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On behalf of UNIFEM let me express our appreciation to the Ministry of Amerindian Affairs and the government of Guyana for its support and guidance in the convening of this meeting on Caribbean Indigenous Women’s Rights. Minister Sukhai and her ministerial team, despite their demanding schedule, extended themselves to ensure the successful hosting of the meeting. In all of our interactions with the Ministry, we have been met with grace and generosity of spirit. Thank you Minister Sukhai.

It is always wonderful to be here in Guyana with its tradition of leadership in the women’s rights movement; three of the 7 women who have received the CARICOM Women’s Award are Guyanese- Ms. Magda Pollard, who held the first position within CARICOM as gender adviser, Justice Desiree Bernard, now on the CCJ and my predecessor in UNIFEM, Professor Jocelyn Massiah. And of course there are the critical thinkers of Red Thread from whom one can expect the discomforting truths, and the hard workers within the Department of Gender Affairs led by Ms. Lagan and Help and Shelter who are in the process of implementing a project funded by the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women. 

And Guyana leads the way in other respects, it is the only country with a quota requirement to ensure more women in politics; the only country that refers to social and economic rights in the constitution and provides for commissions to oversee and promote human rights in a number of spheres, including gender equality.

For UNIFEM, Guyana is a priority country in the region for programming and UNIFEM has been honoured to support the work of our partners in Guyana and expects deepened engagement over the next 4 years.

I would also like to acknowledge the support of the Government and peoples of Guyana to UNIFEM at the global level. Guyana consistently makes its contribution to UNIFEM annually sending the unequivocal message of commitment to the mandate of gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

Much of the popular understanding of Caribbean history is centred on the twin tragedies of the enslavement and indentureship of African and Indian peoples in the interest of capital accumulation. Right across the Caribbean we solemnly commemorate emancipation of African people from slavery and mark the arrival of peoples from India and the end of indentureship.

What our children are taught in school is that yes, in the poetic and succinct judgment of the Trinidadian calypsonian Shadow, that ‘Columbus lie’. We teach well that the Europeans met  peoples in the Caribbean, that many of these people were dominated to the point of annihilation; we hear of the war-like Caribs  (of whom I am a Dominican descendant) and the peaceful Arawaks. But that’s about the sum of what most Caribbean peoples know. It’s all history, it’s all the past.

And so the continuing story of indigenous peoples in the Caribbean is outside the popular imagination, outside ironically enough, of Caribbean consciousness of who we are as Caribbean people. The story of indigenous peoples goes untold, largely undocumented. Silence and therefore invisibility define the presence of indigenous peoples in the wider Caribbean, if not in countries where the live.

One of the most consistently expressed aspirations across the region is that of unity in diversity. Many of our national anthems and national pledges represent this aspiration- Out of many, one;  one people (Jamaica), Ever Conscious of God We Aspire, and Advance as One People (Grenada), Unity makes strength (Haiti); Together we aspire, together we achieve. (Trinidad and Tobago) and here in Guyana, One People, One destiny.
That aspiration responds directly to the Caribbean history of oppression, division and fracture and captures the sense, no, the truth, that if inequalities remain unaddressed, there can only be a fragile, fitful and ultimately unfulfilled promise of development as the consequence of the release of the human spirit, potential and energy to work for the interdependent interests of self and community.

UNIFEM’s mandate is to work together with governments and civil society to realise gender equality and women’s empowerment. This mandate responds to the global realty and history of unequal power relations and women’s relative lack of access to opportunity that define and restrict women’s enjoyment of the full range of human rights. While a great deal of progress has been made towards redressing discrimination, it would be true to say that inequality stubbornly persists in Caribbean cultures. This inequality is apparent in the disproportionate burden of care which women carry for children and the vulnerable; in the predominance of women in low paid sectors of the economy (despite educational achievements); the extent of poverty of woman headed single parent households, the vulnerability to all forms of gender-based violence; and of course in women’s limited presence in spaces of political decision-making. 

Of course not all women are similarly oppressed nor are all men equally privileged. Other factors help us understand the dynamics of exclusion, factors such as socio-economic class, such as ethnicity, colour, disability and sexual orientation for example.  The review and appraisal of the Beijing Platform for Action acknowledged that indigenous women face specific obstacles and challenges. Global studies show that indigenous and tribal communities (such as the Maroons of Suriname) are disproportionately represented among the poorest people in both developing and developed countries and that such poverty is not only a material nature  (income and assets) but a poverty of rights, voice, opportunity and influence. These studies show that indigenous and tribal peoples are both socially and geographically marginalised and that women within these communities faced multiple disadvantages.

