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W
ith this in mind, in 1996 the Center for Reproductive
Law and Policy (CRLP) and Estudio para la Defensa de los
Derechos de la Mujer (DEMUS) took on the challenge of

compiling and analyzing the laws and policies affecting
women’s reproductive lives. The objective was to recognize
and identify how these laws and policies controlled women’s
reproductive capacity and determined their legal, economic
and social status in nine countries of the region. This knowl-
edge was key to promoting national and regional legislative
reform to enhance the protection of women’s rights and
reproductive health; encouraging government policies to
address the various aspects of people’s reproductive lives,
interests and needs; and assessing the extent to which gov-
ernments were living up to the international obligations and
commitments they assumed by signing international treaties
and adopting the documents of various world conferences
aimed at protecting women’s rights.

Women of the World: Law and Policies Affecting Their Repro-
ductive Lives, Latin America and the Caribbean provided a sum-
mary and analysis of the laws and policies passed in those
countries up to 1997. It also compiled information from sta-
tistics and studies on the status of women in each country.
This made it possible to identify regional trends in a number
of areas crucial to women’s reproductive lives. In order to
understand the significance of the changes that took place, or
the gaps that continue to exist in the laws and policies of the
countries considered, the situation described in the original

report needed to be reexamined. The present report focuses
on these changes, and is modeled on its predecessor, which
provides a basis for assessing the current situation of women
in those countries.

The original report analyzed how the various govern-
ments’ structural adjustment and economic stability pro-
grams in the last decade brought about a drop in social
spending, particularly in the health care sector. The countries
examined were introducing health care reforms that involved
decentralization and private-sector participation in the provi-
sion of public health services. Population policy documents
in the different countries showed a general departure from
efforts to control the population’s growth rate in favor of its
harmonization with resource distribution, economic growth
and protection of the environment. The right to family plan-
ning, with respect for parents’ right to decide freely the num-
ber and spacing of their children, was simultaneously
established. With regard to reproductive health standards, the
report noted that all of the countries examined had issued
reproductive health laws or policies aimed at promoting
access to reproductive health services. The laws and policies
of countries like Bolivia, Brazil and Peru even recognized
reproductive health and family planning as fundamental
human rights.

Generally speaking, while it was recognized that women’s
subordination, exclusion and inequality had an impact on
their reproductive lives, reproductive health and family
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Introduction 
International human treaties and major international conferences such as the Fourth World Conference
on Women (Beijing,1995), the International Conference on Population and Development (Cairo,1994)
and the World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna,1993) provide international recognition of repro-
ductive rights. They are the building blocks of laws and policies that bear upon the human rights of Latin
American women. The above conferences acknowledge reproductive rights as a singular, encompass-
ing human rights category involving political, economic, social and cultural rights, at the individual and
collective level. By endorsing the conferences’ consensus documents and signing the various interna-
tional human rights treaties, governments pledged to adjust their internal legislation to protect repro-
ductive rights, while formulating and implementing policies to promote these rights.



planning laws and policies did not yet fully address this situ-
ation. Reproductive health programs were aimed mainly at
providing prenatal and postnatal care to women, reducing
the number of unwanted pregnancies and abortions, screen-
ing and treating cervical and breast cancer, increasing the
number of professionally assisted births, reducing the risk of
teenage pregnancy, and preventing HIV/AIDS and other
sexually transmissible infections (STIs).

The previous report stated that, in 1997, contraception and
contraceptive methods were legal in all countries except
Argentina, the only one where sterilization as a form of birth
control was still covered by penal legislation that made it an
illegal practice. The studies showed a variation in contracep-
tive prevalence rates for women in relationships, ranging
from 32% (Guatemala) to 76.6% (Brazil). After Guatemala,
Bolivia and El Salvador were the countries with the lowest
contraceptive prevalence rates. The other five countries had
contraceptive use rates greater than 60%. In five of the nine
countries examined, surgical sterilization was the method
most used by women, by significantly higher margins than
the second most popular contraceptive method in each case.

