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This document contains the summary of Social Panorama of Latin America 2006, which has been prepared jointly by 
the Social Development Division and the Statistics and Economic Projections Division of ECLAC. 
 
The section entitled “Indigenous peoples of Latin America: old inequities, mixed realities and new obligations for 
twenty-first century democracies” was prepared by the Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre 
(CELADE) - Population Division of ECLAC, with support from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), in the 
framework of the ECLAC-UNFPA regional programme on population and development in Latin America and the 
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Notes and explanations of symbols 
The following symbols have been used in the Social panorama of Latin America. 
• The dots (...) indicate that data are missing, are not available or are not separately reported. 
• Two dashes and a period (-.-) indicate that the sample size is too small to be used as a basis for estimating the 
corresponding values with acceptable reliability and precision. 
• A dash (-) indicates that the amount is nil or negligible. 
• A blank space in a table indicates that the concept under consideration is not applicable or not comparable. 
• A minus sign (-) indicates a deficit o decrease, except where otherwise specified. 
• Use of a hyphen (-) between years, e.g. 1990-1998, indicates reference to the complete number of calendar years 
involved, including the beginning and end years. 
• A slash (/) between figures expressing years (e.g., 2003/2005) indicates that the information given corresponds to 
one of these two years. 
• The world “dollars” refers to United States dollars, unless otherwise specified. 
• Individual figures and percentages in tables may not always add up to the corresponding total, because of 
rounding. 
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SOCIAL PANORAMA OF LATIN AMERICA 2006 

SUMMARY 

In the last four years (2003-2006), Latin America has turned in its best performance 
in 25 years in economic and social terms. Progress with poverty reduction, falling 
unemployment, improving income distribution in several countries and a strong upswing in 
numbers of jobs are the main factors underlying the positive trend in a number of the 
region’s countries. 

The first two chapters of Social Panorama of Latin America 2006 look at the way the 
main social indicators have behaved in the last few years. These indicators track the 
evolution of poverty and extreme poverty, inequality in income distribution and changes in 
the main labour market indicators. The analysis focuses in particular on the performance of 
urban waged employment during these years of economic upswing and expansion. 

The following two chapters address matters that, for different reasons, have come to 
figure prominently on government agendas. The chapter on indigenous peoples adopts a 
rights-based perspective to examine the new realities of indigenous peoples’ lives, their 
heterogeneity and, in particular, the new obligations of twenty-first century democracies in 
this respect. The chapter on changes in family structure in Latin America looks at new public 
policy issues raised by the increasing variety in family types and outlines ways in which 
governments are responding to these new situations. 

Social Panorama of Latin America 2006 uses the most recent estimates of the magnitude 
of poverty conducted by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC). According to these estimates, in 2005, 39.8% of the region’s population, or 209 
million people, were poor and 15.4%, or 81 million, were extremely poor or indigent. The 
first chapter also gives poverty projections for 2006, according to which the numbers of poor 
and indigent will decline again, to 205 million and 79 million, respectively. These figures are 
then used as a basis for a fresh examination of the countries’ progress towards the first target 
set in relation to the Millennium Development Goals. An analysis is also conducted of recent 
income distribution trends in the Latin American countries and these are compared with 
measurements of absolute and relative poverty, which are based, in turn, on the criteria 



Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 

 6

adopted by the countries of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). 

The second chapter deals with changes in the main labour market indicators and 
compares trends recorded in the period 1990-2002 with those for the last three years. The 
analysis focuses on the level and composition of unemployment, trends in labour force 
participation, especially by women, and the generation of waged employment in urban areas. 
The quality of waged employment is discussed with reference to trends in real wages, type of 
contract and the attached social security coverage. It is concluded that the upturn in 
employment and, partly, in wages seen in the last two years has not significantly improved 
the quality of new jobs. This would indicate that the current levels of coverage of 
employment-based contributory social security schemes are insufficient to sustain progress 
towards the institution of a universal pension and retirement scheme in which minimum 
benefits can be properly financed in the long term. 

The chapter on indigenous peoples gives a socio-demographic overview from the 
perspective of the new international standard on indigenous peoples’ individual and 
collective rights, the implementation of which is compulsory for all States. In this regard, two 
main points are discussed: first, the emergence of indigenous peoples as active social and 
political actors and, second, the consolidation of the international standard of rights and the 
associated public policy implications. The chapter also looks at demographic and territorial 
heterogeneity among countries and among indigenous peoples in terms of settlement 
patterns, age structure, fertility rates and infant and child mortality. Emphasis is afforded to 
the complexity and heterogeneity of indigenous population dynamics and the persistent 
inequity and inequality indigenous people face, which is interpreted in the framework of the 
structural discrimination and specific cultural traits evident in Latin American countries. This 
poses an enormous challenge to twenty-first century democracies in terms of State reform 
and policies aimed at narrowing enforceability gaps as regards indigenous peoples’ 
individual and collective rights. 

Chapter IV, which is devoted to the social agenda, analyses changes in family 
structure and reviews family policies and programmes in the region, based on the responses 
provided by official national agencies to a questionnaire circulated by ECLAC. The first part 
of the chapter, on shifts in family structure, discusses the increasing variety of family type, 
particularly the greater proportion of single-person and female-headed single-parent 
households. This has been accompanied by a decline in the proportion of two-parent nuclear 
families with children and of extended families, and a relative decline in the number of 
households whose head provides the sole financial support for all the family members. A 
new approach to family programmes and policies is called for in view of these changes. The 
second part of the chapter discusses some aspects of the public institutions responsible for 
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different family-related issues and associated programmes and policies and flags a number 
of flaws and limitations observed in the region in this regard. 

As regards the international social agenda, the chapter refers to international 
meetings held on social issues during the period covered by this report and summarizes the 
agreements and recommendations arising from the thirty-first session of ECLAC, whose core 
theme was social protection. 

POVERTY AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION 

Recent poverty trends in Latin America 

The most recent data available for the Latin American countries, those for 2005, 
show 39.8% of the region’s population living in poverty. In turn, 15.4% of the population was 
extremely poor or indigent. The poor thus numbered 209 million in total, of which 81 million 
were indigent (see figure 1).1 

Figure 1 
LATIN AMERICA: TRENDS IN POVERTY AND INDIGENCE, 1980-2006 a/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Estimates for 18 countries of the region plus Haiti. The figures shown on the orange section of the bars represent the percentage 
and total number of poor (indigents plus non-indigent poor). 
b/ Projections. 

                                                 
1  The figures for 2004 and 2005 correspond to estimates based on household surveys conducted in 

those years, not to projections based on previous surveys, unlike the figures reported for those years 
in Social Panorama of Latin America 2005. The new poverty and indigence rates are lower than 
previous projections, which showed 40.6% and 16.8%, respectively, for 2005. This is mainly because 
of distributive improvements in a number of countries, which increased the growth elasticity of 
poverty, while the projections were based on the supposition of constant distribution. 
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A comparison of these figures with those for 2002 shows great progress in poverty 
reduction and even larger strides in reducing indigence. The poor population shrank by 4.2 
percentage points, taking the rate of 44.0% posted in 2002 as a reference. The percentage of 
indigents declined by a similar proportion, by 4.0 percentage points. This second variation is 
clearly more significant, however, given that the 2002 figure was 19.4%. 

Table 1 
LATIN AMERICA (18 COUNTRIES): POOR AND INDIGENT, 1998/1999-2003/2005 

(Percentages of the population) 

1998/1999 2000/2002 2003/2005 
Country 

Year Poor Indigent Year Poor Indigent Year Poor Indigent 

Argentina a/ 1999 23.7 6.6 2002 45.4 20.9 2005 26.0 9.1 

Bolivia 1999 60.6 36.4 2002 62.4 37.1 2004 63.9 34.7 

Brazil 1999 37.5 12.9 2001 37.5 13.2 2005 36.3 10.6 

Chile 1998 23.2 5.7 2000 20.2 5.6 2003 18.7 4.7 

Colombia 1999 54.9 26.8 2002 51.1 24.6 2005 46.8 20.2 

Costa Rica 1999 20.3 7.8 2002 20.3 8.2 2005 21.1 7.0 

Ecuador a/ 1999 63.5 31.3 2002 49.0 19.4 2005 45.2 17.1 

El Salvador 1999 49.8 21.9 2001 48.9 22.1 2004 47.5 19.0 

Guatemala 1998 61.1 31.6 2002 60.2 30.9 ... ... ... 

Honduras 1999 79.7 56.8 2002 77.3 54.4 2003 74.8 53.9 

Mexico 1998 46.9 18.5 2002 39.4 12.6 2005 35.5 11.7 

Nicaragua 1998 69.9 44.6 2001 69.4 42.4 ... ... ... 

