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MRS. CLINTON: I am: privileged to have the opportunity to 
repre~ent my country, the: United States, for the first time at this 
Fifth Conference of First Ladies from the Western Hemisphere. It is 
also a great honor for in~ to be Here in Paraguay with all of you. 

, I 
We haVe gathered together to discuss the futures of women and 

children in all of our countr ies . Whether we live in North, 
Central, or South America: or the Caribbean region, we are united in 
our belief that women everywhere share common aspiratioris and 

, I concerns. 

Yet, as we meet her~ in this ,beautiful hall this evening, we 
'I •

also know that a vast reserV01r of human potential is now being 
wasted across the Americas. ' 

No nation in our hemisphere can say that all of i'ts children 
I •• 

are fed, clothed, housed) schooled, and ra1sed by 10v1ng parents. 
No nation in our hemisptIere can say that all of its women are 
treated with dignity, r~spect, and given the chance to fulfill 

• • • I J •

the1r God-glven potent1aJs. And no nat10n can say that each and 
• '. • • I '.every fam1ly w1th1n 1ts borders 1S healthy, strong, and stable. 

, 
Our world, as we know, is far from perfect. But even though 

enormous challenges rema:in, we have coine here hopeful about our 
future. Hopeful because, somewhere in our hemisphere right now, 'a 
baby in a local health c~inic ,is being immunized against a serious 
disease. . a little girl going to school and is learning to 
read and write. . a ~oman is taking out a small loan from a 
neighbbrhood bank that w~ll enable her to start, her own business in 
her home. ,We know that every problem we face in our hemisphere is 
being solved somewhere ih our region at this very moment. 

We are also hopeful because of the progress made at last 
year's Summit of the, Americas in Miami, at the, United Nations 
Conference on Social Dev~lopment in Copenhagen earlier this year, 
and more recently at the United Nations Fourth World Conference on 
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Womeh in Beijing. I thiqk' it is very fitting that we meet after 
those thre~ historic gatherings, which drew world attention to the 
plight of women and chi~dren and, in so doing, to the plight of 
families as well. 

Since'Miami, we have seen cooperation grow among our nations, 
and our political leade~s. The Summit not only recognized every 
nation's duty to invest in its people~ but.also the special role 
that girls and women play in the economic and social deVelopment of 
the Western Hemisphere. ' 

, 
'That theme was reit~rated ag~in in Copenhagen, ~hich focuse~ 

on the alleviation of poverty as an essential factor in political, 
social and economic prog~ess. 

! 
Many of us also attended .last month's women I s conference in 

Beijing, where it was again made clear that democraCy and 
pros~erity cannot be attained or sustained in countries that do not 
value ~omen as full and ~qual partners in society~ 

. 

The conferences in Miami, Copenhagen and Beijing showed the 
world that issues involv~ng children anct women are hot secondary 
issaes. They are keys:.to. buiiding democratic institutions, 
strengthening market eco~om ,and achieving social justice. 

•

They are also among the hardest issues we face . 


I 

That is why the agr~emeht reached in Miami last year was an 
historic first for countr of this hemisphere. For the first 
time, there was universal:recognition that no nation can compete in 
the global economy if h~lf its population cannot read or write, 

• I j Ii'

cannot flnd a Job, or caqndt rlse out of poverty. / . 

And that is why it is also heartening that, despite assurances 
from skeptics that nothirig would be accomplished in Beijing, more 
than 180 nations endors~d a platform for action that lays out 
specific ways to expand the rights and opportunities of women 
around the world. 

This is particularlY critical today, giventh~ growing gap 
between the rich and the poor, the educated and the uneducated, the 
skilled and the unskilled. 

Those among us who! enjoy the opportunities of education, 
heaith care, jobs, credit, legal and political rights are 
flourishing in the new-global economy. Those without such 
opportunities are lagging farther and farther behind. And more 
often than not, those lagging behind are women and ,poor children. 

I 

This trend, if it cdntinues, threatens to undermine the very 

•
institutions we are seeking to uphold: strong famil ,strong 
economies, and strong dem9cracies. All will be in jeopardy if women 
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• continue to b~ ~enied t~e opportunities they need to thrive and 
compete in the new centu~y. " 

So, what must change? 

First, values and attitudes. 

In our everyday liveb, we mustbe~in to respect the dignity of 
each person, no matter where that person lives or what he or she 
looks like. To do ,that~ we must be willing to overcome many 
assumptions, presumption~, prejudices and prejudgments. 

