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February 27th – 28th 2006 

 
The Labour Dimension of Trade: A View from the Labour Community in 

CARICOM 
 

By Bro Andrew Garnett, 
Representative of Caribbean Congress of Labour 
President of the Guyana Trades Union Congress 

 
Introduction:  
 
The Caribbean Congress of Labour (CCL) congratulates the Caribbean Regional 
Negotiating Machinery (CRNM) and Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada (HRSDC) for organizing this timely Workshop on Trade and Labour Issues: 
 
This workshop comes at a time when as the people of CARICOM, it is imperative 
that we reinvent and reassert ourselves in order to ensure our effective survival in the 
rapidly changing global environment.  The subject of the Workshop is an appropriate 
one as it speaks to the need for a concerted effort, a joining of purposes to achieve 
sustainable economic and social development in order to enhance the quality of life of 
our peoples. 
 
To escape the paradigm of dependence which we have inherited, it is mandatory that 
we now channel our energies to develop a programme of action tailored to our needs 
and circumstance, as well as create and build partnerships both amongst ourselves 
and with the rest of the world. 
 

 The Global social crisis, Unemployment and Poverty 
 Some two decades ago decisions relating to development were significantly 

influenced by the ‘left and right’ ideological orthodoxy, which then existed. 
 Today, the situation is completely different.  Ideological differences have been 

replaced by the mantra of “the unification of the Markets’ which is being 
driven by a neo-liberal oriented philosophy known as globalization. 

 The notion of development is now predicated on the extent to which 
liberalization and structural adjustments are taking place in order to adjust to 
the rapid changes being brought about by globalization. 

 Globalization has had a profound impact on the structure of international 
economic relations. 

 
 
 

 While it can be argued that: - 
o Globalization has brought about tremendous benefits 

 Accelerated growth of international trade and capital flows  
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 Growth in regional trading blocks e.g. CSME 
 Rapid development of new technologies and communications 
 Restructuring and re-organization of multi-national 

corporations. 
 Globalization has also brought about lopsided development. 

o More than eighty percent (80%) of the Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) in developing economies in the 1990s went to only twenty (20) 
countries. 

 
o The top fifth of the world’s people in the richest countries enjoy eighty 

two percent (82%) of the expanding export trade and sixty-two percent 
(62%) of Foreign Direct Investment. 

 
o The bottom fifth of the world’s population enjoy barely more than one 

percent (1%) of the export trade and Foreign Direct Investment. 
 
o There has also been a significant shift in power relations – away from 

governments and towards big business. 
 
o The one hundred largest multinational corporations now control about 

twenty percent (20%) of the global foreign assets and fifty-one percent 
(51%) of the one hundred largest economies in the world are now 
corporations. 

 
 Globalization is also taking place at tremendous social cost: - 

o Inequalities between the rich and the poor have grown exponentially 
over the last twenty (20) years.  Never has the gap been so wide in the 
history of mankind. 

 
o The assets of the two hundred richest persons are more than the 

combined income of forty one percent (41%) of the world’s people. 
 
o Nearly 1.3 billion people or more than a fifth of the world’s population 

do not have access to potable water. 
 
o A quarter of the 4.5 billion people living in developing countries do 

not live beyond the age of forty (40) and neither do they have access to 
knowledge. 

 
o One in seven children in primary school age are out of school. 
 
o About 840 million people are malnourished. 
 
o Nearly 3 billion people, two thirds of whom are women, are surviving 

on less than US $2.00 per day. 
 



 3

 This obscene contrast between unimaginable opulence and grinding poverty is 
increasing as inequalities within as well as between nations increase.  A 
fraction of the profits of the world’s wealthiest would serve to finance a major 
global programme to alleviate poverty. 

 
 For most of the world’s population the global market economy is not working.  

There is an increasing belief that trade liberalization is exacerbating inequality 
and undermining democratic decision making by national governments. 

 
 A method must be found by those, who influence domestic, regional and 

international policies to implement policies which are pro-business: pro-
growth and pro-poor and which embrace economic objectives which pursue 
sustainable development and focus on decent jobs and full employment. 

 
 If the benefits of globalization are not shared more widely and equitably, the 

people are going to refuse to accept that globalization will ever be of benefit 
to them.  This will eventually lead to social instability and unsustainability. 

 
 The current unbridled approach to globalization is spinning the economic 

system out of control – and the developing countries, including those in Latin 
America and the Caribbean are the ones most affected. 