Panama 1999 a/ 25.7 8.1 2002 34.0 17.4 2005 33.0 15.7 

Paraguay 1999 60.6 33.8 2001 61.0 33.2 2005 60.5 32.1 

Peru 1999 48.6 22.4 2001 b/ 54.8 24.4 2004 b/ 51.1 18.9 

Dominican Rep. 2000 46.9 22.1 2002 44.9 20.3 2005 47.5 24.6 

Uruguay a 1999 9.4 1.8 2002 15.4 2.5 2005 18.8 4.1 
Venezuela 
(Bolivarian Rep. of) 

1999 49.4 21.7 2002 48.6 22.2 2005 37.1 15.9 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Urban areas. 
b/ Figures from the National Institute of Statistics and Informatics (INEI) of Peru. These values are not comparable with those of 
earlier years because of changes in the sample framework of the household survey. 

In view of the economic expansion expected in the Latin American countries in 2006, 
the figures for poverty and indigence should continue to trend downwards. In 2006 the 
percentage of poor is expected to decline by just over one percentage point, to 38.5%, and the 
percentage of indigents by around half a percentage point, to 14.7%. If those results are 
achieved, the number of poor and indigent would decline again, to 205 million and 79 
million, respectively.  

The last four-year period (2003–2006) has thus seen Latin America’s best 
performance, in terms of social indicators, for 25 years. For the first time the poverty rate has 
come below the figure for 1980, when 40.5% of the population was classified as poor, while 
the indigence rate is now more than three percentage points below the 18.6% figure for that 
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year. Moreover, the new figures show a reduction for the third consecutive year in the 
absolute numbers of poor and indigent, which is unprecedented in the region. As a result, 
the projected number of poor for 2006 should be similar to 1997, thus regaining the level 
observed before the Asian crisis.  

However, this long-term view shows that the region has taken 25 years to reduce 
poverty to 1980 levels. The encouraging progress seen recently and that expected for this 
year must not be allowed, therefore, to opaque the fact that poverty levels remain very high 
and that the region still has a major task ahead. 

The reduction in poverty and indigence in recent years is partly thanks to the 
upswing in economic growth in the region, which contrasts sharply with the decline seen in 
per capita income in 1997-2002. The second factor underlying the positive poverty and 
indigence trends is the distributive change in some Latin American countries, as discussed 
below. 

A large group of countries show declines in both poverty and indigence rates 
compared with measurements taken around 2000 and 2002. The largest improvements were 
seen in Argentina and Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. In the first case, this represented a 
recovery from the severe crisis that struck the country in the first few years of this decade. In 
fact, despite the reduction, Argentina’s poverty and indigence levels still exceed those of 
1999, by 1.8 and 2.5 percentage points, respectively. The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 
also experienced a sharp drop in per capita GDP in 2002 and 2003 but, in the upswing that 
followed, was able to improve on the pre-crisis situation. The country’s poverty and 
indigence rates for 2005 are well below those of 1999, by 12.3 and 5.8 percentage points, 
respectively. 

Between 2001/2002 and 2004/2005, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico and Peru also 
saw significant falls in poverty levels, of 1.6 percentage point in the first case and some four 
points in the others. The percentage of indigents declined appreciably in these countries, as 
well as in Bolivia, Brazil, Costa Rica, El Salvador and Panama. The reduction is still evident 
when 1998-1999 is used as a basis for comparison, with Ecuador showing particularly strong 
progress over this longer period. In Ecuador’s urban areas the proportion of poor decreased 
by 18.3 percentage points and that of indigents by 14.2 points. 

At the other extreme, Dominican Republic and Uruguay are the only countries where 
both poverty and indigence rates worsened between 2002 and 2005. In both countries, this 
performance is the result of contrasting trends in the two subperiods. Between 2002 and 2004, 
the two countries witnessed a significant decline in living standards, together with an 
increase in the poverty rate, of almost 10 percentage points in the Dominican Republic and 
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just under 6 points in Uruguay. Later, between 2004 and 2005, the two countries made partial 
recoveries and reduced the percentage of poor, from 51.8% to 45.4% in the Dominican 
Republic and from 20.9% to 18.8% in Uruguay. So, although the indicators had not improved 
sufficiently to regain pre-crisis levels by 2005, they have nevertheless regained a downward 
trend. 

Progress towards achieving the first target of the Millennium 
Development Goals 

The new poverty estimates conducted by ECLAC serve to carry out an updated 
review of the countries’ progress towards achievement of the first target set in relation to the 
Millennium Development Goals and an evaluation of the prospects for meeting that target 
across the region. The Commission has been engaged in these tasks since 2001 and the results 
have been reported in several editions of Social Panorama of Latin America, as well as in the 
document The Millennium Development Goals: A Latin American and Caribbean Perspective.  

The reduction in extreme poverty projected for 2006 corresponds to a 69% advance 
towards achieving the first target of the Millennium Development Goals. This progress is 
slightly greater than the elapsed portion of the period for achieving the target.2 It may thus be 
said that the region as a whole is on track towards meeting its commitment to halve the 1990 
extreme poverty rate by 2015 (see figure 2). 

Based on the progress expected in 2006 and the economic growth recorded by the 
countries between 1991 and 2006, it may be inferred that a large group of countries have a 
high probability of meeting the first target of the Millennium Development Goals, which is to 
halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who are living in extreme poverty. 
As well as Brazil and Chile, which have already met the target, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Mexico, Panama and Peru, whose progress is similar to or exceeds that expected, 
should also achieve the target simply by maintaining per capita income growth at a similar 
rate to the average for the last 16 years. 

Colombia, which also recorded faster progress than expected, would have to achieve 
a slightly higher annual growth rate than its average for 1991-2006 in order to reach the 
target. This may be feasible, however, in view of the country’s economic growth in the last 
few years.3 Uruguay, too, would require a higher growth rate than its historical average, but 

                                                 
2  A total of 25 years (from 1990 to 2015) was envisaged for the target. Of this period, 16 years have 

elapsed, which represents 64% of the time stipulated. 
3  This apparent divergence is attributable to the fact that the projections assumed that distribution 

would not vary significantly between 2006 and 2015, but the progress Colombia achieved in 
reducing its indigence rate between 1990 and 2005 was due to a distributive improvement that 
favoured poor households. 
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the small difference that separates current indigence rates from the target places the country 
within the group very likely to meet the target.4 

Figure 2 
LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): PROGRESS IN REDUCING EXTREME POVERTY BETWEEN 

1990 AND 2006 a/ 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ The percentage progress is calculated by dividing the reduction (or increase) in indigence expressed in percentage points 
observed in the period by half of the indigence rate for 1990. The dotted line represents the percentage of progress expected by 2006 
(64%). 
b/ Urban areas. 
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as a whole. If these countries manage to keep their future growth rates above the average for 
1990-2002, it would then be more feasible for them to halve poverty by 2015 (see figure 3). 

Together with economic growth, it is crucial to improve income distribution in order 
to raise the living standards of the poor quickly. Progress in this regard would not only 
enable the abovementioned countries to reach the target more quickly —it would also 
increase the chances of countries with the region’s highest poverty rates, such as Bolivia, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Paraguay, of halving extreme poverty within the time 
allowed. Although these countries would have to make no small effort in terms of growth 
and better distribution of its fruits, the region’s recent positive performance in these aspects 
provides grounds for greater optimism as regards the possibility of reaching the first target 
of the Millennium Development Goals (see figure 3). 

Figure 3 
LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): RATES OF GROWTH IN PER CAPITA GDP NEEDED TO 

HALVE THE 1990 EXTREME POVERTY RATE BY 2015 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 
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according to its own projections. 
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The relative poverty approach 

The “relative poverty” approach is based on the notion of poverty as the inability to 
develop the capacities needed to relate properly to society. Measuring relative poverty as it 
was first proposed is very challenging in terms of the information required. There is a 
methodologically simpler alternative, however, which has been used systematically in the 
European Union countries. This consists of setting a poverty line as a percentage of the 
population’s mean or median income. The rationale of this is that, as a country grows and 
new needs emerge, the standard of poverty immediately shifts without necessarily having to 
define explicit needs. Based on this method, an assessment of relative poverty can be 
conducted for Latin America as a complement to the “absolute poverty” approach habitually 
employed in the region. 

Based on the indicator of 60% of median income, the frequency of relative poverty is 
quite even across the region, varying between 26% and 32% in the different countries. This 
places the cases of greatest and least poverty less than 10 percentage points apart, contrasting 
sharply with measurements of absolute poverty, which show differences of over 50 
percentage points between countries (see figure 4). 

