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FIRST PLENARY SESSION: OVERVIEW OF POLITICAL STRATEGIES AND PROGRAMMES FOR EQUITY AND SOCIAL INCLUSION AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO THE INTER-AMERICAN PROGRAMME TO COMBAT POVERTY AND DISCRIMINATION BACKGROUND

1. Since the "disturbances" of 19371 when the masses rose up in protest against the deteriorating social conditions existing within the country,Barbados, through various mechanisms has been seeking to combat poverty among its people. Universal education was introduced quite early as was a free health service. A social security scheme became operational in 1964 and a social welfare regime providing as complete a system of social protection as the economy would allow had its genesis in 1948 when the Social Welfare Department was created. This system has undergone several changes as it was constantly being adjusted to meet the emerging demands made on its services.

2. During the last decade, however, there has been a paradigm shift in the philosophy underpinning the fight against poverty. Although it was deemed that extreme poverty was not pervasive on the island, the significant pockets that existed were disconcerting, and the decision was taken to make poverty number one on the national development agenda. The impact of the structural adjustment programme in the early 1990s had resulted in record unemployment and had placed enormous pressure on the social welfare system. We weathered that economic storm, but it was a wake up call to the nation and emphasised the fact that the country had to adopt a multi-dimensional approach to the question of poverty. It also was a sober reminder that the economic and social dimensions of development are inextricably linked.

3. The World Summit on Social Development held in Copenhagen in 1995 and the Directional Plan of Action Meeting on Poverty held in Trinidad in1996 proved to be timely events for Barbados and further catalysed the country into action. The commitments agreed to, guided the formulation of new strategies which sought to move away from the concept of “welfarism” or a “hand out” to one of a “hand up”. Policies and programmes had to go beyond a monetary transfer and they had to be evidenced based. It was therefore imperative that a determination be made as to who were the poor in Barbados.

Barbados Poverty Profile

4. Barbados defines its poor not only in terms of physiological deprivation, but considers the general well-being of all its citizens. Therefore equity, inclusion and empowerment are important considerations in the fight against poverty.

5. To start the process the Government of Barbados with the assistance of the Inter-American Development Bank undertook the preparation of a diagnostic of the extent and nature of poverty in Barbados. The findings of this diagnostic were used indicatively to arrive at Barbados' poverty profile.

6. Approximately 7,000 households or 35,000 persons are said to living before the poverty line in Barbados. This amounts to 8.7 % of total households or approximately 13.9% of the total population. Most of these households were headed by females -59%; and most of the poor families were headed by single parents -57%. The study also stated that 54% of the heads of households were exposed only to a primary education whereas just 40% had a secondary level education. In addition, most of the poor are found in urban Barbados. These variables namely, gender, educational attainment, employment and geographical location (urban) became considerations in the formulation of policies and programmes to combat poverty.

STRATEGIES AND PROGRAMMES

7. Strategies and programmes pursued by Barbados in combating poverty are in keeping with the priority areas identified in the Inter-American Programme, namely the development and modernisation of public institutions and social management: strengthening of mechanisms for the participation of civil society to overcome poverty and discrimination; promotion and financing of social investment; strategies and programmes to combat marginalisation and discrimination against women, indigenous people and other vulnerable groups, including children and the elderly. 

Development and Modemisation of Public Institutions and Social Management

8. In 1996, the traditional institutional framework supporting the delivery of services to the poor was examined. This examination raised concerns over the inability of some agencies to adequately meet the needs of the poor and the length of time it took to deliver the services for which the particular agency was responsible. This led to the decision to create new agencies which would be commissioned to provide specific services to the poor and deliver them in a timely manner. To this end the Rural Development Commission (RDC) was created in 1996 and the Urban Development Commission (UDC) in August 1997. Also created were the Poverty Eradication Committee, the Poverty Alleviation Bureau and the Ministry of Social Transformation.

