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Presentation by Dr. The Hon. Esther Byer-Suckoo, 

Minister of Labour and Social Security, Barbados 

at the ILO high-level debate on the occasion of International Women’s Day 8 

March 2012, ILO, Geneva. 

 

Theme: “Empower Rural Women- End Hunger and Poverty” 
 

It is truly a pleasure to be here at the International Labour Organization today (ILO), and to join with 

you and the larger United Nations family (UN) and my colleagues in celebrating International 

Women’s Day 2012 and to share  on the priority theme:  “Empower Rural Women – End Hunger and 

Poverty”. 

 

I applaud every individual, government and organization working across the world on behalf of 

women, women’s empowerment and gender equality.  Their task, as we know it, is not, has not 

been, and doesn't look like it will any time soon be, an easy one.  Our challenge today will be not 

only to build on and protect the gains which have been achieved, but to advance women’s rights and 

bring real change to the lives of all women across the globe.  

 

Statistics show that rural women constitute 25% of the world’s population, and the continued slow 

recovery from the financial and economic crisis has affected them, having impeded rural 

development and by extension, threatened economic development and political stability.  This 

impediment also impacts heavily on whether the Millennium Development Goals can be achieved, as 

the crisis has derailed many good efforts or been an excuse for lack of effort, and disparities 

between urban and rural areas continue to be pronounced. 

 

In my country Barbados we have not been insulated from the crisis and unemployment has risen, 

especially among women and youth.  The Ministry of Social Care, Constituency Empowerment and 

Rural Development recently completed its Country Assessment of Living Conditions for 2010.  This 

study looked at poverty as well as living conditions, defining POVERTY as the inability to attain an 

acceptable minimal “standard of living” with available resources at the individual and household 

levels. It considered several dimensions of poverty: economic (income/consumption), social 

(vulnerability and exclusion), spatial (community location), quality of life and human rights. 

 

This study found among other things, a level of Individual Indigence (food poverty) (9.1%); and 

individual  Poverty (19.3%) and at the Household level: Indigence ( 6.9%); Poverty (15.0%). It also 

found most poverty in Greater Bridgetown (18.4%), Outer Urban (17.6%)and North and East Strata 

(16.9%) (furthest rural). 

 

• High degree of intergenerational poverty ( 85% of poor heads still living in poverty over 

generations). 

• Employed in low paying occupations. 

• High level of unemployment among the poor (26.5% vs 6.3% for non poor). 

• Poor were found working in distribution, agriculture/fishing, manufacturing, accommodation 

and food services in lower level jobs ( elementary occupations). 

• 57% of the poor that were not enrolled in an educational institution had no qualifications. 

 

These statistics are not dissimilar from those in other places.  But in Barbados where there is equal 

and universal access to education and health care, and an emphasis on human resource 

development in the absence of mineral or other treasured resources, the Social Partnership has 

been collaborating on the development agenda, including jobs and employment.  Good progress has 

been made with the 8 MDGs with 4 already achieved.  
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UNDP’s HDI ranks Barbados as the only “ very highly human developed” country in the Caribbean. It 

ranked 47th out of 187 countries in the recently launched HDR 2011 

 

The Bureau of Gender Affairs is the government’s key focal point for the implementation of policies 

and programmes pertaining to gender and development and works with other Ministries and 

departments, many of which have programming which benefits women, sometimes exclusively so. 

Last November, the Ministry of Labour and Social Security in Barbados benefitted from the conduct 

of a participatory gender audit which was facilitated by the International Labour Organization (ILO) 

and the Organization of American States (OAS), the first of its kind in the Caribbean and Latin 

America.  Preliminary findings suggest that staff in that Ministry is aware of the predominant gender 

issues, and the Ministry’s programmes are generally gender-focused.  

 

 Rural women in Barbados have benefitted specifically from initiatives undertaken by the Rural 

Development Commission, which has provided loans to assist in the development of businesses, 

including food preparation and livestock production. 

 

A range of poverty and social welfare programmes have been introduced by the Government. For 

example, the Rural Development Commission and the Urban Development Commission, along with 

special poverty alleviation programmes, were established to complement the traditional Welfare 

Department, the National Assistance Board and the Child Care Board. Government has provided 

affordable land and housing for purchase or rent in urban and rural communities. While living 

conditions in most communities can be regarded as fairly good, there are some communities in 

which some residents are living in unacceptable conditions. While there are few if any wealthy 

people in the rural communities, there is some level of poverty in all of them. 

 

The Ministry of Agriculture, Food, Fisheries, and Water Resource  Management is a strong 

proponent of rural development being in step with agricultural development especially as a vehicle 

to empower rural communities and the more vulnerable in society.  In this regard, that Ministry has 

been a strong advocate of new technologies in agriculture in Barbados.  This along with the 

existence of facilities for education, health and social development have led to the creation of a 

fairly well-informed small farmer and a relatively modern agricultural sector.  