Figure 4 
 LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): RATES OF RELATIVE AND ABSOLUTE POVERTY, 2003/2005 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 
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Relative poverty has remained practically constant in the region for the last 15 years. 
Compared with 1990 levels, appreciable changes (of two percentages points of more) are 
evident in only four countries: an increase in Ecuador (urban areas), Mexico and Uruguay, 
and a decrease in Nicaragua. The variations in the other countries are too small to be 
considered significant.  

The lack of significant change in relative poverty is largely due to the fact that the 
indicator used to measure it is associated more with distributive inequality, which has stood 
still in the region, than with the non-satisfaction of needs. This is reflected in the high 
correlation between relative poverty rates and the ratio between the average incomes of the 
richest and poorest quintiles, which stands at 0.75 and exceeds the correlation between 
relative and absolute poverty (0.56). 

As a rule, the need to remedy basic lacks (which form the basis for absolute poverty 
measurements) is still the main problem outstanding in most Latin American countries. But 
the use of the relative approach could become increasingly useful for one group in particular: 
in Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica and Uruguay, where absolute poverty levels are lower than 
relative poverty, whether the 60% or the 70% line is used as a basis for measurement. In these 
countries, a large segment of whose population has, moreover, moved well beyond the most 
basic lacks, it is important to devote efforts to meeting needs related to individuals’ capacities 
to participate adequately in their societies. 

Latin American relative poverty levels measured using the 60% of median income 
threshold exceed those observed in the 25 member countries of the European Union. This 
holds true not only for a comparison of simple averages in each region, which gives 29% for 
Latin America and 15% for the European Union, but also for maximum and minimum 
values. No Latin American country has a relative poverty rate of less than 26%, whereas the 
highest figure recorded in the European Union is 21%. 

Recent trends in income distribution 

Latin America’s highly inequitable and inflexible income distribution has historically 
been one of its most prominent traits. Latin American inequality is not only greater than that 
seen in other world regions, but it also remained unchanged in the 1990s and took a turn for 
the worse at the start of the current decade.  

According to data from the most recent household surveys, several countries have 
achieved improvements in distribution in recent years. Although small, these gains at least 
represent some progress with respect to the rigidity or even the deterioration of distribution 
in earlier periods. 
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Comparison of the distribution of household per capita income between the periods 
2003-2005 and 1998-1999 shows the gap between the poorest and richest groups narrowing in 
most of the countries examined. In fact, the income ratio between the richest 10% and the 
poorest 40% declined by between 8% and 23% in Argentina, Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela, Brazil, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay and Peru. In all these 
cases, this result reflected a combination of gains made by the first four deciles and losses 
sustained by the richest one. Chile and Costa Rica posted no change in this indicator, while 
Colombia, Dominican Republic, Honduras and Uruguay recorded increases, of which the 
highest was 13%. 

The incipient trend towards distributive improvement is corroborated by the use of a 
synthetic indicator, such the Gini index, to summarize income distribution data for the whole 
population. Between 1998-1999 and 2003-2005, Brazil, El Salvador, Paraguay and Peru 
showed appreciable decreases, of between 4% and 7%, in this indicator. Honduras was the 
only country to post a strong rise in the Gini coefficient (see figure 5 and table 2). 

Figure 5 
LATIN AMERICA (15 COUNTRIES): CHANGES IN GINI COEFFICIENT, 1990-2003/2005 a/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

Note: Latin America (s): simple average for Latin America. 
 Latin America (w): weighted average for Latin America. 

a/ Calculated on the basis of per capita income distribution. The figure for Latin America refers to a simple average of the Gini 
coefficients of 13 countries with comparable information for the period 1990-2005. 
b/ Data on urban areas for Argentina, Ecuador, Panama and Uruguay. 
c/ Data on urban areas for Ecuador, Panama and Uruguay. Data for Argentina refer to Greater Buenos Aires and those for Paraguay, 
to the metropolitan area of Asunción. 
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Table 2 
LATIN AMERICA (18 COUNTRIES): STRATIFICATION OF COUNTRIES BY GINI COEFFICIENT OF 

INCOME DISTRIBUTION, 1998/1999-2003/2005 a/ 
Level of 
inequality 1998/1999 2000/2002 2003/2005 

Very high Brazil 0.640 Brazil 0.639 Bolivia (2002) 0.614 

0.580 – 1 Bolivia 0.586 Bolivia 0.614 Brazil 0.613 

 Nicaragua 0.584 Honduras 0.588 Honduras 0.587 

     Colombia 0.584 

High Colombia 0.572 Nicaragua 0.579 Nicaragua (2001) 0.579 

0.520 – 0.579 Paraguay 0.565 Argentina b/ 0.578 Dominican Republic 0.569 

 Honduras 0.564 Paraguay 0.570 Chile 0.550 

 Chile 0.560 Colombia 0.569 Guatemala (2002) 0.542 

 Guatemala 0.560 Chile 0.559 Paraguay 0.536 

 Dominican Republic 0.554 Dominican Republic 0.544 Mexico 0.528 

 Peru 0.545 Guatemala 0.542 Argentina b/ 0.526 

 Argentina b/ 0.539 El Salvador 0.525   

 Mexico 0.539 Peru 0.525   

 Ecuador b/ 0.521 Panama b/ 0.515   

Mid-level El Salvador 0.518 México 0.514 Ecuador b/ 0.513 

0.470 – 0.519 Panama b/ 0.513 Ecuador b/ 0.513 Peru 0.505 

 Venezuela (Bol. Rep. of) 0.498 Venezuela (Bol. Rep. of) 0.500 Panama b/ 0.500 

 Costa Rica 0.473 Costa Rica 0.488 El Salvador 0.493 

     Venezuela (Bol. Rep. of) 0.490 

     Costa Rica 0.470 

Low Uruguay b/ 0.440 Uruguay b/ 0.455 Uruguay b/ 0.451 

0 – 0.469       

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ The upper and lower Gini index values for each category are those used in chapter I of Social Panorama of Latin America 2004. 
These were determined by using a logarithm of statistical stratification of k-means. This methodology is used to generate internally 
homogenous strata but with maximum variability between them. 
b/ Urban areas. 

A longer-range stock-taking, for the period 1990-2005, reveals a more uneven picture. 
In those 15 years, two countries, Uruguay and Panama, achieved a large improvement in 
distribution (data from urban areas in both cases), with reductions of 8% in the Gini 
coefficient. These are followed by Honduras, with a decrease of 4%. By contrast, Ecuador 
(urban areas) and Paraguay (metropolitan area of Asunción) saw this indicator rise by 
around 10%, which represents a strong increase in income concentration. Argentina (Greater 
Buenos Aires), the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela and Costa Rica also recorded significant 
declines, of between 4% and 7%. 

CHANGES IN WAGED WORK IN LATIN AMERICA AND RECENT 
EMPLOYMENT TRENDS 

The past four years (2003-2006) have seen Latin America’s best economic and 
social performance in 25 years. Progress with poverty reduction, falling unemployment, 
improving income distribution in several countries and a strong upswing in numbers of jobs 
are the main factors underlying the positive trend in many of the countries of the region. 
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The factors in this improvement of living conditions in the region over the past four 
years include strong economic expansion —average GDP grew by almost 4.5%— leading to 
improvements in real wages in several countries, and in some, average urban wages rose to 
levels higher than those seen before the recessionary periods early in the current decade. In 
Argentina and Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, however, the steep rise in wages since 2003 
has failed to bring them up to the levels of the late 1990s. The turnaround in the main 
indicators of well-being from 2003 onwards resulted from favourable conditions which may 
continue in future, marking a clear turning point in the region. 

Following more than a decade of persistent growth in unemployment (from 1990 to 
2002, the weighted average of urban unemployment rates rose from 6.2% to 10.7%),6 of 
growth in informal and insecure jobs and, in many countries, of stagnating or even falling 
wages, it is important to consider which situations have stayed the same, which have 
recovered and what changes have taken place during these recent years of recovery and 
growth, in relation to employment in the countries. 

Attention has been focused on urban waged employment, since this accounts for 
more than two thirds of all the region’s employed, whose labour earnings provide three 
quarters of household income. It was precisely in recognition of the need to create quality 
employment that the 2005 World Summit of the United Nations recommended that the first 
Millennium Development Goal should include the target of full and productive employment 
and decent work for all, particularly for women and young people. The inclusion of that 
target, albeit without a quantitative indicator, represents a substantial step forward, since 
generating quality employment is both a development goal in itself and a condition for the 
achievement of the other Millennium Development Goals. 

Main labour market trends 

The information available for 2002-2005 shows a clear reversal of the labour-market 
trend. The striking upturn in the yearly rate of job creation in urban areas for the three-year 
period 2003-2005 in comparison with 1991-2002 is a clear example. In 2003-2005, the total 
number of employed persons (waged and own-account workers) in urban areas rose by just 
over 5.3 million per year, well in excess of the 3.3 million per year increase in 1991-2002. The 
number of waged jobs climbed even more strongly, with a jump from 1.96 million new wage-
earners per year in the first period to 4.09 million per year in the second (see table 3). 

