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I would like to thank the CRNM for this opportunity to UNIFEM to participate in 
this workshop. My focus this morning will be on gender and labour as I seek to 
present, to you the trade and labour experts, some of the gendered facts of the 
participation of Caribbean peoples in our economies. 
 
In 2000 I attended an OECS meeting of Permanent Secretaries from ministries of 
trade and made a presentation on a topic not too dissimilar to that of today’s. I 
spoke to the impact of the erosion of preferential trading arrangements on 
farmers and in particular focused on the differences between women and men. In 
the discussion period, one of the participants said, with grievance and even 
hostility, that the only gender issue left to be addressed in the Caribbean was the 
issue of boys in school, or perhaps more accurately boys out of school. This is 
now a familiar concern, uttered sometimes it seems as an antidote to 
suggestions that the gender equity remains still an aspiration for many Caribbean 
women and an only partly realised goal for Caribbean civilisation. 
 
I start with this as a reminder to myself that those of us who work on gender 
equity ought not to assume a consensus of knowledge of the realities of 
Caribbean women, men, boys and girls. Neither are we to assume, though surely 
we expect and hope, that the vision of gender equity is one held by all.  
 
And so this morning I want to begin by defining gender because it is a central 
categorising feature of Caribbean societies, shaping responsibilities, 
opportunities, perspectives, value systems, in essence shaping life – the nature 
and quality of experience of women and men, boys and girls. 
  
The word ‘gender’ as used or intended to be used in the title of this session is 
really a short hand for a longer phrase and a complicated set of notions on how 
women and men inhabit the world and the relations between them. And so I want 
to start this short presentation today by stating what I understand as gender 
analysis and what this offers to public policy debate and programming. We all 
know that gender and sex are not the same. Sex refers to the biology of being, to 
those anatomical and physiological differences which are essentially related to 
reproduction functions. Gender is biology plus. That plus is the complex interplay 
of roles, behaviours, expectations, requirements, demands, compulsions which 
are attributed to women and men and often rationalised or justified by reference 
to the biological being. These expectations structure access to resources, to 



opportunities, define responsibilities and for much of the world that structuring 
results in inequality to women’s detriment. 
 
So gender, like class, of race or age is a social stratifier influencing the 
distribution of output, work, income, wealth etc. And since gender influences the 
behaviour of economic agents, it is critical to our understanding of the economy 
as well as the role of trade in the global economy.  
 
We know that across time, culture and circumstance gender roles and 
expectations vary. Yet notwithstanding the infinite varieties of gender roles, what 
we also know is that the roles given to women and their endeavours were more 
constricted and less valued than those of men. No where is this more apparent 
than in the world of work, in the realm of labour. For starters, this extreme 
limitation of value, has left much of what women do all over the world outside of 
the definition of work and therefore without monetary expression of value. Think 
of women’s unpaid labour to ensure social reproduction. Illustrations of this are 
not hard to find in the Caribbean. In Trinidad and Tobago, for example, persons 
engaged in employment within private residences are outside of the definition of 
‘worker’. Elsewhere in the region, until recently, those engaged in domestic 
employment had under law a lower minimum wage than work undertaken by 
‘juveniles’. In most countries there is no protection whatsoever for household 
assistants, domestic employees etc. A fact that we need to think about in the 
context of the free movement of peoples in the Caribbean. 
 
The limited value of women’s work also limits choice and reward in the 
workplace. Across the region, women receive less for their efforts in the formal 
economy, notwithstanding greater educational attendance and certification. In a 
study of unemployment in Barbados, Trinidad and Jamaica, Stephanie Seguino 
found a consistent pattern of that women in the Caribbean are almost twice as 
likely as men to be unemployed. Right across the region, there is a significant 
gender gap in employment, with countries such as Belize, Guyana and Suriname 
experiencing the widest gap. But even economies such as Barbados and 
Trinidad reveal the stubbornness of inequality. She shows that in the Caribbean, 
women have a higher average endowment of education but lower returns to 
education than men. So for example, women in Barbados with a university 
degree are more likely than men to be unemployed, with university educated 
women experiencing an unemployment rate more than 2 percentage points 
higher than men with the same education. In Trinidad and Tobago, women with a 
secondary education have a higher unemployment rate than men with any level 
of education, including those with no education. 