Urban Development Commission

9. The Urban Development Commission's mandate addresses the impact of poverty on urban dwellers, the aesthetic appearance of dwellings against the urban landscape and patterns of ownership. Through the work of this agency, those urban districts which had suffered the greatest degradation are being renewed through the restoration/demolition of derelict buildings (with the cooperation of the owner) as a means of preserving the national heritage and providing jobs. Subsidiary roads and drainage systems are also being constructed and streetlights installed. Recreational facilities are either been upgraded or news ones built as needed as part of the renewal programme.

10. There is a house repair/replacement programme that caters to pensioners and indigent families. These repairs include the installation of waterborne toilet facilities where none exist, the provision of grease traps and soak -aways, termite treatments, and the provision of hand rails.

11. The Urban Enterprise Programme represents the involvement of the UDC in small business ventures across the island and the Urban Housing Loan Programme is a lending facility which provides financing for home construction and associated housing purposes such as land purchases and house improvements.

12. By far, the most innovative of the programmes of the UDC is the Transfer of Titles Programme assists dwellers in urban tenantries to purchase the lots they occupy by subsidizing the market price. As a result, these low-income groups are required to pay no more than $2.50 per square foot for the land irrespective of the market value. This programme has significantly impacted patterns of ownership in urban Barbados as persons dwelling in urban tenantries have been given the opportunity to own land.

Poverty Eradication Committee

13. The Poverty Eradication Committee was constituted to study and approve the applications made to access to the Poverty Alleviation Fund. This is a fund which has been specially set aside to assist the most vulnerable groups in society that find themselves in acute need, particularly when the need cannot be met from traditional sources. Funds approved for organisations are usually to support projects aimed at alleviating poverty within their specific communities.

Poverty Alleviation Bureau

14. The Poverty Alleviation Bureau was established in 1998. It was created to examine and report on the living conditions of persons and organizations making applications to the Poverty Eradication Fund for assistance. The Bureau assists in the alleviation and eradication of poverty through the empowerment of individuals and groups by the provision of economic and financial opportunities as well as educational and vocational training. 

Ministry of Social Transformation

15. Recognising the need for a cohesive, comprehensive and well-integrated social programme in Barbados, the Ministry of Social Transformation, from which the Barbados Delegation to this meeting is drawn, was established in January1999. It was given the mandate to redefine the social landscape of the country and to secure a national grid that would provide for the rationalisation of the social welfare services.

16. This mandate is based on the vision of-

"A transformed social landscape that provides ever improving and equal opportunities for all citizens to achieve a sustainable and acceptable standard of living, an enhanced quality of life and the right to participate in the overall development of the country".

17. Out of this vision came the mission –

“To contribute to the overall socio-economic development of Barbados and the empowerment of all members of society, by fully utilising all available human, financial and technological resources; formulating evidence-based policy; and implementing timely, effective and equitably accessible social programmes and services.”

To this end, the functions of the Ministry of Social Transformation are to -

· Provide assistance to vulnerable groups such as the poor, children, persons with disabilities and the elderly.

· Supply a full range of social services across all communities.

· Prepare existing welfare recipients for re-entry into the workforce by providing the necessary skills training, job placement and counselling services.

· Facilitate and encourage discussion on a wide range of gender issues. 

· Maintain the dignity and independence of the elderly by encouraging and facilitating their involvement and integration in a wide range of activities.

· Develop policies land programmes to facilitate and promote the advancement and empowerment of Persons with Disabilities.

· Develop an effective support and regulatory framework with a strong capability to deliver quality social services.

· Develop and empower communities and community organisations

18. The functions of the Ministry are largely carried out by its agencies –those already highlighted namely the Urban Development Commission and the Poverty Alleviation Bureau as well as the following:

· Community Development Department

· Welfare Department 

· National Assistance Board

· Child Care Board

· National Disabilities Unit

· Bureau of Gender Affairs

19. These Agencies are the vehicles through which the threat to marginalisation of vulnerable groups are removed, safety nets are strengthened, empowerment programmes are pursued and partnerships fostered with civil society as a means of enhancing the capacity of the Ministry to deliver social services to the poor. The Ministry of Social Transformation is currently being restructured to ensure its fit within the new philosophy that governs the eradication of poverty process.