                                                 
6  The unemployment figures and other labour-market indicators analysed in this section are derived 

from household surveys, and do not always match the figures used by the countries in announcing 
official figures for the main labour-market indicators. The unemployment figures for the region 
based on official statistics from the countries in 1990 and 2002 were 5% and 9.1% respectively. 
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Table 3 
LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): SUMMARY OF MAIN LABOUR-MARKET TRENDS, 

URBAN AREAS, 1990-2005 a/ 
Sex 

Both sexes 
Men Women Period  

1990-2002 2002-2005 1990-2005 1990-2002 2002-2005 1990-2005 1990-2002 2002-2005 1990-2005

Annual variation in: (Annual percentage variation) 
Working-age population 2.7 2.6 2.7 2.8 2.6 2.7 2.7 2.6 2.7 
Economically active population 3.4 3.4 3.4 2.7 2.8 2.7 4.4 4.2 4.3 
Employed persons 2.9 3.8 3.1 2.4 3.2 2.5 3.8 4.6 4.0 
Wage-earners 2.5 4.3 2.9 1.9 3.9 2.3 3.5 4.8 3.7 
Average annual employment growth: (Thousands) 
Wage-earners and own-account workers 3 308 5 317 3 710 1 611 2 644 1 818 1 697 2 673 1 892 
Wage earners 1 962 4 089 2 387 873 2 158 1 130 1 089 1 930 1 257 

 1990 2002 2005 1990 2002 2005 1990 2002 2005 

Rates of: (Percentages) 
Participation 63.8 68.5 70.1 83.5 82.7 83.2 45.9 55.5 58.1 
Employment  59.8 61.2 63.3 78.6 75.1 76.5 42.7 48.5 51.3 
Unemployment (all unemployed) 6.2 10.7 9.7 5.8 9.2 8.0 6.9 12.7 11.8 
Waged employment b/ 71.0 67.5 68.5 70.6 66.6 68.0 71.6 68.9 69.3 
Joblessness among wage-earners c/ 8.3 15.6 11.4 7.7 13.8 9.5 9.3 17.9 13.7 
Joblessness among non-waged workers c/ d/ 4.0 8.1 5.6 4.1 7.9 5.4 3.7 8.2 5.8 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Weighted averages and regional aggregates, not including Nicaragua, which had no data available for the most recent period. 
b/ Waged workers as a percentage of total employed. 
c/ Based on the occupational category for the most recent employment, excludes first-time job-seekers. Excludes Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Mexico and Peru. 
d/ Own-account workers, employers, cooperative workers, members of producers' cooperatives, unpaid family (and non-family) 
workers. 

These developments explain the fall in the region’s open unemployment rate by one 
percentage point between 2002 and 2005.7 It is expected to fall by a further percentage point 
in 2006, to about 8.5%. Figure 6 shows the reversal of the unemployment trend from 2002 
onwards. In the great majority of countries, the unemployment rate fell in 2002-2005 
following a sustained rise in the previous decade. It is noteworthy that the fall in 
unemployment in recent years has seen many wage-earners who had lost their jobs finding 
employment again. No statistical time series are available for a precise analysis of this 
phenomenon, but the falling unemployment rate among those who had lost a waged job 
(from 15.6% to 11.4% on average) is clear evidence. As a result, there has been a partial 
recovery in waged employment as a proportion of urban employment, which had fallen by a 
regional average of three points between 1990 and 2002. In 2005, 69% of those employed in 
urban areas were wage-earners. 

                                                 
7
  The regional unemployment rate, based on official figures from the countries, declined by two 

percentage points between 2002 and 2005, from 11.0% to 9.1%. 
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Figure 6 
LATIN AMERICA (18 COUNTRIES): TRENDS IN UNEMPLOYMENT AMONG 15- TO 64-YEAR 

OLDS, URBAN AREAS, 1990-2002 AND 2002-2005 a/ 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Nicaragua is not included in the regional figure because no data were available for the most recent period; the figures for 
Colombia, Dominican Republic and Panama include hidden unemployment (the 2005 survey conducted in the Dominican Republic 
separated hidden from open unemployment (8.0%)); the figures for Argentina refer to Greater Buenos Aires, for Bolivia to the eight 
main cities and El Alto, for Paraguay to Asunción and the Central Department, and for the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to the 
national total. 

The sharpest falls in unemployment took place in the countries whose economies 
expanded the most in the past three years (Argentina, Uruguay, Panama, the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela and Colombia, in that order) and which had had very high 
unemployment rates before the recovery began. In those five countries, the unemployment 
rate in 2002 varied between 16.6% and 18%, and by 2005, the rates had fallen by anything 
from four to a little over seven percentage points. 

Analysis of the relationship between GDP growth and falling unemployment shows 
that in recent years the growth threshold required in order to cut unemployment has 
remained high. This had already been observed in the 1990s, in comparison with the two 
previous decades. During the current recovery and growth phase, the threshold above which 
an increase in GDP resulted in a one-point fall in unemployment is also around 4%. If that 
ratio remains unchanged, the region will need to maintain the growth rate of the past four 
years (close to 4.5%) for the coming three years in order to bring unemployment down to a 
level close to the 1990 figure. 

Analysing unemployment trends on the basis of household surveys makes it possible 
to compare the decline in unemployment in the region as a whole with that achieved by the 
countries which enjoyed the fastest growth in 2002-2005 (Argentina, the Bolivarian Republic 
of Venezuela, Colombia, Panama and Uruguay), where the weighted yearly average figure 
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for GDP growth stood at 7.1% during that period. Of particular note is the steep drop in 
unemployment among the lowest-income groups, particularly the poorest 10% of households 
(see figure 7). In those five countries, unemployment in that group fell from almost 43% to 
close to 29%. This improvement considerably benefited households at all levels of society, 
even the highest income deciles. The same pattern can be seen in the 17 countries examined, 
although in the others the reductions were naturally smaller. 

Figure 7 
LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): TRENDS IN UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BETWEEN 2002 AND 

2005, REGION AND GROUP OF COUNTRIES RECORDING LARGEST REDUCTION, BY SEX, 
AGE GROUPS AND INCOME DECILES, URBAN AREAS a/ 

(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Nicaragua is not included in the group of 17 countries; the total may not coincide with data in other figures and tables because it 
covers urban areas in the countries, whose long-term comparisons have to be made with restricted urban areas (Argentina, Bolivia 
and Paraguay); the group of countries to record the largest decrease in unemployment in the region includes Argentina, Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela (national total), Colombia, Panama and Uruguay. 
b/ Deciles of total household income. 
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Youth unemployment, which remains well above average, showed the sharpest falls, 
but there were also sizeable decreases in adult unemployment. In the countries that enjoyed 
the largest growth, conditions were conducive to absorbing some of those entering the labour 
market for the first time as well as some of those who had lost their jobs. The aforementioned 
five countries also saw sharp falls in unemployment in the population aged 40 and over. 

Despite this progress, the falls in urban unemployment failed to improve the 
situation in respect of gender inequalities. Unemployment remained higher among women, 
with men benefiting more than women from the falls recorded during the period. Male 
unemployment had already been lower at the beginning of the latest period of economic 
recovery and growth. 

Despite the economic recovery of the past four years, unemployment in Latin 
America remains high, a little over three percentage points above the 1990 level. This is 
partly due to rising labour-force participation rates, which climbed quickly in the 1990s and 
have continued to rise in most countries in the past three years, despite the fact that young 
people were staying in the education system longer. From 2002 to 2005, the participation rate 
in urban areas rose in 12 out of 17 countries; the increase in those countries was close to three 
percentage points. This slowed the fall in unemployment, although in 15 of the 17 countries, 
the proportion of urban employed persons as a percentage of the working-age population 
increased by an average of 2.3 points.  

The growth of the workforce is mostly due to the continuing strong trend in Latin 
America of women joining the labour force (see figure 8). The increase in the female 
participation rate from 2002 to 2005 (55.5% to 58.1%) was considerably greater than that for 
males (82.7% to 83.2%). During that three-year period, 2.8 million women and 2.5 million 
men joined the workforce each year; in 1990-2002, the figures were 2.2 and 2.0 million, 
respectively. This demonstrates the increasing speed with which women are entering the 
labour market. 

