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Introduction  
 
This paper is intended to provide background elements on how skills -- a key component of 
active labour market policies -- can help the Caribbean countries cope with the challenges 
presented by rapid economic transitions. Section I explains the broader context and 
importance of an integrated framework to allow workers to move from one job to another 
and to help vulnerable job seekers successfully enter into the labour market. Section II 
focuses on skills development and briefly touches on key related policy areas.  Section II 
presents some considerations for future action in the region.  
 

I. Context 
 
Economic and employment challenges. Most Caribbean States are continuously confronted 
with economic and productive challenges. Whether tourism oriented or commodity 
exporters, the Caribbean region is highly vulnerable to international dynamics as the 
internal demand is weak and, for most commodities, the size of the local production cannot 
affect world prices. Moreover, a number of factors and in some instances low productivity, 
hinder competitiveness and profitability. As a result of those challenges, both temporary 
imbalances in the goods, services or labour market, or more structural transformation, 
where perhaps entire economic sectors and their labour force need to be re-organized, 
arise.   At the enterprise level, there have been numerous examples of sudden terminations 
that leave workers on the breadline.  Baha Mar in the Bahamas, Arcelor Mittal and Shell in 
Trinidad and Tobago, Guysuco in Guyana or Suralco in Suriname are only a few of the big 
investors who have recently downsized their operations in Caribbean States. A number of 
medium and small investors followed their lead. The ensuing job losses have impacted 
strongly on the population and on public finances.  
 
The role of skills development and active labour market policies: Given the economic and 
employment challenges described above, there are two compelling issues. One is to ensure 
that job creation is sizable and powerful enough to offset the job destruction trend which 
may occur. The other is to ensure the smoothest transition for dismissed workers from an 
unemployed status to one of being re-employed, limiting the duration of the unemployment 
period and the consequent decrease in employability.   
 
Equipping the workforce with the skills required for the jobs of today and those of the 
future is a key objective for policy-makers. Education, training and lifelong learning are 
fundamental to creating greater opportunities for decent and productive work for women 
and men. There is no question that the ability to sustain economic transformation in the 
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Caribbean will depend on whether the workforce can be trained through lifelong learning. 
(ILO 2006).  
 
At the same time, active labour market policies (ALMPs) and programmes can manage a 
smooth transition for workers and encourage a more efficient matching of supply and 
demand.  They intend to ensure that jobseekers “actively” look for employment and/or 
enhance their qualifications as opposed to only “passively” receiving support, such as 
income from social security assistance programmes or unemployment insurance.  While the 
shape and variety of ALMPs is considerable, they share some features and consist of:  
 
I) One or more employment programmes, i.e. an institutionalized combination of measures, 
support or interventions specifically designed to lead to decent employment; and 
 
II) Combination of job-search assistance, training, public sector job creation and subsidised 
or supported employment in the private sector. At times other helpful elements may be 
included (health support, childcare, transport). These can be in combination with temporary 
income support or unemployment insurance.  
 
Across the Caribbean, ALMPs are at an initial stage of development. Few are the structured 
interventions that are informed by labour market data.  Even in countries where 
multidimensional assistance does exist (e.g. Barbados, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago) 
and where job seekers are often offered not only job search assistance but also educated 
referrals to training or other services, the systematic follow up of the job seekers and the  
combination with some specific kind of financial support is largely missing. Additionally, in a 
number of countries, a sizable system of employment services -- normally in charge of 
administering ALMPs -- is absent.  
 
Systematic collection of labour market information: Robust data collection to inform 
education and activation policies is at the earliest stage in the Caribbean. Most decisions 
appear to be based on somehow limited knowledge of labour market trends and 
specificities. Data collection and analysis is needed to identify demand trends, changes in 
production dynamics, and vulnerable groups while informing career guidance, job search 
and training orientation, and link again with skills anticipation. Effective dissemination 
dwells equally important.  Recent ILO joint initiatives with Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 
and the European Union (EU) to create information technology (IT) systems allowing cross 
Caribbean comparison (CLMIS) and to strengthen the capacity of analysis, respond to such 
need.  
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II. Key elements of design of skills development policies 
 
Against this framework, there are a number of crucial elements which countries should 
consider when designing and implementing skills development policies. These are:  
 
Quality Education: Good-quality primary and post-secondary education form the basis of 
future learning, on or off the job, and for matching the supply of skills with the demand of 
the labour market.  
 