 
Across the age groups that we associate with reproduction responsibilities and 
with productive potential, women’s unemployment is significant. For 1999, the  

 
Source: Stephanie Seguino: Why are Women in the Caribbean So Much More Likely than Men to Be 

Unemployed? May 2003 

 
 
 
degree of gender disparity in job access is the most pronounced in the age 
groups 20-54, precisely  the years women are most likely to be providers not only 
for themselves but also for their children. 
 
An examination of the occupational structure by sex will also show patterns of job 
segregation in Caribbean economies. Women tend to be concentrated in three 
occupational categories – clerks, service workers and elementary occupations 
and men in craft, plant operators and agricultural workers.  
 
 
 

Age group Barbados Jamaica Trinidad/Tobago
14-19 54.5% 52.9% 47.1%
20-24 58.1% 65.6% 47.5%
25-34 64.9% 72.6% 50.5%
35-44 67.7% 69.8% 50.4%
45-54 62.5% 59.7% 55.6%
55-64 50.0% 41.7% 31.8%

65 and over 50.0% 47.1% 20.0%
 

Female Share of Labor Force 48.0% 45.3% 38.2%

Table 6: Female Share of Unemployment by Age Group, 1999



 
 
 
The recent CWIQ survey for Grenada and St. Lucia are also revealing of the 
challenges which have to be confronted if we are to address poverty and limited 
productivity. In both countries, women’s unemployment is significantly greater -  
in Grenada  12% of all male heads of households were unemployed as opposed 
to 27% of the female heads. And within the poorest quintile, 52% of female 
heads were unemployed as opposed to 27% of male heads.  The figures for 
youth are similar – 26% of young men in Grenada are unemployed as opposed 
to 41% of young women.  
 
In relation to female heads the Grenada CWIQ also reminds us that women 
control or have access to fewer productive assets and that land ownership 
patterns are skewed by gender with men in rural areas by far controlling larger 
and presumably more potentially productive tracts of land. The St. Lucia CWIQ 
also shows that rural women-headed households are less likely to own land and 
livestock and adds that men are also more than twice as likely to own a vehicle, a 
indication of status but also a productive resource. Not surprisingly, men have 
higher levels of self-employment than do women. 
 
So the data illustrate without any ambiguity that women are inserted into the 
labour market on unequal terms with men and are more vulnerable to the 
negative effects of economic decline. They experience higher levels of 
unemployment, and experience unemployment for longer periods, they are 
congregated in the lowest and least skilled sectors of the economy, their work is 
less valued in the pecuniary sense (women make on average 20% less than do 
men). Generally there is less job mobility for women across the life cycle.  
 
This absence of mobility was revealed very starkly in a social audit of sugar 
workers undertaken by ECLAC in St. Kitts in 2002. That audit of all Kittian sugar 

           Barbados
Occupation Women Men Women Men Women Men
Managers 5.3% 5.5% 20.9% 11.9% 7.7% 6.2%
Professionals 10.5% 6.0% 3.9% 2.9%
Technicians 5.8% 7.6% 16.3% 7.6%
Clerks 20.7% 4.7% 15.8% 3.3% 22.1% 4.3%
Service  workers 22.8% 12.2% 22.3% 10.6% 19.6% 11.3%
Agricultural workers 0.7% 3.4% 7.8% 27.0% 1.2% 4.5%
Craft workers 4.2% 25.5% 5.7% 25.0% 5.7% 24.0%
Plant, machine operators 3.7% 10.7% 3.0% 8.8% 2.8% 13.5%
Elementary occupations 25.7% 23.8% 24.5% 13.4% 20.7% 25.6%
Standard deviation 0.095 0.082 0.087 0.086 0.084 0.085

Note: Jamaica's data combine managers, professionals, and technicians into one category.

Table 10: Distribution of Women and Men in Occupations, 1999

Trinidad/Tobago Jamaica



workers showed that women made less (the mean salary for male workers was 
$1567 as opposed to $823 for women) and remained in the same job for long 
periods without any other source of income generation. These women will 
experience the hardest time in adjusting to the demise of the sugar industry. And 
here’s the rub, they have the largest households and the greatest number of 
dependents. 
 
This story of high burdens of care is one which we know resonates across the 
region. It is the confluence of the high burden of care and the unequal insertion 
and limited returns from the labour market that most explain the differentials in 
the experience of poverty between women and men in the region. And women’s 
households are therefore the poorest of all. 
 