The continuing upward trend in women’s labour-market participation suggests that 
the incentives driving it (better levels of education, desire for increased independence) are 
now being reinforced by others which attract them to the labour market (increased 
availability of jobs, better opportunities for flexible hours or part-time work). This makes it 
even more urgent to overcome the obstacles to more permanent contributions by women to 
household incomes. Increases in those contributions, together with high inflows of 
remittances in a number of countries, have improved the family incomes of vulnerable or 
poor households, many of which have succeeded in leaving poverty behind. 
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Figure 8 
LATIN AMERICA (18 COUNTRIES): LABOUR-FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE IN URBAN AREAS 

BY SEX, AROUND 1990 AND 2005 a/ 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ The figure for the region does not include Nicaragua, for which data were not available for the last period; the male participation 
rate corresponds to the total height of the blue bar, on which the female rate is superimposed. The figures for Argentina refer to 
Greater Buenos Aires, for Bolivia to the eight main cities and El Alto, for Paraguay to Asunción and the Central Department, and for 
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to the national total. 

Changes in waged employment 

Household survey data show that in the 1990s waged jobs decreased as a proportion of 
total employment in the region. The percentage of wage-earners within the overall number of 
employed persons in urban areas fell from 71% to 67.5% between 1990 and 2002. A number of 
countries —especially those which enjoyed the strongest growth over the last four years— saw 
falls in unemployment among workers who had lost a waged job, and increases in waged 
employment in relation to the total numbers of employers and own-account workers. As a 
result, the percentage of waged employment in the region rose by one percentage point (to 
68.5%), still below the 1990 level. This upturn in formal waged employment resulted in a fall 
from 40% to 36% in urban employment in low productivity sectors (including employers and 
unskilled workers in microenterprises, domestic employees and unskilled own-account 
workers).8 For the region as a whole, the slight relative fall in waged employment in 
microenterprises contributed to the decrease in the urban informal sector. 

                                                 
8
  This estimate does not include Colombia, whose survey does not distinguish the size of firms where 

workers are employed, but refers instead to employed persons in urban areas, aged from 15 to 64, 
who stated that they had received income from work.  
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The available information gives a clearer picture of the quality of the jobs produced 
between 2002 and 2005. The total number of employed persons in urban areas rose by 16.2 
million, 77% of whom obtained waged employment; almost 91% of these found jobs in the 
formal sector, although about one in four entered positions with no social security protection. 
In sum, a little over two out of three new wage-earners in urban areas obtained employment 
which provides social protection. This supports the statement that there was no significant 
change in this regard in the region as a whole (see figure 9).9 In fact, despite the marked climb 
in waged employment during the expansionary phase of the business cycle, there was no 
improvement in the ratio between wage-earners affiliated to social security and the 
retirement-age population. 

Figure 9 
LATIN AMERICA (16 COUNTRIES): SOCIAL SECURITY COVERAGE AMONG URBAN WAGE-

EARNERS, AROUND 1990, 2002 AND 2005 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Greater Buenos Aires. 
b/ Eight main cities and El Alto. 
c/ National total. 
d/ Includes Argentina (Greater Buenos Aires), Bolivia (eight main cities and El Alto), Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador 
and Mexico. 
e/ Includes Argentina (total for urban areas), Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (national total), Bolivia (total for urban areas), Brazil, 
Chile, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay (total for urban areas), Peru 
and Uruguay. 

                                                 
9
  Country-by-country analysis shows that the percentage of wage-earners whose employment 

contracts provide for social security coverage increased by three percentage points in Argentina, 
Brazil and Peru, but fell by a similar proportion in Bolivia, Guatemala, Mexico, Panama and 
Uruguay. 
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The average wages reported by household surveys showed a slight increase of 0.9% 
per year on average in 2003-2005,10 failing to match the growth of per capita GDP in the 
region, which was somewhat over 2.5% per year. This average, however, fails to reflect the 
wide range of variations in different countries. For example, Argentina, the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela, Ecuador and Peru experienced strong growth (10.8%, 4.1%, 3.5% and 
7.8%, respectively), whereas in Bolivia, Brazil, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador, and Uruguay there were falls in average real wages.  

In the countries where wages rose, there tended to be widening disparities between 
workers having social security coverage, who are mostly in the urban formal sector 
(including the public sector), and those without such coverage, with greater wage increases 
for the former. Disparities also widened, albeit to a lesser extent, in countries which 
experienced significant falls in wages, mainly owing to the larger drops in the wages of 
urban workers without social security coverage, despite more active policies in respect of 
minimum wages. In most cases, as can be seen in figure 10, the wages of those with social 
security coverage are at least twice as high as those without it. This shows that the quality of 
employment is determined by a broad range of interdependent characteristics, including 
wages which are sufficient and stable, secure work contracts, safety in the workplace (risk of 
accidents or work-related illness), access to health care and health insurance systems, and 
affiliation and contributions to social protection schemes.  

Although this expansionary period saw a strong rise in waged jobs, this did not 
result in significant changes in the quality of employment. As demonstrated in the document 
presented by ECLAC at its thirty-first session held in Montevideo (Uruguay) in March 2006,11 
the current levels of coverage under contributory and employment-based social security 
systems and the low wages paid to workers who do not yet have such coverage do not 
provide a basis on which to move forward to a universal system of pensions to provide 
minimum benefits with sufficient funding in the long term, particularly in the current context 
of population ageing in Latin America. It is therefore very important that countries should 
adapt their social protection systems to the conditions prevalent in labour markets, by means 
of non-contributory inputs, integration of contributory and non-contributory funding, and a 
clear definition of the benefits to be provided by such systems, in order to make progress in 
the provision of social protection to workers and their families. 

                                                 
10

 The rate of change does not differ significantly from that registered by the countries’ earnings 
indexes, whose coverage is rather narrower, because they relate either to wages in a particular 
sector, such as manufacturing, or to the incomes of registered wage-earners (usually those having 
contracts and social security coverage) and thus often exclude wages paid by small firms and 
microenterprises.  

11
 Shaping the Future of Social Protection: Access, Financing and Solidarity (LC/G.2294(SES.31/3)), 

Santiago, Chile, March 2006. 



Social Panorama of Latin America 2006 • Briefing paper 

 25

Figure 10 
LATIN AMERICA (17 COUNTRIES): TRENDS IN URBAN AVERAGE WAGES BETWEEN 2002 AND 
2005, AND INCOME LEVELS OF WAGE-EARNERS WITH AND WITHOUT ACCESS TO NATIONAL 

SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEMS, 2005 
(In dollars at 2000 prices) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Figures for the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela correspond to the national total. 
b/ The total for Latin America relating to the wages of workers with and without social security coverage excludes Colombia and 
Honduras, whose surveys do not provide information on social security affiliation. 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF LATIN AMERICA: OLD INEQUITIES, 
DIVERSE REALITIES AND NEW OBLIGATIONS FOR TWENTY-FIRST 
CENTURY DEMOCRACIES 

The emergence of indigenous peoples’ on the international agenda 
and the new human rights standard 

The issue of indigenous peoples changed profoundly in Latin America in the last 
two decades of the twentieth century. The constitution of indigenous movements as political 
actors is one of the most significant phenomena to have occurred in the region and 
worldwide and will have a lasting impact on the Latin American democracies. Through their 
organizations and action, indigenous people have positioned their claims for recognition as 
peoples in their own right at the heart of the public debate, demanding new laws to 
safeguard their existence and rights. These demands are effectively claims for new social 
covenants and for a broader concept of citizenship. 

One of the most significant outcomes of this global process is the shift in 
international human rights law ––which is binding upon States–– in which a special regime 
of collective indigenous rights has developed. The minimum standard for these rights, based 
on the principle of self determination, is enshrined in the Convention concerning Indigenous 
and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries of the International Labour Organization (ILO 
Convention No. 169) and in the draft United Nations declaration on the rights of indigenous 
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peoples (approved by the Human Rights Council at its first session in June 2006). These 
standards fall into the following broad categories:  

• The right to non-discrimination;  

• The right to cultural integrity;  

• The right to own, use, control and have access to land and resources;  

• The right to development and social welfare; and 

• The right to political participation and free, prior and informed consent. 

This has at least two direct public policy implications: it generates new State 
obligations of respect, protection and compliance (even in the absence of any recognition of 
rights in the country’s domestic legal regime) and; second, it delivers parameters for the 
assessment of the standards and practices of State powers in relation to indigenous peoples.  

Although most of the Latin American States have made constitutional and legislative 
changes to recognize indigenous rights, the balance of the last few decades is critical, with 
evidence of rules being either ineffective or breached. The data available show evidence of 
structural discrimination against indigenous people that takes the form of marginalization, 
exclusion and poverty and places indigenous people systematically in the lowest income 
quintiles in each country. There is an international consensus that these are not simply 
excluded groups, but ethnically and culturally differentiated collectivities —peoples— who 
have historically been denied by Latin American States. From the rights-based perspective, it 
is necessary to undertake a fresh reading of poverty and socio-economic inequities, which are 
defined today as a flagrant violation of human rights, not only economic and social rights, 
but also civil and political rights. The implementation of these standards requires, in turn, the 
production of information, statistics and systems of indicators for monitoring and evaluation. 
This chapter aims to address the questions of who, how many and where indigenous peoples 
are, as a basic input for policies and programmes. It also deals with population dynamics and 
the components ––fertility, mortality and migration–– inherent in the biological and socio-
cultural reproduction of indigenous peoples. 

