
Women of Steel Challenge Violence 
Against Women in Nicaragua

omen in Canada and 
throughout Latin America 
struggle with increasing rates 

of violence. Some progress has been 
made in large part due to the work 
of committed labour and women’s 
organizations. Steelworkers members, 
women from Canada and Quebec, 
contributed their knowledge and 
experience in Nicaragua to help these 
organizations advance the rights of 
women.

In July, 21 women representing trade 
unions and non-profit organizations 
from Latin America and Canada 
met in Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua, 
to participate in the Seminar on 
Violence against Women organized 

by the Steelworkers Humanity Fund 
and the Canadian non-government 
organization Horizons of Friendship.  

The Association of Indigenous 
Women of the Atlantic Coast (AMICA) 
hosted the seminar. As a women’s 
rights organization working in the 
Autonomous Region of Puerto 
Cabezas, it organized a visit to a girls’ 
and women’s shelter for victims of 
sexual violence and an indigenous 
community to learn about their work 
to eliminate violence against women.

The exchange provided a friendly 
space for women from Canada, 
Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, 
Bolivia and Mexico to discuss strategies 
used by their organizations to build 

awareness and end violence against 
women.

In El Salvador, the increase of Maras 
(street gangs) has intensified the 
violence in the country and women 
are among the largest victims. 
According to the Organization of 
Salvadoran Women (ORMUSA), it 
is estimated that the presence of a 
weapon at home will increase the 
risk that a woman will be murdered 
by 272%. ORMUSA’s work includes 
building awareness on violence against 
women workers and establishing 
safety mechanisms with government 
authorities.

The Federation of Independent 
Worker Unions of El Salvador (FEASIES), 
which represents mostly women 
in low-income economic sectors, 
provides training on strengthening 
organizations, leadership building 
and women’s rights. It also holds 
workshops for men and women to 
educate them on the prevention of 
violence against women.

In Nicaragua, the Miners’ Federation 
of Nicaragua (FESIMINI) carries out an 
education program to train women 
on issues of self-esteem, dealing with 
violence and protecting children from 
abuse. FESIMINI works mainly in the 
artisanal mining sector in which the 
rates of violence are higher than in 
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Women from Canada and Latin America meeting in Puerto Cabezas, Nicaragua, to talk about violence 
against women.



uring our stay in Puerto Cabezas 
we had the chance to visit the 
village of Sisin in the Atlantic 

Coast of Nicaragua and the Nidia White 
Women’s Shelter.

After two hours on the road, we 
gathered in Sisin’s community school 
where elected local government 
officials welcomed our delegation and 
talked about the situation of violence 
against women and girls in their 
region.

Doris Borst, representative of AMICA, 
did the introductions in Spanish and 
Miskito languages. Several community 
judges explained how their 
communities deal with violence.

Every year a Miskito judge is elected to 
mediate on issues of violence against 
women. The Nicaraguan government 
authorizes them to apply the law for 
minor offences. If a man is accused 
of abusing his wife, the judges order 
corrective actions. If they are not 
followed, men are put in jail for a 
number of days or weeks. 

AMICA provides support and 
education to the men and women 
community leaders, so that they 
acquire skills to promote and defend 
the rights of women and prevent 
violence in their villages. “AMICA has 
prepared men and women in our 
community to ensure women’s safety. 
When we learn that there is a problem, 
we visit the home of the woman who 
is being abused and talk to the couple. 
We also work with the man so that 
he understands that violence against 
his wife is wrong, but if it continues 
and becomes serious, AMICA has 
trained us to intervene,” explained the 

school director and former community 
judge. AMICA’s support has helped 
reduce the level of violence in these 
communities.

AMICA provides support to women 
victims of violence in various 

Taking the Law into Community Hands:   
A Visit to Sisin 

“We also work with 
the man so that he 
understands that 
violence against his 
wife is wrong but 
if it continues and 
becomes serious, 
AMICA has trained 
us to intervene.”

Doris Borst, AMICA
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Visit to The Nidia White Shelter for Abused Girls and Women. 



Taking the Law into Community Hands:   
A Visit to Sisin 

communities in the region and builds 
awareness among community leaders 
on the rights of women. The challenge 
is huge in this region where 75% of the 
adult population is unemployed.