 
Proposals 

 
 The CCL believes that there is need for a more strategic integration of 

developing countries- (Micro Caribbean States) into the global economy. 
 

o Integration in the global economy should occur on a more selective 
and phased basis in terms of the liberalization of those sections, which 
are capable of competing in the global economy; 

 
o Developing countries - Micro Caribbean States need to be given time 

to develop suitable institutional capacity to manage the process of 
liberalization; 

 
o Given the under-developed nature of the economies of the most 

developing countries, particularly small microstates of the Caribbean – 
there is a need for special and preferential treatment. 

 
 E.g. a The EU sugar price cut of 36% to be implemented over 

four years has resulted in closure of the sugar industry in St. 
Kitts. 

 A five percent (5%) decline in GDP in Guyana. 
 The EU implemented new banana regime will impact on jobs 

and income of farmers in e.g. Grenada and Dominica. 
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 WTO must recognize Micro-States of the Caribbean face 
peculiar difficulties. 

• The EU, USA AND Canada – the world’s leading 
Trading Powers: - 

o Must have a strong interest in creating 
conditions in which trade can prosper.  Their 
position in world trade gives them responsibility 
towards the rest of the world. 

o Must continue to play a leading role in 
International Trade negotiations, working 
towards fair trade and seeking to harness 
globalization through the World Trade 
Organization. (WTO) 

 
 Workers Rights and the World Trading System: - 

o Trade and Investment continue to hold the potential for contributing to 
higher growth, employment and living standards and fighting world 
poverty.  However, the WTO must incorporate far-reaching 
improvements in its mechanisms so that trade and investment can 
serve social development and help lead to the improvement, not the 
denial of working people’s fundamental human rights.  International 
economic relations and world trade should be fair, equitable and 
transparent. 

 
 All WTO members must commit to a series of practical steps to incorporate 

enforceable ILO Core Labour Standards into concrete actions. 
o These conventions are: - 
 

 No 87 (1948) Freedom Of Association And Protection Of The 
Right To Organize. 

 No 98 (1949) Right To Organize And Collective Bargaining. 
 No 100 (1951) Equal remuneration. 
 No 111 (1958) Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
 No 135 (1973) Minimum Age. 
 No 182 (1999) Worst forms of Child Labour 
 No 29 (1930) Forced Labour. 
 And No 105 (1957) Abolition of Forced Labour. 
 Occupation Safety and Health (OSH) 
 HIV/AIDS – Migrant Workers 

 
 Building Support for Workers Right, Development and the Environment: - 

o CCL emphasizes that a Workers Rights Clause would be especially 
beneficial for developing countries e.g. Micro Caribbean States which 
are genuinely trying to improve basic working and living conditions 
and which suffer most from an unrestrained process of trade and 
investment liberalization. 
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A worldwide commitment to Core Labour Standards would help to 
spread more fairly the benefits of trade within and between countries 
by preventing the worst forms of exploitation and enabling trade 
unions to bargain for decent and appropriate levels of wages, benefits 
and working conditions. It would encourage a more sustainable 
process of foreign investment by Trans-National Companies (TNCs) 
and bring increased benefits to host countries.  It would encourage a 
more even growth of world trade through a gradual rise in the 
purchasing power of wages as productivity and trade performances 
improve. 
 

 The WTO must address the concern that the present model of Trade 
Liberalization is exacerbating developmental inequalities, environmental 
degradation, unsafe and unhealthy working environments, and workers 
exploitation and gender imbalances.  These realities must be priority issues.   
Increased technical and financial assistance and debt relief must be part of a 
coordinated strategy to achieve balanced economic and social development for 
developing countries, particularly the least developed. 

 
 To be credible, the WTO must establish full transparency and openness towards 

relevant UN Agencies particularly the ILO.  It should create consultative 
structures for Trade Unions and business.  It should also ensure that there are 
opportunities for proper consultation and dialogue with parliaments, non-
governmental organizations and other elements of civil society. 

 
 The WTO in conjunction with the ILO should undertake an on-going assessment 

of the impact of trade policy on women. 
 

 HIV/AIDS and the World of Work: - 
 

o HIV/AIDS represents a crucial work place issue.  It is not merely a bio-
medical problem but a labour and developmental problem. 
There are currently more than 43 million people living with HIV/AIDS.  
Most are working men and women between the 15 – 49 age group, the 
main stay of families, communities, enterprises and economies.  The 
pandemic is changing the labour force and jeopardizing development.  
Experienced skilled workers are dying, children have to work and the 
burden women bear is being increased.   Additionally, stigma and 
discrimination against people living with HIV/AIDS threatens 
fundamental principles and rights to work, and undermines efforts for 
prevention, treatment, care and support. 
 