Because, to truly re~pect a child means to res'p~ct every child 
in every family, boy or girl. To respect a child means to give that 
child the love, attefitio~, and discipline he or she needs to grow 
up with confidence an~ bomp~tence. To respect a child means t6 
nurture that child with the health care and schooling that he or 
she needs to get the rigt).t start in life. 

Every time we dismis~ the potential of a child because of skin 
color, parental income, ~r family background, we 'betray our own 
futures. 

• 
We must also, appreciate the contributions of every woman, 

instead of pigeon-holing and categorizing women in ways that limit 
their potential.' TO tru~y respect a woman means to respect artd 
protect her human rights; it means to respect the choices she ma~es 
for herself and her family; and it means t6 ~alue the experience 
she brings to all facets !of' life. 

Second, institution~ must change, and ~o' must the ways we go 
about our everyday business. 

, 
If programs and pol~cies have outlived their usefulness, we 

should admit that they no Ilonger solve the problems they were meant 
to solve. We must fix prqgrams that don't work with reforms that 
are efficient and inexpen$ive. And we must insist that institutions 
-- whether government, schools, or health care systems -- overcome 
bureaucratic intransigence and put people first. 

I 

We must also take advantage of the many innovative programs 
that do exist throughout our, h'emisphere. Prior to arriving in 
Paraguay today, I was· in Br.asilia, where President and Mrs. Cardoso 

• 1. •

told me about Brazll's efforts to lmprove the quallty of primary 
education. ' 

• 
I' then traveled ,on to Salvador da Bahia, where an 

extraordinary effort is I underway to channel .thepo.tentialand 
energy of thousands of s~reet children. One program I saw was a 
circus in which the per~ormers were children, some as young as 
eight, who had been recrqited off the streets where they lived . 
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, 
They were not" being trained for cirCus jobs; their 

performances were merely a vehicle, for learning the Value of 
discipline, teamwork, and hard work. Along the way, these children 
develop confidence, :self-esteem, and' pride in their 
acccimplishments. Part of! a prog~am called Project Axe, they also 
receive schooiing and voc?tional training, as well as counseling t'o 
reunite them with their families. 

I asked one 15-year~old boy, who had been with the project 
since it began five years ago, whether it had made a difference in 
his life. If not for the project, he ~aid, "I would be dead or in 
prison now." 

Programs like this o,ne, which receive support from the public 
and private secto~s and ~ome international organizations, can be 
replicated widely. But that requires us to share information, 
exchange ideas, discuss ~onestly our successes and failures, and 
learn as much as we, can from each other. 

Government, has avit!al role in all of this'. But government is 
only effective if it list.ns to the voices of the people it serves, 
instead of makirig d~cisiohs based on political convenience or ~him. 
And government must be held accountable for meeting hUman needs. 

" 

At the saine time, government cannot address' every problem 
alone. We must not look oh government as a panacea, but as an able 
partner of business, nor-governmental organizations, and other 
private institutions committed to investing in the promise of every 
person, including thos~ who are poor, disadvantaged, and 
politically powerless. An~ one of the best things government can do 
is to make it easier for outside groups, non-governmental groups, 
to do the work they are willing to do. ' 

, 'Finally, as societi:es, we' must be willing to move beyond 
inertia to action. And all of us -- individuals and institutions -
must heed that. call :to action.we must start" by taking 
responsibility within ou;r own families and then spreading that 
responsibility to the co~munities in which we live. 

1, ", ' ,
Every segment of soch.ety has a stake ln thlS issue. And every 

segmen.t of society can afifect positive change. 
I 

Schools, for example, can be more flexible in responding to 
the needs of their studenits, you~g and old. 

A few days ago, in santiago, Mrs: Frei took me to a school 
that embodies the Chilear commitment to building an educational' 
system for the future. ,I saw boy,s and girls busy working on 
computers hooked up toth'e Internet'. 

I learned from the iMinister of Education that schoOls may 
begin to keep their do<;:>rs open on Saturdays and Sundays to 
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accommodate the' child:t~etl of working parents who have rio 
alternatives for child care, and for children who wish to acquire 
new skills for themselve~. 

t l , , .. . 

, I, saw that Chlle has not been content to stick with old 
methods that do not work.;The government and people of that country 
are devising new ways of 'training teachers, involving pa'rents and 
communities. All of tJ"iis is happening now in many countries 
throughout the Americas ~nd mor~ can happen if we are willing to 
learn from each other's ~xperiences. 