In this context, women are victims of 
rape, incest, domestic violence and 
feminicide.

The Nidia White Women’s Shelter is 
one of the very few local organizations 
that provides legal, medical and 
psychological services to women and 
children who are victims  
of physical and sexual violence. We 
were welcomed 
by one of the 80 
volunteers who 
explained that in 
this region that 
has the highest 
rate of domestic 
violence and 
the second 
highest rate of 
feminicides, 
the needs are 
enormous 
and the 
financial 
resources are 
not enough 
to provide 
long-term 
psychological 

treatments and to prevent girls and 
women from returning to their abusive 
environments.

“The Nicaraguan government agencies 
for women are grossly underfunded,” 
explained Doris. “For example, when 
the Nicaraguan Commissioner for 
Women’s Rights needs to travel to the 
Region, she has to ask AMICA to pay for 

gas.” In a country where 48 women 
were murdered in 2014, there 

is clearly still much to be 
done. ■

by Clairandrée Cauchy
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Visit to The Nidia White Shelter for Abused Girls and Women. 

The community of Sisin, Nicaragua.



other sectors due to extreme poverty 
and very difficult working conditions.

In Bolivia, the reality of women in the 
artisanal mining sector is also difficult. 
“This is a very macho environment. 
A woman cannot enter the mine 
because men believe it will bring bad 
luck to the miners. Women who work 
inside the mine are victims of verbal 
and physical abuse and often rape,” 
explained Nely Mamani, from the 
Centre for the Promotion of Mining 
(CEPROMIN). CEPROMIN provides 
support to women and women miners’ 
organizations to empower them and 
strengthen their organizations. Nely 
believes that the best way for women 
to defend themselves is to learn about 
their rights and know about support 
networks.

Organizations that provide support 
to indigenous women in Guatemala 
are confronted with traditional roles 
of women. Women stay home to 
look after the children and do house 
chores. In these communities, the 
rates of violence are very high. It is 
estimated that about 800 women were 
murdered last year with authorities 
paying little attention. “Racial 
discrimination against indigenous 
women is common. Government 
institutions do not understand their 
language and their culture and do 
not see violence against them as a 
priority,” said Angelina Aspuac from the 

Association for Women’s Development 
of Sacatepequez (AFEDES).

Violence can manifest itself in different 
ways from one community to another, 
but the factors that exacerbate it such 
as poverty, culture, crime and lack of 
education are similar everywhere. It 
is also common that women do not 
speak up about abuse because they 
are afraid or economically dependent 
on men. Quite often authorities do 

not take complaints seriously or lack 
mechanisms to deal with violence 
against women.

It was clear during the seminar 
that the challenges are huge but 
progress is being made thanks to the 
commitment of labour and women’s 
organizations, the support of allied 
international organizations and some 
government agencies. ■

Since 1985, the Steelworkers Humanity Fund has supported projects that promote social justice, workers’ rights, 
women’s rights and the elimination of poverty. Supported by the charitable contributions of USW members 
negotiated in their collective agreements, the Steelworkers Humanity Fund has become a leading and well-
recognized expression of international solidarity. The fund has been able to provide emergency relief for natural 
disasters, assist progressive trade unions and community groups in promoting rights and implementing 
education and development programs in Canada and abroad. The fund supports food banks at home and 
carries out an education program for Steelworkers. 

Steelworkers Humanity Fund 
234 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 800 
Toronto, ON  M4P 1K7 
Phone:  416-487-1571 
Fax:  416-487-9308

Email:  humanityfund@usw.ca 
www.usw.ca/humanityfund 
Registered Charity Number - 11917 2278 RR0001.  

“Racial discrimination against indigenous women is 
common. Government institutions do not understand 
their language and their culture and do not see 
violence against them as a priority.”

Angelina Aspuac, 
Association for Women’s Development of Sacatepequez (AFEDES)
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Laura Ramirez, Steelworkers Humanity Fund, Cheryl Buday, USW District 3, Clairandrée Cauchy, Syndicat 
des Métallos District 5 and Patricia Rebolledo, Horizons of Friendship, were part of the delegation 
participating in the exchange on violence against women.


