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1.  SUMMARY STATUS OF VINCENTIAN WOMEN AND CHANGES WHICH OCCURRED SINCE 1996.

Distinguished Chair, Sister Members of CIM, although Vincentian women constitute 50.07% of the population, head 38% of households, comprise 44.3% of the labour force, provide 64% of the labour in agriculture, a significant proportion of us are classified as unwaged, uneconomically valued sector, because many of our single parents are employed in the industrial and domestic sphere, where remuneration is far from adequate.
On the other hand, there is a shift for women in the public sector to occupy middle and top management positions, but this does NOT translate to the level of policy making.  As a matter of fact in the 1996 report, reference was made to a 9.1% women in Cabinet with both persons holding Senior portfolios/positions.  Today, there is no woman in Cabinet and a lone elected one in Parliament on the opposition benches.  However, the Government via a Department of Women’s Affairs is committed to Gender Equality and is in the process of establishing a Gender Management System with assistance from the Commonwealth Secretariat.

2.  SOCIAL, JUDICIAL, POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC FACTORS WHICH AFFECT WOMEN’S STATUS DURING 1996 AND 1998

The economic, social, political and judicial life of Vincentians have been in keeping with the overall trends of the English speaking Caribbean, particularly the Eastern Caribbean.  it is estimated that 45% of women participate in the labour force, 64% in agriculture, 88% as small traders, yet 23% are classified as unwaged, uneconomically valued.

Economic performance in St. Vincent and the Grenadines has been inextricably linked to the fortunes of the banana industry, in which women play a pivotal role and in which the threat of globalisation is real.  St. Vincent and the Grenadines’ experience as indeed that of the other Windward Islands, as well as the thinking of small economies is that the rules of WTO are designed to strengthen the hands of the strong against the weak.  The ruling of the WTO reference preferential treatment for Vincentian bananas on the British market endorses my country’s Prime Minister’s sentiments that the WTO has fulfilled the biblical prophecy “for every one that hath shall be given and he shall have abundance, but from him that hath not, shall be taken away, even that which he hath.”

As a result of the ruling, banana output declined in 1996 and 1997 and there was a slow down of economic activity with an estimated GDP of 1 to 2 %.  Since about 40% of Vincentian women are banana producers and 51% labourers on the plantations , the social and economic malaise that resulted from the decline in banana output was very serious for Vincentian women.  Besides limiting their purchasing and influencing power, reducing incoming, lessening employment opportunities, it placed considerable strains on those who had mortgage repayments more so on female headed households who has no other source of income and were forced into other economic system and structures in order to provide a subsistence livelihood for their families.

Another blow to the agricultural sector was the presence of the Maconelcoccus Hirsutus or the pink meley bug that destroyed a wide variety and large quantity of fruits and vegetables, forestries, ornamentals and other crops which are usually shipped to neighbouring Caribbean Islands, particularly Barbados and Trinidad.  A loss of US $4 m in foreign exchange was evident.

Affecting women’s economic status during the period under review too, the introduction of new immigration laws in the United States and Canada, which limit the entry of Vincentians to these two countries, on one hand and increased the number of Vincentian deportees that had legal status in both countries.  While there were factors which affected the status of women negatively, the provision of loans for micro enterprises of which women constitute about 75% is a factor that contributed positively to the economic status of our Vincentian women. As a result of loans and grants, women’s groups were able to establish cottage industries in their homes and I am proud to note, that CIM funds has contributed significantly to this.

The payment of tuition for all Vincentian students attending any of the University of the West Indies campuses, as well as soft loans for any needy Vincentians, wanting to study abroad is a reality.    This too, has opened up educational opportunities for more women since about 65% of them are recipients.  The establishment of another college; the Community College has increased young women’s access to higher education and this has had positive effects on women’s social and economic status since previously, there was a limit to the number of student intake.  Implementation of the final phase of the land reform programme which addresses the gender imbalance in land ownership will place about 40% of the lands to be distributed in the hands of women and youth and provide power, bargaining or otherwise to them.

The presence of the Family Court which has full jurisdiction over the Domestic Violence Summary Proceedings Act and the sensitisation/awareness created by the Women’s Affairs Department makes more women comfortable reporting cases of incest, rape and violence in general, thus seeking reprieve on a constant basis.  This is seen as very positive for family relationships and Vincentian men are now recognising the need for them to become more involved in parenting.  The fact that women constitute 27% of Barristers and occupy 63% of the legal positions in the Ministry of Legal Affairs is indicative of positive steps by the Government to ensure that women play a crucial role at the level of social and judicial policy making.

3.  MONITORING CIM’S STRATEGIC ACTION PLANS
i.
POWER SHARING AND DECISION MAKING

The constitution of St. Vincent and the Grenadines was amended in 1996 via the Citizenship and Equality Pay Acts, to ensure gender equality.  Hence there are no legal barriers to Women’s participation in the electoral process, however, social and cultural factors do minimise involvement.  Vincentian women participate at all levels of the public sector, mainly as managers (middle and top) or implementors, but their presence at key leadership or policy levels is wanting.  During the last general elections for example, only one woman participated at the level of candidacy out of thirty-one.  That lone woman now sits as an elected opposition member.  Neither of the two political parties has named a female Senator; 0/6.  So although women predominate the public service and have made great strides, at the level of policy making, there leaves a great deal to be desired.  One of Government’s strategies to address the gender imbalance reference power sharing and decision making has been capacity building at sectoral and civil society levels.