Skills forecasting/Anticipation: Given the adverse impact of skills mismatch (leading to skills 
shortage, skills gaps, and over and under-qualification) on both the aggregate and the 
individual levels, the ability to assess and anticipate future skill needs has become a central 
challenge for Caribbean States. While skills anticipation is a complex process of gathering 
information on current and future skill needs, it can achieve a number of objectives: (i) 
matching supply to current demand for skills; (ii) helping workers and enterprises adjust to 
change; and (iii) building and sustaining competencies for current and future labour market 
needs. 
 
Portable competencies: This can be achieved through certification which enhances the 
individual’s capacity to make use of the education and training opportunities to progress 
within the enterprise and between jobs, and to cope with changing technology and labour 
market conditions. The revised CARICOM Regional TVET Strategy for Workforce 
Development and Economic Competiveness (2014), emphasised the importance of the 
Caribbean Vocational Qualification (CVQ) in facilitating life-long learning and standardizing 
the certification system.  This would facilitate skills mobility for the region’s economic 
development and competiveness. Hence, the functions and viability of the national training 
agencies, including National Training Agencies (NTAs) and Caribbean Association of National 
Training Authorities (CANTA) in quality assurance and certification of skills are critically 
important to developing the human resources. 
 
Workplace learning: The promotion and expansion of workplace learning and training, 
through on-the-job training (internship, apprenticeship etc.) across public and private 
enterprises can provide workers the opportunity for continuing education, training, and 
certification. It will also reduce skills shortages and help in closing the skills gaps of workers.  
It is important to define, with the involvement of the social partners, education policies as 
well as establishing a guiding framework for workplace learning and training.  In addition, 
policy coherence is needed to promote life-long learning across public and private 
enterprises. 
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Accessibility: No education or training policy can fully achieve its goal if accessibility is 
limited to only a few privileged individuals. The priority should be to make education, 
training and certifications accessible to all, including persons with disabilities. 
 
Systematic involvement of relevant stakeholders: Ensure a solid connection between 
training policies, labour market information, and employment services; through stakeholder 
involvement in policy decisions, including private and public investment in training.  
 

III. Considerations for further action 
 

a. Skills development and active labour market programmes are central when adjusting to 
global drivers of change.  

b. Ensuring systematic collection and dissemination of labour market data (required 
competencies and emerging trends in the labour market) is a first step in order to 
develop suitable and effective skills training strategies; skills anticipation tools and 
ALMPs, labour market information is a key and starting element.  

a. The Caribbean Vocation Qualification (CVQ) and the National Vocational Qualification 
(NVQ) are important instruments to  facilitate lifelong learning.  

b. Certification and training agencies i.e., NTAs and CANTA need to have the resources and 
capacity to be sustainable. 

c. Governments, social partners and training providers have to work together in facilitating   
and nurturing a culture of life-long learning. 

d. Social partners should actively participate in decisions on national strategy for education 
and training policies and provisions, as well as in its investments. 

e. Public and private enterprises need to be engaged in work-based training and learning 
(Apprenticeship, internship etc.). 

f. Employment services offices often hold a marginal role within the public apparatus, but 
could and should rather become a key element of policy implementation, if they are 
capacitated to do so. Their proximity with the job seekers and their need to ensure 
outreach are key advantages in organizing and structuring any sort of assistance for the 
job seeker. At the same time, the employment services could become that operational 
arm of the Ministries, which not only ensures administrative results, but actively seeks 
to coordinate between public institutions offering services which could and should 
complement each other.  

 
 


