Presentation by Honourable Marlene Coudray on behalf of Honourable Prime Minister of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, , July 19 2012, 5.30 – 6.30 p.m.

OAS/CIM Second Hemispheric Forum on “Women’s Full Citizenship for Democracy” Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic
18-21 July 2012

1. Salutations
Ministers of Government of OAS Member States,
Executive Secretary of the CIM, Ambassador Carmen Moreno and Members of the Executive, 

Representatives of the OAS, International IDEA, and UN Women,
Representatives of the Government of the Republic of the Dominican Republic,
Distinguished Delegates,
Representatives of Civil Society Organizations,
Members of the Media,

I feel quite honoured this afternoon to represent the Honourable Kamla Persad Bissessar, Prime Minister of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago. The Prime Minister sent her regrets but felt so committed to this process that she mandated me as the Minister of Gender, Youth and Child  Development (of less than one month) to take the time to attend this Second Hemispheric Forum and  present some remarks. So on behalf of Honourable Kamla Persad-Bissessar, Prime Minister of  the Republic of  Trinidad and Tobago, I extend our profound gratitude to the OAS/ CIM for its invitation to attend and address this Second Hemispheric Forum on “Women’s Full Citizenship for Democracy” being held here in the Dominican Republic. I compliment all the partner organizations, UN Women, IDEA International, AECID and the Government of the Dominican Republic for giving support to this project and for being a gracious host. Special thanks to the President of CIM – Rocio Garcia Gaytan, and the Executive of CIM for organizing this important hemispheric event. 

Democracy for us in Trinidad and Tobago holds great significance, as on 31st August this year we will be celebrating our 50th anniversary of independence, being one of the first two English-speaking Caribbean countries to have achieved independence status in 1962. Developing the capacity of women to participate meaningfully in all levels of the electoral process has no doubt borne fruit over our fifty years as an independent Nation. Trinidad and Tobago is now privileged to have its first female Prime Minister
2. Women in parliament and local government
In Trinidad and Tobago, women currently hold 28.6 per cent of elected seats in the House of Representatives or Lower House of Parliament, and 25.8 per cent of seats in the Senate or Upper House. While we are still not above the United Nations’ and Commonwealth’s target of 30 per cent of women in parliament, it is important to bear in mind that in the elections held in 1956 prior to Independence in 1962, there were NO women on the candidates lists fielded by the two major political parties. However, as indicated by various speakers at the Opening Ceremony, we recognize that there is still work to be done.

I must share with you that prior to being appointed as Minister of Gender, Youth and Child Development, I served as Mayor of one of the two cities in Trinidad and Tobago and had the honour of holding office during the period in which women achieved 32% per cent of seats in the local government. Trinidad and Tobago is therefore seeking to build a critical mass of women in local government, and will continue to provide training and engage these women in capacity building activities to enable them to become advocates on women’s rights and gender equality and to serve in leadership positions.
In her vision to increase women’s political participation, Prime Minister Kamla Persad-Bissessar also recognized the need to mentor a new generation of women in politics. At a side event on women’s participation in politics which was held at last year’s UN General Assembly, she committed to initiate a mentoring programme for girls from 11-18 years old interested in entering the field of politics. In delivering on this commitment the Office of the Prime Minister is currently in the process of developing the Women’s and Girls’ Leadership Forum (WGLF) an on-line mentorship platform designed for the girls to be mentored by female politicians. The official launch of the platform will be done shortly and it is anticipated that the project will serve as a prototype to be used by other Commonwealth Member States and hopefully also within the Region.
3.
Policy and programmes for gender equality