Strengthening of Mechanisms for the Participation of Civil Society

20. The Ministry of Social Transformation recognises the importance of partnering with Civil Society in the development process. To this end, protocols have been established with some NGOs with the view to enhancing the capacity of the Ministry to deliver services to the poor. These organisations have been granted funding through the Poverty Eradication Fund for social development and empowerment programmes.

21. Community Development Endowment Funds have been established which are used to finance grass-root initiatives to alleviate poverty. A Fellowship and Entrepreneurial Equity Fund has been creates through these NGOs to strengthen and expand programmes at the community and national level which provide financial and non-financial services to marginalised young people to assist them in starting, operating and/or strengthening business enterprises or in securing employment. Educational sensitisation regarding the labour market and entrepreneurial opportunity is also part of the programme.

22. Persons are given the opportunity to be trained in a variety of skills that would increase their marketability; organisations and individuals are loan monies to finance micro-businesses and workshops are conducted for community leaders and members in self-reliance. Training in the arts is used as a means of teaching discipline, sensitizing communities on issues such as aids and entel1ainment purposes.

23. The Government also partners with civil society in a meals-on-wheels programme which ensures that the elderly who are not mobile is in receipt of at least one hot meal per day. 

Strategies and Programmes to Combat Marginalisation and Discrimination

24. Programmes to combat marginalisation and discrimination have been largely centred on Persons with Disabilities, the elderly, the homeless, women and children.

Persons with Disabilities

25. ln December 1997, the National Disabilities Unit was established as the focal point for this segment of the population which according to the latest census (2000) numbered approximately 16,142. The Unit was created specifically to assist with the development of policies and programmes that will empower and protect the rights of Persons with Disabilities.

26. Through the Unit a White Paper on Disabilities was piloted through Parliament in 2002 a 00 a Plan of Action is currently being finalised. A work experience programme is ongoing with the assistance of the private sector and has been an avenue through which some Persons with Disabilities find permanent employment. An agricultural project will shortly be coming on stream thanks to the generosity of one of our Trade Unions -the Barbados Workers Union which has made land available to the. --National Disabilities Unit. Another Trade Union, the National Union of Public Workers has provided accommodation for the Abilities Foundation which will also house a sheltered workshop and a Resource Centre for Persons with Disabilities.

27. Sports has also been utilised as a gateway to integrating Persons with Disabilities into mainstream society and is proving be a useful vehicle in raising their self-esteem. The equalisation of opportunities for education and employment is also being vigorously pursued. 

Elderly and the Indigent

28. Barbados is now catering to an ageing population. On the one hand this points to improved life expectancy and improved health care. However, there is a significant percentage of the elderly who are poor. In response, Barbados seeks to maintain the dignity of elderly through the provision of an innovative range of social support and recreational services which are accessible, acceptable and readily available, while enhancing their quality of life within their communities of residence. Programmes include –

· Domiciliary services (Home Help) for senior citizens –assistance with daily living skills for the elderly and disabled.

· Recreational and outreach activities for the elderly such as craft, cottage industries, drama, tours etc.

· Assistance-in-kind services i.e. the supply of basic household furnishings, beds, tables chairs etc.

· Residential care for senior citizens.

· Smart Clean Project (External home care).

· Bereavement Services

The Homeless

29. The problem of homelessness in Barbados is a multifaceted one embracing such variables as drugs, psychoses, migration and deportees. Shelters have been established to provide accommodation and treatment is facilitated as necessary. These in initiatives, however are accompanied by a programme where the ultimate goal is to rehabilitate these homeless persons who are mainly men back into society. Personal development programmes and skills training are among the services offered.