Also, it must be of major concern to all of us in this part of the world, that 
while HIV/AIDS is a global problem, developing countries are the areas 
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most affected.  For example it is estimated that 95 % of the persons living 
with HIV/AIDS are in developing countries. 
 
In Sub-Saharan Africa which has the highest prevalence of reported 
HIV/AIDS cases in the world, entire communities, have been wiped out, 
closer to home, the Caribbean ranks as having the second highest 
prevalence of HIV/AIDS anywhere. 
 
It is incumbent on us therefore to be integrally involved in the ongoing 
international and multi-partite struggle to combat this raging pandemic 
HIV/AIDS and to preserve the physical, social and mental well being of 
the peoples of our world. 
 
 

 Characteristics of CARICOM:  
 

o Consists of mainly micro and vulnerable states and which are prone to disaster 
e.g. hurricanes in Grenada, floods in Guyana etc. 

 
 CARICOM’s Trade Interests:  

 
o Few Caribbean Countries are large enough to sustain trade in goods and 

services in a liberalized world economy. 
 
o Small firms, which find it difficult to compete in open conditions. 

 
o There exists limited products and range of markets. 

 
 Challenges 

 
o Reliance on traditional exports, which are no longer viable in the context, of 

Free Trade. 
 
o Decline in competitiveness in basic goods e.g. Agricultural Products. 

 
o Erosion of relative value of preferences in EU, US and Canadian markets. 

 
o In many island states, exports are too concentrated in tourism. 

 
o High migration rate of skilled workers contribute to depletion of human 

resource base e.g. 90% in Guyana. 
 ILO Convention 141 – Migrant Workers 

 
o High food import: Food Security – sugar in hotels comes from outside the 

region. 
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o High fuel bill. 
 

o Growing Drug Trade and Crime including Violent Crime – challenging formal 
economy 

 
 E.G. Money laundering constitutes forty to sixty percent (40 -60%) of 

Guyana’s economy – (US State Department Report). 
 

o Slowing down of growth rate, growing inequality in income distribution 
increase in poverty level and erosion of the decent work agenda. 

 In the Trade Union Movement Decent Work Agenda is: - 
• An ILO originated concept – which implies access to 

employment in conditions of freedom; the recognition of basic 
rights at work, guaranteeing the absence of discrimination or 
harassment; an income enabling one to satisfy basic economic, 
social and family needs and responsibilities. An adequate level 
of social protection for the worker and family members; and 
the right to participation and a voice at work, directly or 
indirectly through self-chosen representative organizations. 

 
o Need for a new vision and creativity which will take us to new industries and 

businesses. 
 

 Role of Trade Unions:  
 

o CARICOM Governments need to meaningfully consult with Trade Unions on 
development policy. 

 
o Collective bargaining at firm level and mostly bipartite must be strictly 

observed. 
 

o Social Dialogue must be institutionalized, tri-partite instances of social 
dialogue must be used to strengthen consensus building on Labour Policies. 

 E.g. Social Compact Model in Barbados 
 

o Multi-partite training and re-training of workers should be on going to 
establish a specialized labour force etc. 

 
o CCL should have a permanent observes status in CARICOM. 

 
o Structure should be established for regular consultation between, CRNM and 

CCL. 
 

o CARICOM Governments must meaningfully contribute to institutional 
strengthening and capacity building programmes of CCL and National Trade 
Union Centres. 
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o Institutional strengthening capacity building of Ministries of Labour. 

 
o Trade Union leaders should be immediately added to the list for free 

movement of skilled labour. 
 

o Harmonisation of Labour Laws e.g. 
 

 Occupation Safety and Health (OSH) Act 
 Trade Union Recognition (TUR) Act 
 Terms of Employment and Redundancy Act 

 
o Harmonization of Regulations Standards 

 
o The CCL pledges to continue its work in collaboration with the other social 

partners to ensure social justice, equity and decent work for all of our people. 
 

As critical stakeholders, we stand ready to play our part in the challenging and 
exciting process of the modernisation of CARICOM states and the 
achievement of growth and sustainable economic development for our 
Region. 
 
 

 February 28th, 2006 
 

 
 
 

 
 


