to be desired on the issue of civil freedoms, according to the Index of Free Societies14 and even 
though this data is not cross referenced by a gender perspective, they are useful for reflecting 
on the state of democracy in our countries and, I believe, raise serious doubts on their quality. 
Creating countries of laws that are functional for women, implies contributing not only to a 
new generation of legislation regarding their human rights, citizenship, non-violence and 
equality, but also promoting the supremacy of such laws. Which means governments as well as 
individuals must abide by the law, insisting on the importance of judicial procedures, not 
subject to discretion, having prospective legislations - not retrospective - and the 
independence and specialization of judicial powers, as well as the existence of a congress or 
parliament with clear powers and clear restrictions; in sum, eradicating the impunity that 
obstacles women’s access to justice, even including the enforceability of their rights. It would 
be, in my opinion, the generation of viable actions to establish a rule of law not only for the 
crimes with high media coverage, but also for those that highly affect the entire population 
and specifically the freedom and personal, political and economical development of women 
and, in consequence, the nation’s progress. Having, as well, consistent and enduring public 
policies. If we fail to send clear signals in this respect, we will continue having fragile States 
with a weak democracy. We will continue having spaces where there is no law other than that 
of a man who exerts his symbolic authority, rooted in an inherited male privilege from which 
women are abused, struck, sanctioned, humiliated and raped with impunity. 

The risk women currently face is the result of not only a historically rampant illegality, but also 
of organized crime and a deeply-rooted complicity and collusion between the public powers 
and the de facto powers that intensify the effects of violence on women who are emotionally 
involved with men who hold positions of political, economic or criminal power. In some of our 
countries, levels of corruption are high, according to the World Bank Institute, increasing the 
risk for those who protect women who have been displaced by the violent acts of aggressors 
linked to crime networks and corrupted powers. These risks are now assumed by the women 
citizens who manage refuges of protection without any greater weapon that the 
confidentiality of their location, their protocols and their own networks. It must be stated that 
many organizations are allies in this struggle and some worthily represented here; however, 
the challenge of preventing, addressing, sanctioning and eradicating violence against the 
women of the continent requires redesigning and updating the strategies, dimensioning all 
new actors and allies, working together to strengthen the incidence and power of 
transformation because the task is as difficult as deconstructing thousands of a patriarchal 
cultures rooted in the public and private sectors of our nations.  

 

PRIORITIES AND CHALLENGES  

Homicide is, of course, the harshest and most irreparable harm that can be committed against 
a person. Femicide is associated with the homicide of women for being women and as a result 
of the repeated violation of their human rights in the public and private sectors. In Mexico, it is 
estimated that 60% of the homicides of women are committed in public areas, while only 40% 
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 Género y Seguridad Ciudadana. Nicaragua National Police, Nicaragua 2004.  
14

 Indice Freedom House, Indice Kaufmann - Banco Mundial, both quoted in a research report by CIDAC 

2008. 
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occur in private or domestic areas.15 In the meantime, in order to create a rule of law, it would 
be very useful to sanction those responsible, at least of the homicides committed within their 
homes and the various crimes, as mentioned above, that occur there. In Guatemala, from 2006 
to 2007, 98.9% of femicide cases went unpunished. Paradoxically, among the actions least 
performed by women who are at extreme risk of violence, is filing a criminal lawsuit against 
the aggressor, which prevents women from effectively accessing justice and a compensation 
for the harm caused. There are multiple reasons for this, I will only mention three: 1) lack of 
public policies with reliable protection mechanisms for women at extreme risk, such as 
changes of identity or an efficient witness protection program for highly threatened women 
and reliable international reference protocols for cases of women who are extremely besieged 
and foreigners; 2) the corruption of the justice system, the lack of training and of procedures 
for acting on these issues, the re-victimization and the high rate of impunity and 3) the 
trafficking of sensitive information without any guarantees in the hands of policemen and local 
state attorneys, as well as the lack of protection of the victims’ personal information. These 
factors considerably contribute to the fact that abuse is not denounced, especially if 
denouncing would increase the victim’s risk, making her easy to locate and turning her again 
into a target of attacks. It is worth mentioning that the probabilities of success in denouncing, 
specifically when dealing with aggressors linked to the political, symbolic, economical or 
criminal powers, are even more remote, in a country without a rule of law; resulting in many 
challenges that we have yet to overcome. 

The ways gender violence affects women are so vast, that they also have an impact on the 
nation’s progress and represent an extremely high cost for countries. The World Health 
Organization estimates that a woman who suffers violence loses up to 30% of her healthy 
years, which means she will get sick more often and require more hospital and health services. 
Evidently, the impact of violence also shows in her productive life through the loss of 
productivity and more absenteeism from work and temporary or permanent disabilities as a 
result of violence. It also has an impact on their personal development as the failure to address 
violence causes fragmented, distrustful and resented identities, women who lack fulfillment 
and happiness. It is urgent to dedicate more and better care services to his problem 
nationwide and create new forms of connection between women and men. It is no 
coincidence that in a 2007 happiness survey, 7 out of every 10 women who were married or 
living with their partner stated being unhappy, while 6 out of 10 women who were single 
stated having a happy life. The burden imposed on women in a relationship and with a family, 
continues being excessive for them, even working and financially contributing to the family’s 
economy without being exempt from the house chores done by 90% of the women.  