Women

30. The marginalization of women in Barbados is addresses within the context of gender and development. Hence the national machinery is led by the f Bureau of Gender Affairs. Stakeholders are local, regional and international agencies, women's and men's NGOs and the school population. There is also a nucleus for an inter-ministerial Committee (focal points) and a National Advisory Council on Gender.

31. Barbados has worked on implementing aspects of the Beijing Platform for Action especially in the area of Gender mainstreaming, Violence Against Women and Women in Decision-Making. Work on Gender Mainstreaming has largely been in conjunction with the Ministry of Health (mainstreaming in health), the Ministry of Finance (Gender Budgeting) and establishing Focal Points across the various Government Departments.

32. A Shelter for Battered Women has been established and is administered in partnership with me NGO Community as well as a training manual on the subject "Violence Against Women and Child Abuse" has been acquired by the Royal Barbados Police Force. There has also been collaboration with Her Majesty's Prison in an educational programme for sexual offenders and the adolescent male in preparation for life after prison.

33. “Share Power” workshops have been conducted in an effort to focus on women in decision-making and work has continued with existing women's groups in the areas of project preparation and capacity building.

34. Barbados has accomplished quite a lot materially in facilitating equality status for women and their empowerment. A number of laws deemed discriminatory have been amended. Remaining issues to be dealt with are rooted within the cultural mindsets of both men and women.

Persons Living With HIV/AIDS

35. The prevalence HIV/AIDS is of utmost concern to Barbados and therefore special attention is being given to Persons Living with HIV/AIDS. These persons have become marginalised due to the stigma attached to the illness. They become unemployed. They are rejected by their families etc. All persons living with HIV/AIDS can access retroviral drugs free of cost and there is a hostel where they can find accommodation is they are evicted from their homes. Long term accommodation is also provided in the form of housing or house repairs. In addition those who are unemployed receive monetary assistance.

36. Barbados' goal with respect to children is to improve the quality of life experienced by all children through advocacy, empowerment, counselling and the provision of residential and day care services. The philosophy is based on the premise that children are to be nurtured, loved and given continuity and consistency of care, as outlined in the Articles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child which Barbados has signed and ratified. The under girding principle is "the best interest of the child".

37. Priority has been giving priority to a Foster Care programme. This has reduced the need for residential care and provides children at risk with a family-like atmosphere conducive to their mental hygiene.

Empowering the Poor

38. Relief 2000 was introduced within the Ministry in January 2000 as a I coordinating mechanism to further assist the most indigent families in Barbados to break the cycle of poverty. This programme drives the welfare to work programme as it focuses on recipients of social assistance and other families in need, identified by social agencies and similar organisations as extreme cases of poverty .Meeting their needs in respect of employment training, financial assistance, adequate housing and identification of further means necessary to improve their circumstances, form the core of the strategy. Once needs are determined, these persons are encouraged to participate in any of the available programmes which are best suited to facilitate the desired outcome as far as their respective needs are concerned. Both public and private sector resources are utilised in order to access specialist intervention and maximize gains from their involvement in these programmes.

39. Through the Relief 2000 Programme, which is funded from the Poverty Eradication Fund, individuals have been given an opportunity to complete secondary level education and equip themselves with various skills to allow for active participation in the labour force. As a result, there has been a significant reduction in the Welfare Roll which has seen the removal of some 4000 thousand persons. The roll now stands at approximately 6.000 of which half- 3,000 are children.

40. Realising that teenage pregnancy is an entry point to poverty an Adolescent Mothers Self-Development Programme was introduced as part of the Relief 2000 programme arKi was aimed at teenagers who had recently given birth to their first child. Responsible sexual behaviour and life skills are among the subjects taught to these young women. There is also focus on building self-esteem.

