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Master of Ceremonies 
 
Ministers and Senior Government Officials 
 
Representatives of the Caribbean Regional Negotiating 
Machinery 
 
Officials of the department of Human Resources and Skills 
Development Canada  
 
Members of the Private Sector and Unions 
 
Caribbean Brothers and Sisters  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
It is a pleasure for me to be here today, to address you on the 
second day of deliberations of this regional workshop which 
focuses on trade and labour issues in trade agreements.  On 
behalf of the Ministry of Labour and Civil Service, I wish to 
commend both the Human Resources and Skills 
Development Canada (HRSDC) and the Caribbean Regional 
Negotiating Machinery (CRNM) for the formulation and 
execution of this most important of initiatives.  I also wish to 
use this opportunity to extend warm greetings to my 
Caribbean comrades, especially those on their first visit to 
our shores.  
 
I am of the view that today’s deliberations is an ideal forum 
where representatives of trade and labour will not only 
exchange ideas, experiences and alternative points of view, 
but identify plausible solutions to some of the more crucial 
trade and labour issues confronting the small open 
economies of this region.  
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I am also of the view that today’s exercise is both timely and 
critical, particularly in light of the dynamic international 
environment in which we reside.  With the gradual reduction 
of barriers to the movement of goods, services, capital, 
labour and access to information across countries, small 
open economies such as ours are increasingly confronted 
with an unprecedented series of opportunities and 
challenges.  Our islands possess a number of characteristics 
that make them particularly susceptible to the complexities 
of the globalisation phenomena, characteristics which 
include: 
 

• Extreme vulnerability to natural disasters such as 
hurricanes; 

 
• A limited number of natural resources; 

 
• Extreme vulnerability to international economic 

developments such as rising oil prices;  
 

• Inability of Caribbean businesses to benefit from 
economies of scale, due to the size factor; 

 
• A heavy dependence on a few primary commodities, 

whose prices on the world market are subject to 
extreme volatility and fundamentally; 

 
• The challenges of WTO stipulations.   

 
My Ministry is cognisant of the opportunities, as well as the 
increasingly complex challenges that our countries face and 
in particular, our Caribbean products.  As you are aware, 
there are threats to the Sugar industries of this region, with 
the pending 36% reduction in price by the European Union  
over the next four years, as well as the many pressures 
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confronting our banana exports to the E.U.  As a 
consequence, the twin actions to secure a tariff preference 
for banana exports and to have the E.U designate bananas as 
a sensitive product in the context of WTO agriculture 
negotiations are not only supported by the Heads of 
Governments, but also by my Ministry.  
 
Indeed, the importance of successful Economic Partnership 
Agreement (EPA) negotiations to the future viability of our 
products is acknowledged and we fully understand that 
failure to protect our economic interests will have adverse 
long-term consequences, not only on our ability to generate 
foreign exchange but also for the labour markets of our 
countries.  Against this background, I take this opportunity 
to laud the work of regional entities such as Council for 
Trade and Economic Development, CARIFORUM and the 
CRNM.   Their good work is recognised in areas such as 
seeking special and differential treatment for Caribbean 
exports and requesting technical assistance in matters such 
as government procurement and intellectual property.  In 
fact, the vital role in negotiating with blocs such as the E.U is 
commendable and we urge that you continue to ensure that, 
ultimately, the economic and developmental interests of the 
region as a whole are not compromised in an increasingly 
hostile international environment. 
 
Colleagues, as I turn my attention to the need for a 
structured and concise relationship between trade and 
labour issues, let me now take this opportunity to 
categorically state that any negotiations on trade 
issues should always take into consideration a 
country’s adherence to the eight (8)  fundamental 
Conventions of the International Labour 
Organisation (I.L.O).  As a reminder, these Conventions 
include: 
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• Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to 

Organise. 
 

• Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining.  
 

• The Abolition of Forced Labour. 
 

• The Minimum Age Convention.  
 

• Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour.  
 

• Discrimination with respect to employment and 
occupation.  