Indigenous peoples: Who are they? How many are there? Where are 
they? 

Latin America is a multi-ethnic and pluricultural region. Today its States recognize 671 
indigenous peoples, of whom over half are settled in tropical forest areas. The major 
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demographic groups12 are located in the Andean and Meso-American countries. They have 
traditionally been viewed as rural populations, but the reality today shows a territorial and 
demographic diversity ranging from peoples living in voluntary isolation to urban settlements. 
There are also cases of urban-rural and transnational mobility. Furthermore, no country has a 
single policy for indigenous peoples and these peoples do not all enjoy equal status. 

There is an international consensus that peoples are regarded as being indigenous 
“on account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, or a 
geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonisation or 
the establishment of present State boundaries and who, irrespective of their legal status, 
retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions” (ILO 
Convention No. 169).13 A further —and essential— criterion for regarding people as 
indigenous is their self-identification as indigenous or tribal. 

As a result of the emergence of indigenous movements and of legal changes in 
relation to recognition, in the 2000 census round, for the first time, almost all the Latin 
American countries included questions on ethnic identity. When indigenous peoples were 
viewed as “objects” of policy it was assumed that they could be identified —indirectly and 
by non-indigenous people— by means of externally or culturally manifested features, 
particularly their language. Today, the principle of self-identification is used, consistently 
with the status of indigenous peoples as subjects of law. Other criteria are needed, however, 
to capture the diversity of indigenous peoples. Such criteria refer to common origin, 
territoriality and the linguistic-cultural aspects inherent in the above definition. 

Based on data compiled in the 2000 round of censuses, Latin America’s indigenous 
population is estimated at over 30 million, with large variations among peoples in terms of 
overall volume and proportion of the total population in each country. Bolivia, Guatemala, 
Mexico and Peru have the largest indigenous populations in terms of numbers, with between 
4.6 and 8.5 million each. Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, Brazil, Chile, Colombia and 
Ecuador follow with between 500,000 and 1 million indigenous people each and, finally, 
Argentina, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay and Uruguay 
have less than 500,000. In terms of relative population size, indigenous people represent 62%, 
41% and 32% of the population, respectively, in Bolivia, Guatemala and Peru. In the rest of 
the countries the indigenous population represents no more than 10%. Mexico is a special 

                                                 
12  Refers to the indigenous population collectively without distinguishing between different peoples, 

whose numbers vary enormously. For example, in Bolivia the Andean peoples —Quechuas and 
Aymaras— each number over 1.5 million, whereas the country’s eastern region has several 
indigenous peoples each numbering less than 200 (Inter-American Development Bank/Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (IDB/ECLAC), “Los pueblos indígenas de 
Bolivia: diagnóstico sociodemográfico a partir del censo del 2001”, project documents, No. 24 
(LC/W.24), Santiago, Chile, 2005).  

13  To date, 13 Latin American countries have ratified ILO Convention No. 169. 
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case because it has an indigenous population which, though small in relative terms, is 
comparable in volume to the indigenous population of Bolivia and Guatemala. 

A common feature arising from the analysis of territorial distribution is that it 
reflects the indissoluble link between indigenous people and their territory and, as a rule, 
does not follow the same pattern as non-indigenous distribution. The main indigenous 
settlements are thus located in areas associated with ancestral lands, which are 
predominantly rural. However, a series of factors —including poverty, demographic 
pressure and land degradation, the invasion of colonists, the interests of domestic and 
international corporations and a lack of basic services— have been driving migration from 
territories of origin to urban hubs or to other rural areas, as the case may be. Generally 
speaking, at least 80% of the indigenous population lived in rural areas in half of the 10 
countries examined (in Costa Rica, Ecuador, Honduras, Panama and Paraguay). In two 
countries (Guatemala and Mexico) about one in three indigenous people live in urban areas 
and in Bolivia, Brazil and Chile over half of the indigenous population resides in cities. 

Figure 11 clearly illustrates the variety in settlement patterns among peoples in the 
countries. Paraguay and Honduras display the largest differences: the Maka and Garífuna 
peoples, respectively, reside mainly in cities, whereas the Marijuy and Tolupán are 
predominantly rural. Urban indigenous people also display different trends to the rest of the 
population, with a smaller concentration in major cities and a preference for urban centres 
close to their territories of origin. 

Figure 11 
INDIGENOUS POPULATION BY AREA OF RESIDENCE AND ETHNIC GROUP 

AND NON-INDIGENOUS URBAN POPULATION, 2000 CENSUS ROUND 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre (CELADE) - Population Division of ECLAC, special processing of 
census microdatabases. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

 M
oj

eñ
o

 C
hi

qu
ita

no
 A

ym
ar

a
 G

ua
ra

ní
Q

ue
ch

ua
K

aw
as

hk
ar

Y
ag

án
 A

ta
ca

m
eñ

o
 Q

ue
ch

ua
 A

ym
ar

a
 M

ap
uc

he
 T

z'
ut

uj
il

Ja
ca

lte
co

 M
op

an
 P

oq
om

am Ix
il

K
'ic

he
'

 U
sp

an
te

ko
 T

ek
tit

ek
o

 P
oq

om
ch

i'
 X

in
ka

 M
am

 Q
'e

qc
hi

'
 Q

'a
nj

ob
'a

l
C

h'
or

s'
 G

ar
ifu

na
 T

aw
ah

ka
 M

is
qu

ito
 P

ec
h 

(P
ay

a)
 L

en
ca

 C
ho

rt
í

 T
ol

up
án

K
un

a
 E

m
be

ra
 W

ou
na

an
 B

ug
lé

 T
er

ib
e

 N
gö

be
 M

ak
a

 M
as

ko
y

 G
ua

ra
ní

 o
cc

id
en

ta
l

 N
iv

ac
le

 E
nl

he
t 

no
rt

e
 G

ua
ná

 C
ha

m
ac

oc
o

 A
yo

re
o

A
ch

e
S

an
ap

an
a

 T
ob

a
 A

va
-g

ua
ra

ní
 P

ai
-t

av
yt

er
a

 E
nx

et
 s

ur
 M

an
ju

y

Bolivia Chile Guatemala Honduras Panama Paraguay

Urban Rural Non-indigenous population



Social Panorama of Latin America 2006 • Briefing paper 

 29

Varying demographic profiles: a review of the differences 

Is age structure merely a reflection of demographic transition? 

The age and gender structure of the population reflects past trends in fertility, 
mortality and migration in each country. The study of this structure shows approximately 
the level of each of these demographic components and how they have interacted and 
evolved. In the case of indigenous populations, the results of the analysis are also affected by 
the identification criterion, whichever it may be. In the case of self-identification, people’s 
levels of ethnic awareness may differ from one generation to another or by socio-political 
context. 

Latin America’s indigenous population generally has a younger age structure than 
the rest of the population, regardless of the stage of demographic transition the country has 
reached. Within the relative “youth” of indigenous age patterns, four different types of 
structure can be distinguished: a very young structure with a very broad base (Guatemala, 
Honduras, Panama and Paraguay); a young structure with a broad base (Bolivia, Costa Rica, 
Ecuador and Mexico); a mature structure with a stable base (Brazil); and an older structure 
with a diminishing base (Chile). In all the countries, the situation varies from one ethnic 
group to another. For example, in Paraguay the Mbya have a very young age structure 
compared with that of the Nivacle, reflecting a lower fertility rate among the latter group. 

Higher fertility levels: cultural diversity and unequal access to services 

Although there have been significant falls in the average number of children per 
woman in all the countries of the region, it is also true that disparities remain between the 
indigenous and non-indigenous populations, varying in intensity depending on socio-
economic group and geographical area. Table 4 shows that total fertility rates (TFRs) are 
always higher among indigenous women in both urban and rural areas, even after 
controlling for levels of formal education. In addition, higher national fertility rates do not 
necessarily imply greater convergence between indigenous people and the rest of the 
population.  

