
I.  The Gender Gap in Caribbean Politics

The Zenith of a woman’s ambition in life should be to be a loving mother and a
pleasing wife for thus they are by nature intended not as overlords or slaves but to man
subjected to join with him in love and connubial unity in generating humanity.

(Early Calypso 1937)

A central issue to emerge in gender discourse on political participation and politics, is
the struggle for women’s equality and one critical measure is the global representation of
women in national parliaments. Notwithstanding the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
varied forms of discrimination remain, including political.  In 1979, the United Nations
adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.
 In 1985 the U.N. adopted the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies, which highlights actions
to achieve gender equality by the year 2000, including the full observance to the rights of
women and the elimination of both de jure and de facto discrimination.  Moreover, the
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA) called on governments to take every
measure to reduce the gender inequality in the political, public and private sectors by the year
2005, setting a target goal of 30 percent of key decision making positions to be occupied
by women in these three sectors. The CPA resolution asserted that this percentage constituted
a critical mass to influence attitudes and behaviours toward gender.
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In the case of the Commonwealth Caribbean many of the structural obstacles to women’s
participation in politics have long been eliminated.  Women have acquired the right to
participate in the political system since the advent of universal adult suffrage. Yet for the most
part politics, and certainly national decision making, continue to be dominated by males. The
phenomenon of women in politics in the Commonwealth Caribbean is still a comparative
rarity.

While women have been involved in politics for an exceptionally long time, to a large
extent a relatively small number of party posts and very few elective or appointive offices
have been available to them.  This represents a paradox in politics given the fact that women
constitute more than 50 percent of the population in all Commonwealth Caribbean countries.
 So that while they represent a strong political group by virtue of their numbers, women
nonetheless reflect fundamental representational weakness, given the small number who sit
in national parliaments whether in the elected legislative assemblies or the national senate.

This marginality is a function both of supply and demand - in other words, not only are
their barriers to women’s participation, but the pool of eligible women candidates is also
limited. Miki Caul therefore argues “the severe under-representation of one-half of the
population not only limits the diversity of parliaments but also contradicts one of the central
tenets of representational democracy.”40

Evidence from the Commonwealth Caribbean suggests two critical factors, however,
that should augur well for female political participation and which should lead to a reduction
in the existing gap in the gender participation at the highest levels in national decision making
regionally.  Firstly, girls’ and women’s access to education seems to be equal to that of males.
An equally important development is that female educational achievement surpasses that of
males at all levels. In a 2002 publication on the political volitions of males and females with
respect to the Barbados-OECS Initiative, Barrow-Giles and Cuffie made the cautious conclusion
that “The socio-demographic feature, education, does have significant influence on the
political volitions of both men and women and that it is an important composite feature in
determining attitudes.”41   Unfortunately, the educational progress of women has yet to
translate into political representation.

The small pool of women available for national politics is a function of a number of
structural impediments, including:

1.  Socialisation. Of particular concern are women’s experiences of motherhood and
care giving which ultimately serve to crystallise the views on social roles of the sexes.
These differences cut across sexes, professions and social classes and the calyposonian
verse above is indicative of this universal acceptance. In Guyana and Trinidad and
Tobago, certain cultural beliefs also prove to be burdensome to women’s political
involvement.
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40 Miki Caul, Women’s Representation in Parliament: The Role of Political Parties”, Party Politics Volume 5 No.1, 1999,
pp.79-98.

