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PUERTO RICO 
 
 

Report of Puerto Rico on implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action (1995) 
 
 Puerto Rico stands out as a pioneer in the entire Latin American and Caribbean 
region in the adoption of government policies on women’s rights. It took part in the Fourth 
World Conference on Women (Beijing, 1995) and in the preparatory meeting for the 
Conference organized by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC) in Mar del Plata, Argentina (1994), and was represented by both governmental 
and non- governmental delegations. Being a non-self- governing country, it did not have 
voting rights in those bodies, but that did not prevent it from advancing the cause of 
women from the Caribbean and Puerto Rican standpoint.  
 
 At the time of the Fourth World Conference on Women, the Government did not 
develop a plan of action as such, but it was guided by the Puerto Rican Women’s Plan of 
Action for Equality, Development and Peace, drawn up by a number of the country’s non-
governmental organizations in 1995 with the Conference in mind, in its eventual 
development of various national policies. That plan highlighted what had been 
accomplished in the effort to make the Puerto Rican public more aware of the various 
forms of violence and discrimination against women. Among the achievements were the 
Act establishing the Commission for Women’s Affairs within the Office of the Governor 
(1973); the Act declaring 8 March as International Women’s Day (1976); the Act 
establishing joint administration of earnings  by both spouses (1976); the Act establishing 
the first assistance centre for rape victims (1977); the Act declaring 25 November as the 
Day for an End to Violence Against Women (1987); the Act prohibiting sexual harassment 
in the workplace (1988); the esta blishment of various shelters for battered women and 
their children; the Domestic Violence Prevention and Intervention Act (1989); and the Act 
eliminating the requirement of corroborating evidence in rape trials in cases involving 
friendly or intimate rela tions with the accused. During the 1970s and 1980s, the women’s 
movement in Puerto Rico was notable for its political activism in helping to work on these 
measures and getting them adopted as laws. 
 
Achievements 
 
 From 1995 to date, several pieces of legis lation have been adopted, and they have 
become the laws that continue to set policy in the various areas having to do with the 
protection and advancement of women in Puerto Rico, thus creating better conditions for 
their development. 
 
Women and poverty 
 
 O ver three years ago, the Government set up the Special Communities Agency, 
designed to attend to the needs of the poorest communities and advance their development 
through self- management and the training of those within the community. The Agency 
offers a series of workshops that train women on the subjects of health and violence. 
Community planning boards organized in each of the communities are made up mainly of 
women, who have assumed decisive leadership.  
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Education and training of women 
 

 The Commission for Women’s Affairs in 1996 developed and established a teacher 
training programme for men and women designed to promote gender equality in 
vocational education.  
 

 In 1998, Act No. 3 was adopted, prohibiting the sexual harassment of pupils in 
public and private schools. Its other objective is to ensure that women and men can pursue 
their studies free of the kind of pressure that this type of sexual violence can exert in 
institutions of learning. 
 
Women and health 
 

The Department of Health has begun to work in conjunction with the non-
governmental organizations active in community health to develop a national programme 
of work each year for the treatment and prevention of HIV/AIDS. This community liaison 
group is known as the Community Planning Group, whic h spearheads efforts to include a 
gender perspective, based on the inputs of non- governmental organizations that have 
specialized in developing service and prevention programmes for women and young 
people. The Community Planning Group monitors the implementation of this programme 
of work throughout the year. The most common path of contagion of women who have 
been diagnosed with AIDS is heterosexual contact. As in other countries, the population of 
women who have contracted AIDS is rising steeply in comparison with men. As of 31 
March 2004, about 6,678 women have been identified as infected with AIDS (monthly 
report of 31 March 2004, AIDS Monitoring Unit, Epidemiological Division, Department 
of Health). 
 
 Abortion has been legal in Puerto Rico since 1974 following the Supreme Court 
decision to endorse the famous Roe v Wade case. In 1980, the Supreme Court set out the 
legal arguments for abortion in Puerto Rico in its judgement in the Pueblo v Mendoza 
case. Induced abortions can be practised only in private fa mily planning clinics and are 
performed by doctors specializing in gynaecology and obstetrics. Seven such clinics are 
currently operating. 
 
 A study done by Drs. Stanley Henshaw and Yamile Azize of the Health for Women 
programme of the Medical Sciences campus of the University of Puerto Rico found that 
about 13,800 abortions were performed in those clinics in 2001. An estimated total of 
15,600 abortions were performed in Puerto Rico, if one adds those done by doctors in their 
private offices and a few done in hospitals. 
 
Violence against women 
 
 In the past decade, Act No. 226 of 13 September 1996 was adopted to set up a pilot 
programme establishing a medical protocol to care for victims of domestic violence; as 
was Act No. 284 of 21 August 1999, which prohibits stalking and makes it a crime in 
Puerto Rico.  
 
 In 2003, the Office of the Procurator for Women designed a model for the 
prevention of violence in marital relations between young couples, to be used as a teaching 
tool in the public schools. That same  year a project was developed to train male and 
female teachers and teaching assistants in discrimination and forms of violence against 
women. 
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 By an executive order issued on the initiative of the Procurator for Women in July 
2003, an Inter- Agency Commis sion for an Integrated Domestic Violence Policy was set up 
to establish the machinery needed to ensure effective implementation of the established 
policy for preventing and dealing with domestic violence. 
 