In Trinidad and Tobago, the Gender Affairs Division or national gender machinery is located within the Ministry of Gender, Youth and Child Development. The Government is committed to working through this Division to mainstream gender equality in all its policies, programmes and projects, and to create the environment which will facilitate greater and equal participation of women in political leadership and decision-making.
As leaders, politicians and policy-makers we are fully aware that without policy and implementation of those policies, our best efforts may yield very little. It is in this regard that our Draft National Gender Policy which was tabled in Parliament in 2009 is currently being reviewed by a Cabinet Appointed Committee. The Committee’s report is expected this month and the Draft National Gender Policy will be tabled for the approval of the Cabinet in the near future. The Policy is a comprehensive framework for advancing equality between men and women in Trinidad and Tobago, and has specifically addressed many of those themes which can provide an enabling environment for our women’s full citizenship and democracy. The issues of transformational leadership and governance, education and human capital, domestic and family life, and health and well-being are just a few which I choose to highlight. 
We cannot overemphasize that conditions at home, the community and the wider society must become more facilitative to women’s equal participation in political life.  
4. Trinidad and Tobago’s Human Development Atlas

The Government of Trinidad and Tobago in collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) recently launched the Trinidad and Tobago Human Development Atlas. This Atlas brings together Human Development Indicators, Millennium Development Goals data, Crime and Violence statistics, and a Gender Inequality Index and presents them in a format covering the 15 regions of Trinidad and Tobago, which allows politicians, decision-makers, as well as the citizens as well to see clearly, any inequity in the patterns of development across the geographic locations in the country.
The document will be invaluable for policy formulation, planning, and evidence-based decision making because it provides the data on critical issues, some of which include:

· Geographic location of poverty stricken communities;

· The impact of uneven levels of development on women and youth; 

· Patterns of income, employment, education and life expectancy;

· The percentage of the population living with chronic illnesses; and 

· Criminal activities, including violence against women/domestic and gender-based violence.
Gender inequality between men and women is the root cause of gender-based violence. Relationships between men and women are often centred on issues of power and control. Gender violence was traditionally seen as a means of controlling and chastising women in order to keep them in their place; a place that was seen as inferior to that of men in the society, and more so within the home.  

· Problems affecting young women including, early sexual initiation of adolescent girls and levels of unplanned teenage pregnancies. 

An examination of the data contained in the Atlas has provided support for many of the decisions that Government has taken to employ bold and concrete steps, and to engage in new initiatives to provide for all its citizens, and in particular, its women in an equitable and just manner. Among these policy decisions/ activities were:
· Increasing women’s maternity benefits;

· Assisting working women by promoting the provision of homework centres, day care facilities at workplaces and free vacation camps;
· Provision of a framework to address sexual harassment in the workplace;

· Provision of child care services at State cost to mothers pursuing training in skills development programmes of the Ministry of Gender Youth and Child Development;

· Facilitating the continuation of formal education of teenage mothers through the Ministries of Education and Social Development;
· Increasing the number of females serving on State and para-statal Boards;

· Facilitating  training in the area of gender and development;

· Appointing special envoys on gender equality and women’s empowerment in the Commonwealth Caribbean- a major item of their work-plan being to address matters relating to women’s political participation and leadership; this is in addition to the tremendous work done by the Network for the Advancement of Women; and
· Initiating gender-responsive budgeting processes in Government Ministries.

These are just some of the initiatives which Trinidad and Tobago has undertaken as we recognize that work has to be done at different levels to facilitate women’s engagement and retention in political life. 

We know that as other countries in the Region our percentages have fallen, and there is need to continue to do the analysis which will take into account not only the numerical values but will also examine the qualitative values.  This methodology will deeply interrogate and give answers to questions, why, where and what?  
In conclusion, I once again thank the Inter-American Commission on Women (CIM) for convening this path-breaking Second Hemispheric Forum on “Women’s Full Citizenship for Democracy”. I commend all the presenters for the research, experiences and information they have shared, and for their recommendations. I am sure that aspects of their work can benefit each country represented at this Forum and we in Trinidad and Tobago will certainly do our part. 
Please accept on behalf of the Honourable Prime Minister, the assurance of her deepest consideration to you all, and continued commitment to this process.

Thank you. 
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