With regard to abortion, the report showed that none of
the nine countries’ governments had addressed the issue of
unsafe abortion by taking the fundamental step of decrimi-
nalizing the practice. Abortion was still illegal in all nine
countries in 1997. Nevertheless, all of the countries, except
Colombia and El Salvador, had established exceptions or cir-
cumstances in which women could obtain an abortion with-
out criminal liability (exoneration), or, where having had an
abortion, a woman would not be sentenced (impunity).

On the topic of HIV/AIDS, the report noted that gov-
ernments had begun to draft regulations and policies to
address the issue. It did, however, express concern over the
“feminization” of HIV/AIDS transmission and the lack of
regulations with respect to STIs.

The report’s examination of the protection of women’s
legal status in the civil, penal and labor environments, as well
as their protection from violence showed that, in 1997, the
various countries provided constitutional and legal protec-
tion of the right to equality and nondiscrimination. They
had, to a greater or lesser degree, instituted civil and penal law
reforms, and repealed obsolete provisions that discriminated
against women. Nevertheless, some labor, civil or penal laws
continued to contain discriminatory provisions, notably in
Bolivia, Guatemala and Brazil. The report described legisla-
tion and procedures to address domestic violence, even
though many of the regulations displayed problems and
drawbacks upon implementation. It should be added that
sexual harassment in the workplace is not sanctioned in most

of the countries.
In the analysis of laws and policies aimed at addressing the

specific needs of adolescents, early pregnancy was identified
as a problem in all countries. In this respect, the countries
with the highest adolescent pregnancy rates corresponded to
those with the lowest education and contraceptive prevalence
rates. The report showed that there were relatively few laws
and policies on sexual and reproductive health aimed at the
adolescent population. It also highlighted the high rate of
sexual violence against young girls and adolescents. While
penal regulations exist to punish this type of violence, there
were no policies or programs in the countries to deal
specifically with the problem. Finally, the first report also
described governments’ failure to include sexual education as
part of formal education in the various countries.

This panorama made it possible to evaluate the status of
women’s reproductive rights in the report’s nine countries in
1997. However, the fast pace of regulation and policy adjust-
ments in the region indicated a potential deepening of the
changes described, as well as additional legal reforms in some
areas. In 1999, CRLP and DEMUS therefore asked the nine
organizations that worked on the original report to update it
in order to maintain it as a source of reliable data on the lat-
est legal and policy developments in the region.

This supplement to the original report thus examines the
legal and policy reforms linked to reproductive rights in the
various countries since 1997. It similarly includes data from
recent studies that measure the impact of these reforms, and
some fresh statistics on the issues examined. It also seeks to
add to the first report with relevant information that was not
covered or was previously incomplete in the earlier version.
This supplement generally mirrors the structure of the orig-
inal report. It presents an overview of the law and policy
reforms that deal specifically with women’s reproductive
health and women’s rights in general. Each country is pre-
sented separately, in its own chapter, although the informa-
tion is organized uniformly into four main sections to
facilitate comparative regional analysis.

The first section of each chapter briefly describes the sig-
nificant changes that have taken place over the last few years
in each country at the political, economic and legal system
levels. The second part of each chapter presents the legal and
policy changes that affect given reproductive health topics
and rights, with a look at changes in health legislation and
policies, as well as reforms in the areas of contraception, abor-
tion, and HIV/AIDS and other STIs. The next section of
each chapter addresses the regulatory changes affecting
women’s legal status in the areas of marriage, including
divorce and custody laws, property rights, labor rights, access
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to credit and education, and the right to physical integrity,
including recent legislative reforms on rape, domestic vio-
lence and sexual harassment. The final section analyzes the
legal and policy changes introduced recently to address the
reproductive health and rights of adolescents, focusing
specifically on issues linked to marriage, sexual crimes and
sexual education.

We hope this supplement will serve as an additional
research tool and source of information in the process of
advocating for legal and policy reforms to guarantee the pro-
tection and advancement of women’s sexual and reproductive
rights in Latin America and the Caribbean.

If you do not have the original report to which this is a
supplement, and would like to obtain a copy, please contact
CRLP at info@crlp.org, or by calling (917) 637-3600. The
full report is also available via CRLP’s web site at
www.crlp.org.
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