In that context the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in 2006 recommended that agencies like UNIFEM and UNICEF take immediate action to review and monitor the situation of indigenous women and provide comprehensive reports on violence against women.

In fulfilling this recommendation, this year UNIFEM commissioned four baseline studies on the status of indigenous women in Dominica, Belize, Suriname and here in Guyana. The studies document and analyse the situation of social, political and economic situation of indigenous women.

 These reports to be presented today reveal some differences in the lives of indigenous women across the region. But there are also strong common features amongst the countries under study. You will hear how geography and location structure the lives of indigenous peoples and women; how remoteness presents such a challenge and impedes the delivery of basic social services such as education and health; how that remoteness and spread of small pockets of indigenous communities also challenge effective police presence so necessary to respond to gender-based violence. 

The studies document the dynamic struggle of communities with histories of self-sustenance based on subsistence agriculture confronting the growing intrusion of the market economy creating need and impoverishment. The studies speak to the potential for economic development but raise issues of economies of scale as indigenous peoples move away from the interior to seek educational and economic opportunities in urban centres. And on the other hand you will hear of communities where economic innovation causes population stability.

You will hear that that one of the consequences of that mobility is community fragility, where the elderly can be left alone as the younger generation depart; where, as men leave to pursue economic activities, women are left with the burden of care for children.

The reports also seek to document how the countries have dealt with the issues of land rights, self-determination and the preservation of cultural identity of indigenous peoples. 

These are issues very specific to indigenous peoples. Yet one is struck reading the report, by the commonality in the situation of indigenous women have with other Caribbean women- the burden of care, limited political influence at the highest levels, gender-based violence, the limits on enjoyment of reproductive rights,  but mostly the heroism of joyful survival in the face of some adversity. And the reports also speak to the issue of higher drop out rates of boys from schools, a phenomenon shared across the region.

In the international discourse on indigenous peoples and women’s rights, there is often expressed the possibility of a tension between the collective rights of indigenous people to identity and the individual rights of indigenous women to personal autonomy. Through the consultations that informed the preparation of the reports, it is clear that indigenous women reject that division as false. They articulate their entitlement to maintain their cultural identity while at the same time rejecting harmful and traditional gender stereotypes that have prevent equal political participation and influence; that create vulnerability to gender-based violence and that can limit their autonomy in reproductive health matters.

This meeting is intended to be a forum where these studies are shared in order to start the process of informing some of the work of governments, of women’s organisations as well as UNIFEM and the UN system and development partners.

The objectives of the meeting are:

· Promote and support leadership amongst Caribbean indigenous women

· Promote dialogue on the experiences of indigenous women cross-regionally

· Identify action priorities for development programming

As the title of the meeting suggests, it is UN’s perspective that when indigenous women exercise control over institutions and resources and assume responsibility to manage development initiatives, social and economic conditions will improve. It is necessary to ensure strategies for empowerment and social inclusion with respect for culture, ways of life, traditions, emphasising the protection and full enjoyment of human rights and fundamental freedoms as women and members of the indigenous community. 

Amongst the participants attending, we are so pleased to have representatives of indigenous women’s organisations from the four countries- Belize, Dominica, Guyana and Suriname. This meeting should facilitate the building of a network of indigenous women’s organisations regionally which will support advocacy and strengthen actions around the promotion of development initiatives and human rights. And over the next four years, the UNIFEM Caribbean Office will prioritise support to governments and communities of indigenous women. So for us, this is an opportunity to listen and to learn.

In conclusion I would like to thank the UNDP for Barbados and the Eastern Caribbean for its support to the work in Dominica and to the UNCT in Guyana for its support to this activity. We look forward to working together in the development of programmes that will arise from the recommendations of this meeting. And I would like to especially welcome Monica Aleman, Executive Director of the International Forum for Indigenous Women and my UNIFEM colleagues from Brazil and Ecuador who are also working on indigenous women’s issues.

And finally, to the women who have come from across the Caribbean, we hope to have a very dynamic meeting, full of discussion and leading to action. For UNIFEM this is only the beginning of our work with you.

Roberta Clarke
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