The picture is even more diverse when the data for individual indigenous groups are 
analysed. The average parity, or average number of children at age 30, ranges from 1.5 to 4.4 
children per woman. The national context is undeniably highly influential, as can be seen 
from the differences between the Quechua and Aymara peoples in Chile (average parity of 
1.5 and 1.6 children, respectively) and in Bolivia (average parity of 2.9 and 2.5 children, 
respectively). 
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Table 4 
TOTAL FERTILITY RATES (TFR) FOR INDIGENOUS AND NON-INDIGENOUS WOMEN, BY AREA 

OF RESIDENCE, 2000 CENSUS ROUND 

TFR b/ 

Total Urban Rural 
Relative difference c/ 

Countries a/ 

Indigenous Non-
indigenous 

Indigenous Non-
indigenous 

Indigenous Non-
indigenous 

Total Urban Rural 

Guatemala 6.5 4.1 5.1 3.2 7.2 5.8 1.6 1.6 1.3 
Bolivia 4.7 3.7 3.7 3.3 6.3 5.5 1.3 1.1 1.1 
Honduras 5.9 4.2 3.8 3.2 6.4 5.5 1.4 1.2 1.2 
Ecuador 5.3 3.0 3.6 2.7 5.8 3.7 1.8 1.4 1.6 
Panama 5.9 2.5 4.0 2.2 6.4 3.3 2.3 1.8 1.9 
Mexico 4.2 2.6 3.3 2.4 4.9 3.5 1.6 1.4 1.4 
Brazil 4.0 2.4 2.8 2.2 6.2 3.6 1.6 1.2 1.7 
Chile 2.5 2.2 2.3 2.2 2.9 2.4 1.1 1.1 1.2 

Source: Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre (CELADE) - Population Division of ECLAC, special processing of 
census microdatabases. 

a/ Countries appear in decreasing order of national total fertility rate. Costa Rica and Paraguay are excluded because their censuses 
did not include the question on children born in the previous 12 months (for Paraguay, the data refer to the indigenous census).  
b/ Estimates were corrected by means of an adjustment factor to reproduce the census total using each country’s official figure for the 
period 1995-2000.  
c/ Ratio of indigenous total fertility rate to non-indigenous total fertility rate. 

In sum, the disparities are caused by structural inequities in access to basic services 
and information, but they also reflect each group’s inherent cultural patterns relating to the 
stages of the life cycle and to reproduction. This includes not only reproductive ideals (in 
some countries where data are available, indigenous women systematically display higher 
parity) but also the behaviour of proximate fertility variables, including lactation periods, 
marriage rate patterns and contraceptive use. 

Infant and child mortality: persistent gaps 

Early-age mortality has declined steadily and substantially in the region over the 
past 40 years. The infant mortality rate has fallen from 102 per 1,000 live births in the early 
1960s to 26 per 1,000 at the present time. Disparities between countries, geographic areas and 
social groups persist, however, and have even been increasing in the past 15 years. 
Indigenous people are one of the social groups that still suffer the sharpest inequalities and 
inequities exist even within urban areas. 

In terms of the average across Latin America, infant mortality among indigenous 
children is 60% higher than among non-indigenous groups: 48 per 1,000 live births compared 
with 30 per 1,000 live births. The gap is even larger with respect to the probability of dying 
before the age of five, with an excess mortality of 70% for this period. The differences in 
indigenous child mortality from one country to another are also substantial: the probability 
of dying in infancy and childhood is highest in Paraguay (where the indigenous infant 
mortality rate is 72.1 per 1,000 live births) and Bolivia (63.3 per 1,000) and lowest in Chile and 
Costa Rica (11.5 per 1,000 for both countries). As shown in figure 12, early-age mortality 
varies by indigenous group and national context. Thus, for example, the probability of a 
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Quechua child in Bolivia dying before age 1 is more than five times as high as that of a 
Quechua child in Chile. 

Figure 12 
INFANT MORTALITY BY INDIGENOUS GROUP OR TERRITORY AND INFANT MORTALITY IN THE 

NON-INDIGENOUS POPULATION, 2000 CENSUS ROUND 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre (CELADE) - Population Division of ECLAC, special processing of 
census microdatabases. 

International migration and territorial mobility among indigenous peoples 

Indigenous international migration is becoming more significant owing to its specific 
traits and its policy implications in terms of human rights, particularly in relation to 
territorial mobility across ancestral lands. This applies to peoples living in territories 
fragmented by nation-State borders, within ethnic boundaries governed by common law. 

According to the data available, indigenous peoples have a lower propensity to 
migrate internationally.14 This is probably due, on the one hand, to the indissoluble link with 
the land, which tends to anchor them (although the need to survive may lead people to move 
away) and, on the other, to the structural disadvantage that indigenous peoples suffer in 
adopting such an uncertain and costly strategy as international migration. Nevertheless, 
indigenous international migration intensified in the 1990s, with a predominance of male 
migration. 

                                                 
14  Costa Rica is an exception, as 19.4% of its total indigenous population was born in another country, 

while the figure for the non-indigenous population is 7.6%. In the other countries, the percentage of 
indigenous international immigrants varies from 0.6% to 1.2%. 
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As regards the places of origin, data show that indigenous migration follows mainly 
a cross-border pattern. At the same time, the vast majority of emigrants belong to peoples 
who are found in the jurisdictions of two or three States. In terms of destinations, indigenous 
immigrants tend to settle more than non-indigenous immigrants in rural areas, some 
of which correspond to their ancestral territories. There is evidence that both patterns  
—migration and mobility— coexist even within single groups. In fact, 89% of Bolivian-born 
Quechuas resident in Chile settle in the first and second regions (Tarapacá and Antofagasta), 
which were part of their ancestral lands; by contrast, 73% of Peruvian-born Quechuas 
moving to Chile make for the Metropolitan Region (73%), which corresponds to international 
migration in a truer sense of the term. 

Reflections for the design of policies to promote individual and 
collective rights 

Indigenous peoples have consolidated their position as active social and political 
actors at the national and international level. Their demands now include calls for new social 
covenants, an expansion of citizenship rights and, hence, a transformation of two-hundred-
year-old republics. Their status as bearers of rights requires a change in approach, to promote 
and guarantee their individual and collective human rights. The responses to questions 
regarding their identity, numbers and location therefore acquire a new connotation in terms 
of policies and legal obligations, which goes beyond conventional socio-demographic 
analysis. 

At the national and international levels, it is recognized that the criterion of self-
identification is part of the exercise of indigenous peoples’ rights. A review of the situation of 
the countries of the region shows that while progress has been made in this regard, further 
steps must be taken to consolidate the identification of indigenous peoples in the 2010 round 
of censuses and other statistical instruments. It will be crucial for States to promote and 
guarantee the full participation of indigenous peoples throughout the process of information 
generation.  

As regards territorial distribution, the main settlements of indigenous peoples are 
located in places associated with ancestral lands, especially rural areas. Nevertheless, this 
varies widely among peoples; some have resettled in large part in cities. Be this as it may, 
indigenous peoples centre their demands on the legal protection and expansion of their 
lands, reflecting the need for territorial control both as a means of conserving and developing 
their identity and in order to achieve autonomy. This poses major challenges for 
governments in terms of public policies and specific activities since it is no easy task to satisfy 
the demands of indigenous peoples in the face of pressures from the global market, which 
threaten the viability of autonomy projects centred on such lands. 
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In terms of demographic profiles, these are generally young or very young 
indigenous populations living in countries where the ageing process is more advanced, 
although the differences vary from one country to another. Therefore, the State needs to 
consider different priorities for the allocation of resources, especially in the sectors of 
education and health. Moreover, the high fertility rates among the indigenous population are 
partly due to the fact that their ideal number of children is higher, because of the role and 
significance of fertility in the processes of biological and cultural reproduction. The challenge 
is therefore to implement programmes designed to close the gap between this ideal and 
current fertility rates, by articulating the sexual and reproductive rights of individuals and 
couples in line with the rights to which they are entitled as indigenous peoples. 

Infant and child mortality statistics clearly reveal inequity in the form of gaps in the 
exercise of the right to health care. In order to close these gaps and achieve the Millennium 
Development Goals with equity, it is not sufficient to increase the coverage of the official 
health care system. It is also necessary to implement specific programmes with an inter-
cultural perspective, which, based on the acknowledgement of a different world view and a 
distinct perception of the health-illness-healing process (right to cultural integrity), can 
promote an interchange between the biomedical model and traditional indigenous therapies. 

Indigenous international migration consists fundamentally of cross-border 
movements. At least two patterns can be identified: a clearly international form of migration, 
involving indigenous immigrants who settle in urban environments, and a territorial form of 
mobility which is for the most part rural and occurs in regions that correspond to ancestral 
lands. In view of these patterns, special policies and measures are required to protect the 
peoples that find themselves under the jurisdictions of two or three countries, as indicated in 
ILO Convention No. 169.  