I share this data to argue that the role of women’s and men’s location and 
participation in the economy and how directional shifts in trade orientation and 
policy impacts existing gaps in men’s and women’s differential access to 
resources and the labour market must be a critical factor in determining the 
effectiveness of trade for economic development. 
 
The phrase ‘gender and trade’ is being increasingly heard in the public discourse 
on trade policy. But it is often unclear what this juxtaposition of terms means and 
what actions would follow. Some of its more frequent uses relate to: 
 
• issues of representation and transparency, including demands for more women 
at the table when trade policy is negotiated and for more light on the proceedings  
• the current concern about the social impact of trade measures – necessary 
because the reasons for women’s relative disadvantage in trade outcomes are 
not well understood and need to be remedied  
• the fact that women as well as men can benefit from the greater opportunities 
and jobs that trade liberalisation should bring, but may need some special 
treatment to make this a reality. 
 
All three perspectives are applicable to our region. Without myself knowing the 
answer, I ask, to what extent have our trade policy makers interfaced with 
Caribbean peoples and women producers in particular? Do Caribbean people 
understand the implication of the trading regimes being advocated in the WTO by 
the most powerful nations? Are we prepared?  How are we using this period of 
economic stress to reorient our economies to ones that are more self-reliant and 
inter-dependent? If that will require behavioural shifts in expectations, how are 
we addressing culture? Are we supporting our traders, those who connect our 
consumption with our production in the region? How do we reduce economic 
vulnerability and dependency? These are the age old questions which come 
back again and again to haunt us and to which the answers seem difficult to 
define given external factors outside of our control because of our size and 
limited resource base. 
 



But there are also internal factors which we can address, over which we have a 
degree of control, a margin of appreciation, or in your language, policy space. 
For example, should we not be thinking of how to get a better return from the 
education sector, how to better match the economic opportunities that could exist 
with youth development programmes? I want to share a UNIFEM study on 
women agricultural traders which was undertaken in 2004.  
 
In 1989, an ECLAC study showed that a significant part of inter-island agricultural 
trade was carried out in the informal sector, which comprises all unregistered 
commercial and non-commercial enterprises or economic activities that are 
usually family-owned, small-scale, labour intensive, and rely heavily on 
indigenous resources. The survey showed that several hundred persons traded 
in small amounts of diverse products on their own account. Their produce was 
shipped in schooners or other small vessels, and the traders traveled on the boat 
with their produce or journey by air.  
 
UNECLAC’s research concluded that hucksters, traffickers and speculators 
constituted a dynamic sector of entrepreneurs in the informal sector of the 
region’s economies but in spite of the fact that they contributed to employment 
creation and the nutritional status of the region, they were virtually ignored by 
government programmes and policies which promoted export in the formal 
sectors without any attention to the role of small traders. One glaring indication of 
this inattention was the lack of statistics complied nationally on the volume and 
value of their trade, despite the robust activities of these traders at seaports in 
the Windward Islands.  
 
In 2004 UNIFEM in the context of the CSME attempted to update this study. 
What we found was that despite the rhetoric of regional integration, the numbers 
of informal traders, mostly women had dwindled to the hundreds. In St. Lucia, the 
sector no longer exists. Here’s the thing – this sector of workers move fruits and 
vegetables. Their trade is connected to food security, to agricultural 
diversifications, to nutrition and finally to reducing the balance of payments 
deficits, much of which is related to the very high food import bill in the region. 
Yet still, it is a sector which we have allowed to dwindle. And it is a sector which 
has received no particular attention to date in the CSME discussions. 
 
On their behalf then I wish to share some to the recommendations made at that 
November meeting. Women agricultural traders called for greater support to 
intra-regional agricultural trade; they ask for a recognition of agriculture beyond 
sugar, beyond bananas; they ask for strengthened linkages between traders, 
farmers and the state (trade policy and ministries of agriculture); they ask for 
some consideration on the movement of currency; transportation for agricultural 
produce- inter-island shipping (St. Vincent initiative – Lady Susan); chilled 
containers for some produce; insurance/coverage for loss and for infrastructure – 
packing facilities.  
 



In conclusion, I would like to reiterate that trade policy which is not explicitly 
informed by gender analysis will not have the developmental impact 
commensurate with our efforts. Simply, gender analysis requires that we gather 
and examine information on what women and men do and how they relate to 
each other. It requires that we take account of differences between women and 
men in their life experiences and that we translate our knowledge into policy and 
programming for development with equity. 
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