 

In order to promote additional entrepreneurial development in rural  communities, the Government 

has also launched a Land for the Landless Programme aimed at ensuring that land is made available 

for lease by those persons interested in farming whether male or female who own no land of their 

own.  

 

There is also a woman’s advocacy group for women in agriculture: The  Association of Women in 

Agriculture which provides educational resources for youth and other women in Barbados who may 

be interested in small farming but have little access to agriculture advice.  

 

Given the size of Barbados, and the gently undulating topography, the demarcation of rural and 

urban areas on paper is practically for administrative purposes only and with an effort to 

decentralize many services, these services are easily accessed in all areas. 

 

 Women feed the nation. Sometimes it is only their creativity that allows them to put food on the 

table. Not only do they cook and serve meals at home, schools and cafeterias, but women food 

producers continue to make meaningful contributions to the agricultural sector in terms of self-

employment, food production and distribution. Their contribution towards the preservation of our 

stable economy is significant but it is being challenged as a result of a change in focus of the 

economy. Agriculture and manufacturing industries have been impacted negatively particularly by 

trade liberalization and the discontinuation of preferential export arrangements. Additionally, the 

importation of foreign food and goods has increased markedly, reducing the demand for local 

products. Therefore over the last two decades, the Barbadian economy has been focused on tourism 
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and more recently international business: In 1995 manufacturing and agriculture accounted for 16% 

of GDP, while in 2010 only 9% of GDP.  Also, the high demand for female labour in tourism and the 

services sector continues to pose challenges for their involvement in agriculture. More women than 

men, including rural women, are entering university and embarking upon professional careers. 

 

But agriculture must be protected. There is a need to establish closer networks among agencies and 

institutions involved in the improvement of working conditions of the female farmer. In addition, 

there is need to continue to educate the population at all levels on the benefits of developing a 

sound national agricultural base and on the business opportunities possible in agricultural 

production, processing and marketing, including products for niche markets locally and overseas. 

Issues to be highlighted include climate change, improving food security, reducing the high food 

import bill and  increasing food production in a small, open and vulnerable economy,  and enforcing 

land use policies where tourism-focussed entites apply to use agricultural land for projects that 

could attract tourists and foreign investment.  

 

Not only female farmers need to be empowered though. Rural women and the roles they play are 

multidimensional and dynamic and are impacted by policies, institutions and rules, as well as the 

gender relations institutionalized in households, communities and society at large. Access to these 

institutions and the extent to which these institutions serve rural populations can determine 

whether women’s livelihoods are sustainable and improve their well-being. Rural women are 

generally involved in multiple activities simultaneously to secure their livelihoods. They may have to 

change jobs, depending on the season or may remain unemployed or underemployed for periods of 

time. In many countries, access to services can be problematic for women in rural and remote areas.  

Therefore poverty remains a massive and predominantly rural phenomenon: 70% of the developing 

world’s 1.4 billion extremely poor live in rural areas.  

 

 Empowering rural women is therefore not only about agriculture. It is about empowering women in 

workplaces (with policies and legislation for decent work and equal rights and opportunities), as 

entrepreneurs, business leaders and policy makers (with equal access to health care, social services 

and education as well as fair and just policies and laws).  This all leads to improved economic 

conditions for them and their families, and an end to hunger and poverty. As Klaus Schwab, the 

Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum concludes, “Women and girls must be treated 

equally if a country is to grow and prosper.” The World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Report 

finds that the lower the gender gap the higher the economic productivity of a nation. 

 

Empowered women can make better choices and become masters of their own fate, otherwise they 

are forced to do whatever they can to feed their families,  risking their life,  their health, their pride 

and their integrity.  Ultimately this impacts their families, their productivity and the nation. 

 

Finally, empowering women, rural women, must aim way beyond their mere survival and ending 

hunger. Indeed it is the survival of their families, their extended families and their communities.  It is 

about ending the cycle of intergenerational poverty, a feature in many poor communities, not just in 

Barbados but across the world. But most importantly, it must aim to see the self-actualization of 

women and the realization of their dreams and aspirations.  

 

Let us no more continue to overlook the rights and contributions of our rural sisters.  The realization 

of gender equality and the empowerment of women are the responsibilities of government, the 

private sector, NGOS, international organizations and society as a whole. As leaders we must show 

not only that we sympathize and even emphasize, but that we have the courage and conviction to 

act on their behalf.  I hope our discussions today reflect new strategies and insights as we strive to 

achieve our goal of gender equality, empowering rural women and ending hunger and poverty for us 

all. 
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