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GENDER EQUALITY & SHARED
FAMILY RESPONSIBILITY IN
THE CARIBBEAN




Remarks delivered by the UNIFEM (part of UN Women) Caribbean Office Regional Programme Director, Ms. Roberta Clarke at the media launch of the Share the Care – Social Communications Programme in support of the Child Support, Poverty and Gender Equality Project at the Trinidad Hilton – 16 November 2010.
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This morning we launch a number of public service announcements which advance the perspective that shared family responsibilities, men’s involvement in children’s lives are central not only to children’s development, but as well to gender equality, poverty reduction and men’s sense of well-being.
In 2008, UNIFEM and its partners the Faculty of Law and the Grenada and Counselling Clinic undertook a study in Barbados and Trinidad on “Child Support, Poverty and Gender Equality’. This study sought to answer a number of questions such as i) the manner in which applications for child support are resolved by the courts, the quantum of those awards and the enforcement of the awards; ii) the criteria used and legal principles applied in resolving child support proceedings in the Caribbean; iii) how gender norms informed the resolution of child support claims.

We were interested in these issues because it is our view that a more equitable sharing of the burden of care between women and men, mothers and fathers, is one key ingredient for reducing the poverty of many households and interrupting the transmission of inter-generational poverty. Quite simply, all over the region, the data shows that many children live with single mothers and that many of these households experience the highest levels of poverty. These household heads may be in the lowest paying sectors of the economy, or indeed unemployed, yet have almost exclusive responsibility for childcare in all its dimensions - financial, physical and emotional. And what we also know is that fathers’ failure to make regular payments, hostility to make child support payments at all or inability to provide adequate support, is a feature of Caribbean family relations.
The research of the administration of justice in Trinidad in relation to child support matters showed that the Family Court had brought significant improvements to the administration of family justice. These improvements include:

· matters are determined more quickly; 

· fewer changes in the judicial officer dealing with  cases;

· better delivery of social services;

· improvements in the nature of evidence before the court; and

· the quantum of awards is greater. 
Conversely, long delays in other courts because of overly long daily lists, delays in service of documents for example, explained in part the significant number of cases which are eventually dismissed for non-appearance by applicants, presumably frustrated by continuous difficulties of service.
We also found that the judicial decision-making took explicitly into account the consideration to equalise the burden of care as a component of working through what is in the best interest of the child. 

One of the recommendations of the study was for the extension of the Family Court pilot to all family matters across Trinidad and Tobago with a single standard, regardless of the venue or jurisdiction. This single standard of child support should address:
· An affirmative duty on parents to support their children;

· Detailed guidelines on the awarding of child support, particularly the proportioning of support between parties with differential incomes;

· Provision of a unified and more efficient system for enforcement of child support, including consideration of a wider range of measures for enforcement beyond committal should be considered, including non-renewal of driver’s licences and community service.

The research recommended that law reform should consider giving the courts the power to order parental education and counselling to better equip parents and in particular fathers to make interventions in their children’s lives, whether they are able to make a financial contribution or not.

There is no doubt that between women and men, fathers and mothers, is a minefield of simmering tensions, ambivalence, distrust and disappointment surrounding the burden of care for children. These ambivalences have a number of causes, some of which are related to the unwanted nature of the connection arising from an unexpected and unplanned pregnancy; limited histories of emotional engagement between parents; emotions arising from feelings of rejection; perceptions of opportunistic use of children for exacting financial and emotional revenge. 

And anecdotal evidence suggest quite strongly that children who are experiencing the cross-fire of dispute over their care are at higher risk for experiencing social and educational problems and also turn up disproportionately  in juvenile court.
The overhaul of value systems on the avoidance of male responsibility to children has to be supported by robust enforcement, by efficient administration, by fair mediation and as well by re-socialisation. The latter will require consistent and sustained messages through use of multi-media on the need for the sharing of the care responsibilities between women and men. The messages need to make the point that caring is valuable and joyful work; that the absence of care is not in the best interests of children; that taking on the responsibility eases the experience of poverty and reduces the likelihood of inter-generational poverty. Leaving women to do it all in the home is an expression of ‘gender oppression’.
Until men share equally in child rearing—not to mention the other aspects of housework—gender equality will not be achieved. This is particularly so when considering the psychological effects of early child rearing. Children learn what they see and so if women are almost exclusively the caretakers, then each generation will reproduce the gendered division of labor and the structure of gendered inequality. Changing this fundamental relationship is the single most important factor in creating a just, equitable society. 
Much is changing in the Caribbean. Every day we see more and more fathers walking their children to school, attending extra-curricular activities, supervising homework, cooking, being involved. But we need to accelerate this progress and do so with consistent messages on the importance of shared care.
These public service announcements that we are launching today advocate an ethic of care; advocate a rejection of the sexual division of labour in which women’s caring labour is taken for granted and under-valued and where fathers have less to do with the daily needs of their children. The PSAs advocate a “care model” or otherwise a “responsibility model” because taking responsibility for others welfare is essential to care. And there is no doubt that we are closer to a more caring and nurturing world if men and women alike participate in the important activities of care.
We thank you members of the media for your attendance at this launch of the public service announcements. We hope that they can generate national, community and family discussion and that they contribute to a re-thinking about what is needed not only for children’s development, but as well for gender equality and for the strengthening of a more consciously caring Caribbean community.
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For further information please contact: UNIFEM (part of UN Women) Caribbean Office Communications Specialist - Sharon Carter-Burke at sharon.carter-burke@unifem.org or at 1-246-467-6124.
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