Gender-based violence is not a task exclusively for women or for the institutions of social or 
women’s development, it is a matter of the State, involving its fundamental institutions with 
its three powers and levels of government; which should certainly get men involved because 
they have the opportunity to perform a better role in the story by stopping the abuse and 
violence against women. Because of this, it is crucial to have references and experiences from 
other countries on the subject of refuges, shelters, safe houses and specialized care centers, 
not only with the purpose of increasing the number of professional services, but also to join us 
in a continental movement that contributes to heighten the quality of care and making it 
possible for women to live without violence and with access to their full rights, but also to 
define international strategies of regional impact to create a positive synergy with the 
mechanisms that govern the application of international agreements, conventions and 
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treaties, such as the Inter-American Commission of Women, member of OAS, the multiple 
regional offices of UN-Women and IOM, multilateral organisms, such as Inter-American 
Development Bank, and transnational companies for the purpose of contributing to women’s 
safety and full rights, including a life without violence, upon agreeing on our goals and agenda. 

This is basically the reason why we are here today, because we have all received the benefits 
of the vast and rugged path traveled by so many women before us to give us the theoretical 
platform and the legal, democratic and institutional instruments we now have; we are here 
because their struggle and dedication were not in vain and because we want to build a world 
with full rights and a substantive citizenship free of violence for the next generations of 
women. This third meeting is a result of the work and conviction of dozens of women who 
during the last 5 years have found each other to exchange methods, models, challenges, 
experiences and strategies through the Inter-American Meeting of Shelters, 2006 and 2009, 
held in Mexico City. Throughout this time, voices from 17 countries of the American continent 
have listened to each other. 

That is why we know there are many needs, many answers being created in each country and 
many more opportunities to be present, to build, to unite, to strengthen, to focus our best 
intentions, the best version of ourselves, with the sum of our experiences and abilities to have 
prolific conversations that let us develop the tools we need to move forward on women’s 
agendas and build safer and more efficient spaces in the meanwhile, until we will one day 
achieve the complete eradication of violence against women. Enabling us a better way to join 
the nations’ concert in a structured, institutional, democratic and participative manner.  

Thanks to the work of many of our partners here today, we were able to form the Inter-

American Network of refuges, safe houses, shelters and centers with the purpose of 

establishing strategic alliances to strengthen shelters, promote the development of better 

intervention tools, create a community of protection and mutual help, as well as viable 

support mechanisms in favor of women, their daughters and sons who are victims of violence 

in high-risk situations and the construction of fairer and more equal societies in order to 

provide women and girls access to a fulfilling life without violence. 

We are fortunate to be together again, the joy of converging despite the distance, for our 

countries’ commitments, the demands of our daily work, we are here to give each other a 

unique opportunity to transform, conform, consolidate and contribute to mechanisms of 

international political effect founded on a structure of governance that represents all the 

continent’s nations and the region’s particular traits, we are here to find better mechanisms of 

communication and representation, to start defining a regional architecture with precise 

actions through new and better alliances, we are here to discuss and agree on ways to 

collaborate and work on the issues that afflict the women who suffer violence.  

We are facing challenges we had never before seen, or rather, never before undertaken this 
way. While globalization advances and communication flows without barriers, borders 
intensify the country’s limits, while the trafficking and exploitation of women and the violence 
they face as migrants are now a reality, this Network is willing not only to notice but also to act 
upon the issues of attention and intervention, the reconstruction of support networks for 
women who are repatriated or returning to their places of origin much more vulnerable than 
when they left. We will search for better ways to influence the design of public policies in our 
countries, we will always aspire to discuss and share better practices, as this is also the 
purpose of the Inter-American Shelters Network.  
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This is how today, on such a special day, I would like to thank those who travelled so many 
miles and postponed their national schedules to build this road of international convergence 
and thank those who come here with their best intention to contribute their experience, 
talent, creativity and best wishes towards making this continent a more hospitable, fairer and 
safer place for women. I want to thank those who answered this summon without having 
participated in the project before, also those who have been here since 2006, those who were 
here in 2009 and those who are arriving for the first time. May the Inter-American Shelters 
Meeting be a space of unity and confluence, of aerated and constructive conversations that 
help us create the place in the American continent we desire for women with full rights and 
citizenship. 
 
It has not been easy to gather today, thirteen countries are here and others are with us at a 
distance, awaiting our conclusions because they were not able to come. They wish we rejoice 
in these two days of intense work for renewing the vision and scope of this great opportunity 
we must seize. We are what we do; we are our conversations and our commitment to our 
beliefs.  
 
As we now have a unique opportunity, let’s make the best of it, intertwining and building even 
stronger networks, using our imagination, creativity and sorority. I hope our great virtues as 
human rights defenders, policy makers, program executors and designers of the future help us 
build, together with the governments, colleagues and survivors, and give us the opportunity to 
imagine a different continent. It has been proven we are women of fertile words and 
gatherings, we are fruitful and consolidate. Our confidence in the future is alive, not only in us 
as activists or civil servants, but in all of society. In Guatemala, 75% of the youth believes it is 
possible to eradicate violence. Making these ideals come true requires joining efforts, we are 
gathered here again to demonstrate this affirmation because every time we meet, 
extraordinary results and progress occurs. I trust this meeting proves them right; their results 
are in our hands. 
 
 
The importance is not on the impact the world has on us, but rather the impact we have on the 
world.  
 
Thank you! 

 
City of Antigua, Guatemala 
 August 24, 2011 
 
 
Inaugural Conference  