, 

Heeding the call ito action also means that financial 
institutions must serve ~ll people, even if they are poor, live in 
remote areas, or are wome'n. How much more evidence do we need that , I ' , ' 
women are a good credit risk? I have seen the proof myself at the 
Grameen Bank in Banglade~h, where the poorest of the poor in the 
worl~ have transformed ehtire villages by taking out small loan~ 
for cows, rickshaws, and :other'items they use to earn an income. 

I have even seen it ~in my own country, where poor women at a 
project called Mi cas~, In Denver, C6lorado, have banded together 
to take out small loans i to help themselveS.' And they told me 
very,very directly how diffi6ult,it is for women even in the United 
states to have access to icredit. One woman said: "Too many great 
ideas die in the parking ilots of banks." 

But allover this ihemisphere, women are overcoming these 
obstacles. In Nicaragua; which ,I visited at the beginning of my

• I.' , , ' 
trlp, I saw how hard ,Presldent Ghamorro has worked to strengthen 
democr,atic institutions ~nd promote a market economy. And I met 
thirty women from a very poor batrio in Managua who run a bank iri 
their neighborhood, borrowing small sums of money to start, their 
own businesses, to start a bakery, to make mosquito netting, to be 
a seamstress. 

r 
Not only had these women organized themselves to improve 

their own circumstances, ~hey were also improving the circumstances 
of their families and communities. 

I 

Furthermore, they hafe, like every bank I have ever visited, 
a high loan repayment rat'?_ In that particular neighborhood bank, 
,the' repayment rate was 1;00 percent. And from what I know about 
banking, that would be the'envy of many commercial lenders. 

Individual men and ~omen need to change attitudes and then 
act, just as every branchi of society. 

Bus,inesses can iniifiate policies, ,such ,as flexible work 
schedules, child care, 
and the use of modern tecijnology, that enable employees to perform 
well on the job andconti~ue to fulfill their family obligations. 
Businesses also can value:women by paying women equal salaries for 
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• equal work with their men employees . 

The'media can assum~greater responsibility for the v~lues it 
transmits by avoiding! negative advertising and television 
programming that sensationalizes violence and glorifies the 
exploitation and degradation of women and children. 

At this conference, Me will exa~ine these issues, and we will 
focus specif ically on what can be done to address' the pressing 
health and education of ~omen and children., ., 

We will discuss in1itiatives to ensure the elimination of 
d.ise~ses that primarily a1ffect women and children, reduce maternal 
mortality and provide comprehensive health care to women throughout 
their lifetimes, including family planning. We will talk about what 
every nation must do to e'nsure that girls are guaranteed tl}e right 
to an-education and that'all citiz 
"ens acquire the kno~ledg~ and skills they will all need in the new 
global ecohomy~ , 

And we will explor~ ways to end the problem "of domestic 
violence, which has destroyed the lives of too many women and their 
families in every country represented here. 

'. 
I would' like to m~ke one final point about our agenda. 

Because we are talking apo~t the issues that "matter most in the 
lives of women and childr~n does not mean we are not talking about 
the lives of men and boy~. ' 

When I was in Nicar~gua, I noticed billboards along the side 
of the road. They showed the face of a crying child. with the 
caption: "My father has left the 'home. " The problem of the abs,ent

• • I
father 1S as trag1c as t~e problem of the undervalued mother and 
wife. It is a problem that, in the.United states, we are urgently 
trying to address. 

If, as a hemisphere, we truly care about strong families, 
strong communities~ and strong societies, we have to recognize that 
men and women can and must complement each other inside and outside 
of the home. We should hot be at opposite poles; we should be 
partners in a common en~erprise for the good of all of us, and 
particularly our children. 

I 

Because of the roles that the women here and many of you in 
this hall have, we know w~ can help initiate the changes that must 
take place if we ever wan!t to realize the great potential of this 
hemisphere. 

i 
Like the women I have met allover this hemisphere in Canada, 

in my country, in Mexico~ in Nicaragua, in Chile, in Brazil and 
here in Paraguay, we co~e together to pool our experiences and' 
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• ideas to improve cortditi6ns for our individual familiea as well as 
our national family and the family of nations. 

I was notpres~nt a~ the earlier conferenb~s, but I want to 
thank and applaud all of the. women who took part in those 
conferences ,and who haye moved this agenda forward. . I was 
privileged to host our meeting in Miami and I look forward to the 
work ahead of us. It is the most 'exciting and challenging work any 
of us can .imagine or be epgaged, in. And it is work in ,which we can 
make a difference. : 

I 

Thank you very ml,lch. 

### 
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