 
 
These are Conventions that not only protect the rights of 
employees in workplaces throughout the world.  They serve 
to safeguard basic human rights and can be utilized as 
mechanisms in the promotion of social justice in developing 
and industrialised nations alike.  These conventions further 
form a blueprint for the decent work concept, a concept 
which acknowledges the fact that one cannot justifiably 
examine issues pertaining to trade, technology, special and 
differential treatment, intellectual property rights and 
market access without EQUAL consideration for other 
issues such as poverty reduction, gender equality, social 
security and workers rights.  These issues have a direct 
impact not only on peoples’ jobs, but their cultures, ways of 
life and more generally, a country’s entire social structure.  
At this point, let me say also that, as a demonstration of 
support for these conventions, my Ministry has been 
mandated to formulate a decent work protocol.  This is a 
project which seeks to outline the programmes and policies 
that must be implemented to facilitate all I.L.O Conventions 
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pertaining to the decent work concept.  This protocol will 
particularly place special emphasis on the formulation of 
procedures for the fair and transparent treatment of migrant 
workers within the context of the Caribbean Single Market.  
It will ensure that migrant workers benefit from the decent 
work concept and that they are protected from exploitative 
and discriminatory treatment in the workplace. It will 
further make recommendations on approaches to 
controversial issues relating to migrant labour, such as the 
accessibility to social security, training institutions, the 
payment of taxes and the potential impact on the social 
services.  We will strive to ensure that the contents of such a 
protocol are not at variance with any of the provisions of 
Chapter 3 of the Revised Treaty of Chaguaramas, which 
speaks to the free movement of specific categories of workers 
throughout the region.  
 
In light of these standards, I now note with interest Article 
50 of the Cotonou agreement between A.C.P states and the 
European Union.  In this article, it is stated that though 
parties reaffirm their commitment to the internationally 
recognised core labour standards, paragraph 3 of that same 
article states that the parties should agree that labour 
standards should NOT be used for protectionist trade 
purposes.  Ladies and gentlemen, I must express concern at 
such a statement, as the question must be now asked as to 
whether we would knowingly wish to enter into trade 
discussions with a country that does not recognize the 
fundamental labour principles as promoted by the I.L.O. As 
examples, would we willingly enter into trading 
arrangements with a country cited by the I.L.O for incidences 
of forced labour?  Or would we knowingly import goods from 
a country which have been produced by child labour?   These 
are questions that transcend pure economics, and speak to 
issues of morality and respect for basic human dignity.     
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Ultimately, as many of the countries in this region have 
ratified and pledged to uphold the core I.L.O labour 
standards, I do not believe that the regional labour 
movement can support any action to enter into trade 
discussions or negotiations with a country that blatantly 
disregards fundamental I.L.O principles. Nevertheless, I 
sincerely hope that time is found today in your deliberations 
to comprehensively address such matters, as we are likely to 
be confronted with such issues as trading opportunities arise 
with countries throughout the international arena.  
 
Colleagues, we in the labour movement remain appreciative 
of the fact that strategic responses must be identified to the 
pending changes that globalisation and trade liberalisation 
will bring.  We know that we must capitalise on the potential 
opportunities the changing environment will offer, whilst 
simultaneously being aware of the need to formulate pro-
active strategies to deal with threats to our key economic 
sectors. Where such threats adversely impact on workers in 
affected industries, mechanisms must be put in place to 
assist our workers in making the necessary adjustments to 
these threats. Through the identification of training needs 
and the organisation of comprehensive training plans to 
improve their skills sets, it is envisaged that any negative 
impact on employment in affected industries can be 
minimised, as appropriate training could allow all affected 
workers to be re-skilled and swiftly re-absorbed back into the 
labour market. 
 
In closing, I call for a deepening of the relationship between 
representatives of trading entities and the labour movement, 
with information sharing being at the nucleus of this smart-
partnership.  As a practical example, the major trading 
decisions and recommendations made at various negotiation 
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rounds could be provided to representatives of the labour 
movement.    In turn, the labour movement could supply 
representatives of trade with the latest available information 
pertaining to the ILO Conventions ratified by the countries 
of this region, as well as the corresponding requirements for 
each.  
 
Though it is admitted that there are various challenges to 
trade and labour in this region, it is my belief that these 
challenges are not insurmountable.  It has been proven time 
and again that we, as one Caribbean people have resilience 
and strength of character that is second to none. My dream 
for this region’s future is an environment where the long-
term viability of our traditional products is secured, while 
simultaneously identifying new products with a distinct 
Caribbean flavour, that have the potential to successfully 
compete in this new global order.  
 
Akin to this dream is the creation of an environment in 
which there is respect for workers’ rights and where there is 
fair treatment of all workers without regard to nationality, 
socio-economic background or race. This novel environment 
will take special account of the need to protect the welfare of 
vulnerable groups of workers in Caribbean societies such as 
non-unionised workers, persons with disabilities, unskilled 
persons and migrant workers.  These are the groups who are 
often not in a position to bargain for themselves and are 
subject to exploitation. 
 
Finally, I will re-iterate my support for the organisation of 
this forum and I wish you every success in the deliberations 
of your workshop.   
 
Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you.  


