Anahit Martirosyan`s statement at the meeting of Daughters of Vartan on the issue of “Women in Armenia”, New York, June 7th, 2008.
Honorable Tiruhis Rose Torigian,  Seta Izmirliyan,  Emma Artun,
Distinguished Daughters of Vartan, 
Dear friends. 

First of all I’d like to thank the organizers of this event for enabling me to address this distinguished audience. 
The 92 year old history of the Knights and Daughters of Vartan provides a brilliant example of unbending will and moral strength of our compatriots.  

For almost a century the Knights and Daughters of Vartan have done their utmost to strengthen the Armenian communities in the United States. 

From 1991, when Armenia regained its independence this noble organization has been providing its invaluable support to our homeland. 
Using this opportunity I’d like to acknowledge your dedication and vigorous patriotism. Among many accomplishments there is one that I’d like to distinguish.
Your contribution to the educational system of Armenia is very important for the up bringing of Armenian youth. 
Dear Ladies:

Before continuing, let me make a small clarification and caveat. The clarification is that this occasion has become a chance for me to study this important issue more deeply. The caveat is that this study revealed many problems that I was unaware myself. Hopefully such discussions will contribute not only to the familiarization with the topic but also will inspire us to elaborate and undertake practical steps to address existing problems. 

As Armenian history manifests, during the centuries the role of Armenian woman was irreplaceable in preserving not only the families but also our values and traditions. Globalizing world is introducing its corrections to our life and to my strong believe woman continues to play a central role not only in our families but also requires new positions in modernizing society of Armenia.  
The rights of women in Armenia are an integral part of general system of human rights and guaranteed by Constitution, laws and bylaws. The Constitution as the highest legal  document guarantees equality of all citizens, irrespective of their gender, race, ethic or social background, language, religion and political views. Moreover, the Armenian legislation in some instances grants certain privileges to women.  
Besides adoption of the national legislation Armenia joined and ratified most of the international conventions protecting women’s rights. In particular, the Parliament of the Republic of Armenia ratified the International Convention on Women’s Rights in 1993 and ratified the Optional Protocol to the Convention in 2006.

The government of Armenia adopted and has been implementing the National Action Plan on Enhancing Women’s Status and Empowering Women in Society for 2004-2010. The Plan addresses commitments stipulated by the “Convention on liquidation of all forms of discrimination against women” and by the recommendations of the 4th Beijing Conference. The National Action Plan emphasizes the need for effective institutions to address women’s issues. To improve the social and economic condition of women, the Plan recommends expanding business opportunities for women, especially in rural areas.
The government of Armenia with the help of international donors has introduced and implemented a number of practical steps to provide better economic opportunities and conditions for women. For example, the Business Advisory Services Program in December 2006 has launched the Women Entrepreneurs Initiative, which was funded by the government of Canada.  It helped to train in one year 50 students in Gumri, a center of Armenian textile manufacturing, to provide them with essentials of the fashion industry. 
The policies of the government of Armenia are complimented by efforts of the civil society. For example, Armenian NGO, Women’s Rights Center provides job skills training through certified courses of English language, computer skills, accounting, cooking and hairdressing.  
More and more Armenian women are attaining active economic positions. Women have started to make serious contributions to family budgets. 
However, like in all developing countries economic hardships has particularly affected rural population of Armenia. Many women in those areas suffered not only directly because of the lack of economic opportunities. In many families husbands, leaving behind their families in Armenia, migrated overseas. Majority of them provides regular financial assistance to their families in Armenia. In the same time worrying consequence of male migration has been the growth in “parallel families”.  This has led to the increase of divorces in recent years. Female-headed households are particularly vulnerable to falling into extreme poverty. 

The overwhelming majority of rural women work in agriculture. An important factor of improving the living conditions of women in rural areas is the creation of employment opportunities outside of the agricultural sector. The Government in cooperation with the international organizations is undertaking certain measures to provide no interest or low- interest credits to encourage entrepreneurship among women living in rural areas. 

Let me present you some statistical data on the role of women in Armenian socio-economic life. 

Officially registered unemployment rate in 2006 for males was 4.1%, and 11.3% for females.  46% employed women are in agriculture, 16% in education, 14% in services, 7.5% in health and social works, and 3.1% in public administration. 
To cut down unemployment the State Employment Agency undertook a number of actions in 2007. Across the country training courses are organized for unemployed and persons with disabilities. In 2006 it provided jobs for around 2000 unemployed women. An average social payment for unemployed is about 30 US dollars per month.
In 2008 the Government has increased the budget for those programs by 70% in comparison to 2007. In the beginning of 2008 the salary of teachers was raised by 21% and reached approx. 180 US dollars. 
Women’s educational attainment levels are continuing to increase. Their enrolment in higher education exceeds that of men. Women account for 85% of schoolteachers and there is similar evidence in respect to medical, journalistic and judicial professions. The overwhelming majority of NGO members are also women. It gives women a lever for influencing current economic, social and political processes.
Measures are undertaken by the government to enhance women’s participation in the policy making.  The amended Electoral Code stipulates that at least 10% of the political party list must be given to women and the quota of women in proportional election lists was increased from 5% to 15%. As a result in the last Parliamentary elections held in May 2007 the number of women MPs increased twice, from 6 to 12. One of them is a chairlady of the standing committee on educational and cultural affairs.
However, representation of women at the upper levels of the decision-making is still low. Today in the Government we have only one Minister of Culture, 2 Deputy Ministers and one Regional Governor. The situation is more satisfactory in the middle level of Government, especially in the fields of education, healthcare and culture, where we have more balanced representation of women leaders.