 The Office of the Procurator for Women provides financial support to Puerto Rican 
non- governmental organizations for their prevention, protection and treatment 
programmes for cases of domestic and sexual violence. It launched a massive campaign 
denouncing domestic violence throughout the country with full media coverage, and it is 
currently developing videos on the subject of sexual violence that can serve as community 
education tools. For the past year, educational meetings have been held on the major 
university campuses regarding sexual violence and the various forms it can take. Out of all 
this will come publications on the subject that will reach a broader public. 
 
Women and armed conflict 
 
 Although Puerto Rico as a country has not been drawn into any armed conflict, 
mention should be make of the victorious struggle by the people of our island city of 
Vieques, in which the women distinguished themselves particularly, to make the United 
States Navy withdraw from their land that it had occupied for more than 60 years. The 
Navy did withdraw in May 2003. The Office of the Procurator for Women established its 
first satellite bureau in Vieques to attend to the special needs of the women of that 
community in matters of health and violence. 
 
 The State television channel, directed for the first time by a woman,  has produced a 
series of programmes aimed at the various sectors of Puerto Rican society, with particular 
attention to young people, who are being sent the message that they must build a “culture 
of peace” by all the creative and artistic means that are part of human activity.  
 
Women and the economy 
 
 In 1997 the Working Mothers’ Protection Act was amended, so that employers who 
dismiss a female worker on account of pregnancy or deny her maternity leave are now 
punishable by suspension or revocation of the ir business or professional licences or by a 
fine of up to $5,000. In 1998, Act No. 129 of 17 June was adopted, eliminating 
discriminatory provisions barring the exercise of business activities by married women.  
 
 In 1997, Act No. 152 of 18 December established that the Prize for the Promotion 
of Equal Employment Opportunities for Women should be awarded to all public bodies 
that distinguish themselves in the field. 
 
 Act No. 84 of 1 March 1999 called for the establishment of day- care centres for 
pre-school girls and boys in all public agencies. 
 
 In 1999, Act No. 181 of 30 July granted an equal right to maternity leave to 
working mothers who choose to adopt children.  
 
 In that same year, Act No. 212 of 3 August ordered public agencies to formulate 
affirmative action plans guaranteeing that there would be no gender discrimination 
between male and female employees. The Office of the Procurator for Women oversees the 
implementation of this law by reinforcing Government’s policy of combating any form of 
discrimination that might interfere with the rights of women in the world of work.  
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 Act No. 245 of 28 October 2000 obliges employers to pay full salary to a working 
mother during maternity leave. Previously, only half the salary was paid.  
 
 Act No. 155 of 10 August 2002 orders all government agencies to designate areas 
where the right to privacy of working mothers in their employ is protected so that they can 
nurse their infants. This law also promotes a workplace environment that meets the needs 
of nursing mothers, facilitating their access and allowing them to maintain their job 
performance. 
 
  Institutional mechanisms for the advancement of women 
 
 For the first time in the history of Puerto Rico, a woman, Sila María Calderón, the 
highest official in the country, holds the office of Governor. Furthermore, she has 
appointed a woman to be Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Puerto Rico. 
 
 We currently have two women mayors in the cities of Barceloneta and Florida, out 
of 78 cities. In 1992, six women were mayors.  In the legislature, seven of the 28 senators 
and seven of the 51 representatives are women, making a total of 14. In 1992, there were 
four women in each Chamber, making a total of eight.  
 
 There are 11 Women’s Affairs Offices, in the cities of Arecibo, Bayamón, Caguas, 
Camuy, Las Piedras, Toa Baja, San Juan, Mayagüez, Coamo, Guaynabo and Vega Baja. 
These offices are responsible for tending to the needs that are particular to women and 
seeing to it that they are satisfied. In 1995, only five such offices existed. 
 
 The Office of the Procurator for Women was established with the adoption of Act 
No. 20 of 11 April 2001 and it was given investigative, prosecutorial and quasi-judicial 
powers to implement the government policy guaranteeing the full development and 
observance of the human rights of women in the exercise of their fundamental freedoms. 
This law replaced the law that had established the Commission for Women’s Affairs in 
1973, and transferred the Commission’s funds, equipment and personnel to the new O ffice 
of the Procurator. It should be noted that the establishment of this agency was the result of 
coordinated work with the country’s non- governmental organizations and that the 
recommendations in the NGO Plan of Action for the Fourth World Conference on Women 
served as the basis. 
 
Progress made in the implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action 
 
 Since no national plan of action was drawn up, we cannot gauge this but, as stated 
earlier, the Government has been involved in this area thanks to the support and the 
collaborative efforts of the non- governmental organizations and the women’s movement in 
the private sector. Since the establishment of the Office of the Procurator for Women and 
its Advisory Council comprising various community representative s, a dialogue and 
ongoing consultations have been initiated on the different situations that affect the 
development of women in Puerto Rico. 
 
 One way to broaden these consultations is through congresses held annually with 
all the non- governmental organiza tions in the country. There are currently about 25 NGOs 
that have programmes for women.  
 
Institutional development 
 
 The mechanisms already mentioned, the Women’s Affairs Offices in the cities, the 
establishment of the Office of the Procurator for Women, the application and monitoring 
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of established government policies, inter alia, are all funded by the Free Associated State 
of Puerto Rico and the United States Government. 
 
Main challenges or difficulties 
 
1.  The change of Administration every four years is  one of the obstacles that postpone 
or hold back any work undertaken.  
 
2.  The sexist attitudes of the personnel responsible for the application of government 
policies is also one of the challenges we regularly face. 
 
3.  Financial resources often do not co ver the requirements for implementing the 
programmes called for in application of the government policies in the various fields.  
 