In 1996, 52% of the Justices of the Peace appointed were women with 27% constituting the judiciary as barristers and 65% of the legal positions in the Ministry of Justice.

The Establishment of a Gender Management System is seen by the Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines as crucial to gender Equality and Equity since it is meant to be a systematic, coordinated, cost effective approach for ensuring gender integration into the mainstream culture, policies and programmes within a context of sustainable development.

As part of Government’s efforts to mainstream, the following is crucial:

· The Department of Women’s Affairs is soon to be named the Directorate of Gender Equality (by December 1998).

· The Commission on the Status of Women is to be renamed the Commission on Gender Equality.

· Focal points in key Government private and civil sectors have been established. There is     ongoing training via UWI- Certificate Gender Development programme for focal points as a means of engendering the sectors.

· The visit of mission/ team from Commonwealth Secretariat has visited St. Vincent and the Grenadines and held discussions with Prime Minister, all Cabinet Ministers, Permanent Secretaries, National Commission re establishing the GMS, 19 26/07/08.  These exercises will ensure capacity building not only within the public sector but also in civil society and for the Department of Gender Equality.

ii.  POVERTY ERADICATION
Data from 1996 Poverty Assessment Survey indicates that 40% of Vincentians live below the poverty line and that quality of life and risk is NOT a women’s issue, but  national, since 60.5% of households are headed by men who are either employed in elementary occupation or primary production.

As a means of addressing the issue of Poverty, Government has via the Community Development and Women’s Affairs Department been programming around a theme “Empowering Women and Communities to Overcome Poverty.”  Education and Training, income tax relief, agricultural diversification, pilot irrigation schemes, tourism promotion, manufacturing, and micro credit initiatives and the land reform programme with special emphasis on the thirty-seven communities that were identified as operating below the poverty level, have been the main areas of concentration.

The Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines cognizant of the contribution of women to the society is ensuring their greater participation in economic sphere via mainstreaming.  The provision of student loans, the payment of economic cost/tuition fees, for every Vincentian student studying at a Caribbean University and the granting of scholarships are ways too by which Government has been assisting the poor who wish to further their education.

III.  ELIMINATION OF VIOLENCE- Measures to   Prevent and Prohibit Violence Against Women 

Having signed and ratified CEDAW and Belem do Para, St. Vincent and the Grenadines has been making presentations re national level implementation of these two instruments.  During the first half of 97 focus was on CEDAW.  In January 1997, the initial, first and second reports on CEDAW were presented; the first report to have been presented by an OECS country.

The programme continued in February with several symposia and call in radio programmes.  At national and community levels there were discussions with PTA’s Primary, Secondary and Tertiary Institutions including the Police and Teachers.  Emanating from these discussions with youths, students inclusive, was the need to-


a.  collate laws relative to children and


b.  develop a text that deals with alternatives for coping with violence.  This is on the 

 
     Department’s agenda for 1999.

The second half year focused on Belem do Para and there was a similar slant with reference activities locally and nationally.  Information as to what the Instrument entails (the articles were discussed at length) and the issue of Government’s commitment was dealt with.  CIM’s Past President Lorraine Williams served as resource person making the presentation on the Belem do Para.

Discussion sessions were also held with primary, secondary and tertiary institutions to look at their role in the eradication process.  Emanating from discussions with institutions, particularly the primary ones during late 1996 and early 1997, two texts “Vincentian Women and the Law” and a teaching manual on Domestic Violence were also researched, written and produced by the staff of the Women’s Affairs Department; (CIM’s principal delegate inclusive).

The last three months of the year witnessed particular emphasis on Violence since November 25th is the day to end Violence Against Women.  All Government and civil society radio and television programmes were utilised to discuss the issue of Violence and the role that Vincentians could play in it.  Posters, flyers, pamphlets and a script for television were produced.  During the year, clients of the Family Court complained of non service from the male bailiff and every effort was made to recruit and have a sensitive female in place.

4.   FUTURE ACTIONS TO ADVANCE IMPLEMENTATION OF CIM’S ACTION PLANS

A.  National Level:
- the establishment of Gender management System to ensure that Government policies, plans, programmes are engendered;

- ensuring gender equality on Statutory Boards/ Corporations.

- restructuring and upgrading the national Women’s Machinery which includes:

 I.    renaming of Women’s Affairs Department to Gender Equality

II.  renaming of the National Commission on Women to National Commission on Gender              Equality, which functions as CIM’s national committee of cooperation.

III.  publishing texts on 

   a.  “Vincentian children and the law” 

   b.  “Alternatives for coping with Violence- from the eyes of a child”

   c.  “Belling the cat” a cartoon booklet addressing the types of Violence in St. Vincent and      the Grenadines and what society thinks of them.

   iv. Income generating projects to address poverty alleviation

   v.  Local and National Level discussions on leadership development sponsored by                                      UNIFEM. 

B.  CIM’S LEVEL

- political and gender training for interested women of the Americas to be supported by Caricom;

- ensuring the CIM status is alive by electing representation from each region on the executive and Not having one region dominate, with Caricom’s support;

- regional discussions and action on Belem do Para organized by Caricom.
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