Dear Ladies;
The law on “Medical care and population medical service” guarantees women and men equal rights to medical care. Furthermore, maternal and child health care are one of the main priorities of the Government’s social policy. The state budget provides funds for free medical care and service to women during their pregnancy, delivery and emergencies. 
The Ministry Of Health has focused on decentralization of the Health Care system and privatization of premises, as well as design of a mechanism for providing low cost treatment to poor patients. 

The Ministry of Health in co-operation with World Health Organization and United Nations Populations Fund has developed the special national program on human reproduction, which includes the development of a network of Family Planning&Health centers in all administrative districts of the country, which provides affordable Obstetrical and Gynecological services. There is a specialized Centre on Women’s Reproductive Health in Yerevan. I cannot but mention the Wellness Center established in 1997 that promotes the early and accurate detection of breast and cervical cancer, and provides relatively low cost primary health care services to women in Armenia.
In spite all measures Armenia still has a high abortion rate- an average of 2.6 abortions per woman. It is accompanied by low fertility rates. As Doctor Mary Chachikyan, the Executive Director of the Family Planning Association of Armenia (FPA) reports, abortion remains the primary means of fertility control even though modern oral and injectable contraceptives are available in special family planning centers, as well as at the pharmacies. Another matter of concern is the absence of adequate number of facilities in Armenia that provide free counseling and health care services to young people. It is important though that the basics of sexual education are provided in schools. NGO,s are organizing meetings, seminars for young peer educators in reproductive and sexual security rights.
Let me present you more statistics on these issues.

Life expectancy of women in Armenia is 76.4 years compared to 70 years of male population. 

In 2006 the number of marriages was 5.2 and the number of divorces - 0.9 per 1000 of population. Both indicators have positive rates of growth. 

Average age of mother at child’s birth is 24 years, of which for the first child is 22 years. 
Average age at the first marriage in Armenia is 24.7 years for women and 27.6 years for man.

Infant mortality rate (number of deaths under one year per 1000 births) in Armenia in 2006 was 13.9 (compared to 6.7 in the USA or 2.8 in Japan), 60% of which was due to conditions originating in the prenatal period, 20% due to congenital anomalies, 5%- infectious and parasitic diseases, and 8% due to diseases of respiratory system. 
HIV/AIDS pandemic has affected also Armenia. Since 1988, when the first patient was registered, up to the end of 2007 in total 538 cases of HIV carriers had been officially registered, from which 75% are males and 25% – females. 2.4% of total number is infected through mother to child. Age of infected varies between 20-39 years. According to the UN data estimated number of not registered HIV carriers in 2006 was about 2900. Main background factors are ignorance, prostitution, drug injection and increased migration of male workers. 

To fight HIV/AIDS the Republican Centre of Combating and Prevention of AIDS was established in 1984. In 1994 it became part of the Republican Centre for Population Health Observation. AIDS tests are performed for pregnant women in maternity or prenatal clinics, for donors in the blood transfusion centers and for the patients at the Infectious Disease Hospital in Yerevan. 

 Dear Ladies:
As I have mentioned earlier, there is no legal discrimination against women in Armenia. However in practice there are cases of violence against women. Poor economic conditions, especially unemployment, increase family tension and domestic violence against women. According to the reports of various NGOs women in some cases are ignorant of the full meaning of violence. Majority of women are not familiar with UN human rights treaties and also have low knowledge of domestic laws pertaining women.

Official statistics on rape and trafficking of women is not available.  In general national mentality and traditions discourage women from reporting about violence. In some cases women are afraid to take action against violence, because of public opinion, financial dependence and absence of knowledge on their rights. The government of Armenia is undertaking concrete actions to address the problem of human trafficking.
The 2007-2009 National Action Plan for Combating Trafficking in Human Beings was formulated as a result of several round tables organized for identification of the main areas for activities. It was adopted by the Government of Armenia on December 6, 2007.  The financing of the National Action Plan would be carried out from the state budget and other available resources. 

The Council of Europe Convention on measures to combat trafficking in human beings was adopted by the National Assembly on March 21, 2008. This enables Armenia to take active part in the formation of the monitoring mechanism within the Council of Europe. 

Discussions have already started on the establishment of units for victim protection and a project will be devised together with the UN in this respect. Changes have been made in the regulations of the Division on Women Issues within the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs adding trafficking into its mandate. 
20 children from orphanages, as a vulnerable group prone to becoming victims of trafficking, have been provided with an apartment. Special awareness raising campaigns have been carried out among them to warn on the possibilities of being trapped into trafficking. 

Some information and tools on this important issue are being introduced through the education system and mass media.  Public discussions on the subject of various forms of violence against women are carried out. Various NGOs are involved in the problem of violence against women directing their efforts in 3 areas: domestic violence, trafficking in women, reproductive and sexual health and rights. In urban areas they provide the necessary psychological and health services to victims of violence.
          Dear friends:
I hope that my presentation augmented your knowledge on women’s life in Armenia. In the same time I’ll be very happy if the presentation would trigger some ideas or projects aimed for addressing abovementioned challenges of our country. Let me assure you that the Mission of Armenia and I personally are ready to cooperate with your organization on this important issue.  In conclusion let me thank all of you for this memorable event and your kind attention.
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