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, new obligations are arising for States in 
terms of recognizing, promoting and guaranteeing the individual and collective human 
rights of indigenous peoples in line with international standards. These States must now seek 
to close the gaps in the extension of such rights, which require State and policy reforms that 
ensure the full participation of peoples themselves while respecting the principle of self 
determination. The analysis set out here points to the immense challenge that this represents 
in view of the complexity and diversity of indigenous population dynamics and the 
structural constant of discrimination. The construction of pluricultural democracies demands 
not only the elimination of inequities but also real recognition of the identity, world view, 
origins and humanity contributed by the indigenous peoples of Latin America. 
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SOCIAL AGENDA 

Public policies and transformations of the family structure 

Changes in family structure, labour market transformations and the demographic 
and epidemiological transition are the principal elements guiding the ECLAC proposal for a 
new social covenant, whose objective is the full exercise of social rights within a framework 
of comprehensive solidarity that combines contributory and non-contributory mechanisms.  

The construction of this new social pact starts with the recognition that there is no 
single solution and it is based on three pillars: (i) the definition of explicit, guaranteed and 
enforceable rights; (ii) the definition of levels and sources of financing that make up the 
solidarity mechanisms; and (iii) the development of social institutionality. These proposals 
seek to build bridges between social rights and policy criteria to make entitlements more 
enforceable in terms of greater access, better financing and more solidarity. 

The public policies designed within the framework of a welfare State centred on the 
working society were based on the assumption of a stable two-parent family with established 
roles, with a provider head of household and a dependent and protected spouse. The low 
coverage characteristic of policies based on this premise and the lack of protection for 
families and their members make it imperative today to undertake a more thoroughgoing 
examination of transformations in the family and in policies and programmes designed to 
enhance family well-being. This review was based on responses from official national bodies 
to a questionnaire sent by ECLAC. Information was received from the following countries: 
Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Honduras, Mexico and Peru. 

The changes that have taken place in the family structure are recognized by 
government authorities, who underscore the growing diversity attributable to the increase in 
the numbers of single-parent —especially female-headed— families and consensual unions. 
Fewer families conform to the traditional nuclear model and the functions carried out in 
families and households have been modified by the fact that most women now participate in 
the labour market and by the cultural transformations ushered in by modernity. 

The main structural transformations concerning governments are related to changes 
in family structure and functions, which differ from one country to the next (see table 5). 
Attention is drawn to the existence of different types of family and the recognition of their 
diversity (Chile and Colombia); the proportional reduction in the number of families and the 
size of nuclear families (Cuba), and the changes that have affected the nuclear family, i.e., the 
increase in the number of single-parent families (Colombia and Honduras) and extended 
families (Dominican Republic and Honduras). Another trend that is on the rise is that of 
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female-headed households (Bolivia, Cuba and Dominican Republic), especially in urban 
areas, where 19% of households and families are headed by women. Some 11.4% of nuclear 
families are single-parent households, of which 84% are headed by women and 16% by men. 
Authorities are also concerned with changes in family roles linked to women’s increasing 
participation in the labour market, which is associated with lower birth rates and decreasing 
family size, and with the increase in intrafamily and domestic violence. 

Table 5 
LATIN AMERICA (7 COUNTRIES): MAIN CHANGES IN THE FAMILY ACCORDING TO 

AUTHORITIES ON THE SUBJECT 

Changes in the family 
Country 

First in importance Second in importance Third in importance 

Bolivia Prevention of violence and 
attention when specific cases 
occur 

Access to comprehensive 
legal services 

Access to services designed 
to protect the rights of boys, 
girls and adolescents 

Chile Incorporation of women into 
the labour market 

Recognition of diversity in 
family types 

Low birth rate 

Colombia Family made a national 
priority in the development 
plans of the two last 
presidential terms 

Transformation of the 
marriage link: single-parent 
families in urban areas, 
consensual unions, among 
others  

Changes in the traditional 
concept of the full nuclear 
family towards a recognition of 
different typologies 

Cuba Changes in gender relations 
within the family 

Changes in the number and 
average size of family nuclei 
and in the structure and 
composition of households 

Extension of the networks of 
family relationships as a 
strategy in the face of 
economic difficulties 

Honduras Shift from the nuclear to the 
single-parent family 

Shift from the single-parent to 
the extended family 

Split or dysfunctional families 

Peru Greater participation of 
families in the management of 
social programmes 

Building families’ own 
capacity, especially to foster 
their own development 

There are families that have 
overcome poverty and 
extreme poverty in the country 

Dominican 
Republic 

Reduction in family size Diversification of family 
composition (increase in the 
extended family) 

Increase in the number of 
female-headed households 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of the countries’ responses to the 
ECLAC survey on family policies and programmes, 2006. 

These changes, which are linked to demographic, cultural and economic changes, 
also point up the lack of attention to the family in the design of public policies; a change in 
approach is therefore necessary to guarantee the well-being of individuals. Special attention 
should be paid to the care economy by providing support to the family to ensure care for 
children, older persons who are not self-sufficient and the disabled. The unmet needs and the 
financial implications of care in family arrangements must be recognized and a network of 
public, private and semi-public bodies must be organized and regulated in order to obtain a 
services infrastructure that can provide a solution to society’s care requirements. From this 
perspective, it is essential to design policies geared towards harmonizing family life with the 
demands placed on men and women at work. 
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Figure 13 
LATIN AMERICA (16 COUNTRIES): CHANGES IN HOUSEHOLD AND FAMILY TYPE, 

URBAN AREAS, 1990-2004 a/ 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Simple average. 

Figure 14 
LATIN AMERICA (16 COUNTRIES): CHANGES IN TYPES OF NUCLEAR FAMILIES AND FEMALE 

LABOUR IN URBAN AREAS, 1990-2004 a/ 
(Percentages) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household 
surveys conducted in the respective countries. 

a/ Simple average. 
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Policies and programmes geared to the family 

The new normative framework of family law is advancing slowly, incorporating 
modern international guidelines on human rights along the way. The recent legislative 
changes introduced in Latin American countries reflect two simultaneous processes: (i) the 
emergence of intrafamily violence and family caregiving as public issues; and (ii) the 
extension of State boundaries into an area of the family that has traditionally been viewed as 
private. 

Several countries lack public institutions with the financial support, human 
resources and authority to deal with different family issues and problems. In countries that 
do not have an organization to supervise the issue transversally across the different 
government bodies, family-oriented programmes sometimes suffer from a lack of 
coordination and duplication. Other countries, however, are beginning to coordinate policies 
and programmes through networks. This may be very beneficial in terms of increasing the 
coverage, timeliness, enhancement and sustainability of activities, although these initiatives 
are proving difficult to implement. 

According to the authorities themselves, in the absence of public policies that ensure 
protection and security for the family in fulfilling its responsibilities, poverty continues to be 
one of the main problems confronting households in Latin America, together with 
intrafamily violence and fragmentation caused by migration and forced displacements. Other 
sources of concern are demographic change, in particular population ageing, and problems 
relating to the care of the elderly, which are exacerbated by limited access to basic services. 

A look at the policies and programmes geared to the family shows that there is no 
integral concept of the family. In addition, there is no updated assessment of the needs of 
family members or network of services that can guarantee proper social protection. 
Government action is usually split up into sectoral activities or else it targets specific groups. 
This fragmentation, which is necessary for the implementation of projects and programmes, 
often translates into contradictory, disconnected activities and initiatives that have little 
social impact. 

It is very difficult to estimate the amount of financing allocated to family well-being, 
owing to the fact that family-oriented programmes fall under different ministries and are 
included in different programmes. Large-scale programmes aimed at families do exist in the 
region, principally those involving conditional income transfers, but they are coordinated by 
institutions that are neither responsible for family affairs nor in the habit of taking families 
into account in their implementation. 
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Authorities indicate that the main problems affecting policies geared to the family 
are underfinancing and lack of institutional commitment to programmes, which is reflected a 
lack of coordination between them. 

International agenda 

The thirty-first session of ECLAC was attended by approximately 300 delegates from 
33 member States and associate members of the Commission as well as by representatives of 
United Nations specialized agencies and non-governmental organizations, and special 
guests.  

The ECLAC session is held every two years to consider the progress of activities 
carried out during the previous biennium and to adopt the programme of work for the 
following biennium. It serves as a forum for discussion of the principal issues relating to the 
development of the countries in the region. At the thirty-first session, participants examined 
the issue of social protection and the ECLAC proposal for a new social covenant. On this 
occasion, attention was drawn to the need to apply a rights-based approach to steer social 
protection policies. This makes the family and its link to well-being very important in 
establishing how to define the basic minimum provision to be delivered by public policies, 
and the associated financing requirements and solidarity mechanisms. Only through an 
understanding of these relationships can a framework of social institutions be constructed 
that will facilitate the management of social policy and promote coordination of social 
services delivery. 

 