Community Development

41. Using the Community Development approach, several programmes of empowerment have also been undertaken. There are two of these that I would like to highlight here -the Community Art Career Programme and the Community Technology Programme.

42. The Community Art Career Programme seeks to improve and strengthen the artistic abilities of young people and serve as an avenue for self-employment income generation. To date 150 persons have graduated from the programme. Most of them have started their own business or have gone on to further training. A number of the graduates have formed a cooperative which has allowed them to procure the services of various experts to run workshops which have enabled them to enhance their skills.

43. The Community Technology Programme is designed to provide communities with access to information technology and Internet facilities as necessary tool kits for survival in the information age. This programme is one of the strategies in Government's programme to bridge the digital divide, ensuring that all persons regardless of their economic status have access to information technology. This programme also ensures that the poor would not be excluded in the transition of Barbados to an information society and all that that entails e.g. the introduction of e-Government and the ability to access services online.

PERSPECTIVES FOR THE FUTURE

44. In Bridgetown at the GAS General Assembly, Barbados, with the full support of the entire hemisphere launched the notion now called the “Multi-dimensional Approach to Hemispheric Security which recognised the inextricability of social, economic, political and judicial policies from the security of our states and by extension our region. This theory in encompassing the issues of HIV/AIDS, crime, corruption, transparency in governance, disaster preparedness, drugs and arm trafficking, money laundering with the traditional notions of border and national security called the hemisphere to action on the issue of social development and its relationship to security. Poverty for the Caribbean therefore cannot be seen as a stand alone issue.

45. For example, crime has been a drain on the resources of all nations. Monies that could be utilised productively have had to be spent building more prisons and expanding existing ones. If the environment can be created which can offer alternatives, many of our young people would be able to avoid a life of crime. However when there are no jobs to be had, a life of crime, though high risk, is all that is left for some. 

46. If a multi-dimensional approach is not taken to poverty and its relationship to democracy, good governance and security than our core societal values come under threat. Such situations breed extremists and extremism breed terrorists and militants who will undermine peace, security and stability within the hemisphere and threaten the continued political stability of our states. This is a particular concern for those small states in the region without the capacity to reallocate substantial resources away from domestic development priorities.

47. Barbados urges the CAS to concretise their commitment to the combating of poverty in the hemisphere. It encourages the CAS to pursue the development of measurable goals that can foster appropriate outcomes. It requests the continuation of funding to finance programmes in member states that will assist in the alleviation of poverty. 

48. Representatives, it is Barbados goal to realise a focused and effective hemispheric action plan on the eradication of poverty, equity and social inclusion which fulfils the expectations of our people. In this context, the CAS and by extension the Inter-American system is uniquely placed to play a pivotal role in coordinating hemispheric action in this key area which affects us all in varying degrees.

49. In this regard, we recognize the importance of strengthening the existing mechanisms within the system namely the IACD, the CIDI through the FEMCIDI financing process. Barbados is committed to working with the IACD, throughout its tenure on the Management Board towards, strengthening the action of the GAS in the area of social development.

50. It is critical however for the important work being carried out in the hemisphere by the international and regional agencies represented at this Meeting to be viewed as part and parcel of a hemispheric wide process of social development for the people of this hemisphere. Barbados views as pivotal the role which the GAS can play in coordinating the limited resources financial and limited resources which can advance the fight against poverty anc.1 promote sustainable social development in the hemisphere.

51. It is also important to recognise that there are no universal solutions to the challenges faced by countries and sub-regions in the hemisphere. The development agencies must approach countries based on national social, economic and political realities. The Americas is in no way a homogenous region and the approaches employed at the national and grassroots levels must reflect national realities as defined by national priorities.

52. In closing, I reiterate Barbados' commitment to the alleviation of poverty and assure you that we as a nation are working to meet the Millennium goal to at least half the number of poor in our country by the year 2015. We urge hemispheric coordination and action, which will represent tangible manifestations of our political declarations.