41 The 2002 publication was based on a national survey of 1183 persons conducted in Barbados between November 1998 and June
1999. See Cynthia Barrow-Giles and Joan Cuffie, “Gender, Education and Political Volitions  of Barbadians: Perceptions 
Towards Regional Integration with Special Reference to the Barbados-OECS Initiative.” In The Journal of Caribbean History,
vol. 36.2 2002, pp. 243-266.
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2.  Economics.  In the Commonwealth Caribbean many women have never occupied
the single traditional role of care provider.  Rather, they face the challenge of juggling
careers and domestic responsibilities. Nearly fifty percent of the households in the
Caribbean are headed by female single parents, while fewer females are employed
in the work force than males.
The decline in the traditional base of the economy in the Windward Islands, as depicted
by the decline of the banana industry, have placed both men and women in economic
and social jeopardy.   Since the early 1990s women have to take on the additional
burden of supporting displaced men leaving little room to devote to elective politics.
Cecilia Green concludes this development "serves to exacerbate problems for women
in the Caribbean, especially heads of households who must now support their families
and a growing number of unemployed males. At the same time women continue to
be plagued by unemployment rates that are more than double those of men (171)."

3.  Politics.  Political parties have not addressed the challenges facing women in politics.
They provide little or no special assistance, financial or otherwise, to entice them into
the political arena.  As will be discussed, political parties do not view greater inclusion
of women as necessary to winning elections and do not actively seek or promote them
as candidates.  While membership is difficult to estimate, it is generally believed that
fewer women than men belong to parties.  Since membership is a key ingredient for
selection, women will remain at the margins of the selection process. In the Caribbean
there is the tendency to naturalise male domination especially of the political process.

In order to address their political under representation, women have created a host of
non-governmental organisations to represent the political interest of their membership. The
number of these NGOs in the region has grown dramatically and has provided several women
the opportunity to participate in electoral politics. The 2004 successful election of a woman
candidate in Antigua and Barbuda, for example, owes much to swing to the opposition
political party as it does to the NGO calling itself the Professional Organisation for Women
in Antigua and Barbuda (POWA). Since the late 1990s POWA has been extremely active in
not only promoting women’s issues, educating the public on a wide range of issues but also
in challenging government. This may have had the effect of encouraging women candidates
for elections in that country. Similarly, women’s organisations in other parts of the Caribbean
are contributing to the increased activity of women and in promoting their greater political
visibility.

The multiplication of women’s organisations has also led to some overly generalized
conclusions, however. Foremost is the notion that women constitute a homogeneous group
and they have yet to achieve this potential. Barriteau argues that "possessing a de jure (her
emphasis) right to vote and to stand for elections has not produced a de facto (her emphasis)
inclusion and representation of women at all levels in Caribbean political systems. It has not
transcended national government structures to be a common feature at the level of local
government. Women in the Commonwealth Caribbean continue to experience a combination
of subsystemic material and ideological barriers that thwart their full participation in the
practices of governance nationally and at the community level (Barriteau 1998:6)."
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Statistics support this assertion.  Since the advent of universal adult suffrage in 1951 in
the Caribbean less than 10 percent of the candidates contesting general elections were
women and fewer have won parliamentary seats.42

II.  Shifting the Burden of Securing Adequate Representation
to Political Parties.

If women’s under-representation is to be effectively addressed, affirmative action
deliberately designed to increase women’s presence in national parliaments must be taken.
The political institution to undertake that task is the political party. This can be effectively
achieved through its recruitment process and determination of constituency representation.
A major strategy to affect the increased number of women holding public office, and which
has achieved a measure of success in some Latin American countries, is the policy of gender
quotas or targets.

As early as the 1970s, political parties in industrialised democracies first accepted the
view that there was a need to increase women’s representation in decision making. A critical
strategy to advance that goal on the part of the political party was to adopt gender goals and
quotas (Calk: 1999). The 1980s saw increased use of that strategy.  Throughout the 1980s,
political parties in Western democracies turned increasingly to this strategy which resulted
in the increased presence of women in national parliaments. Nonetheless in the Caribbean
there is considerable resistance and reluctance to implementing any direct strategy that would
imply quotas.

It is clear that within the last ten years political parties across the region have become
more sensitive to the issue of women’s representation. Unfortunately, one of the major
hindrances to this is that the political condition necessary to galvanise political parties in that
direction is lacking in the Commonwealth Caribbean. The fact is that where electoral data
are available, there is little evidence to suggest that a gender gap exists in terms of support
for the political parties.   Women have not emerged in the Caribbean as a single and distinctive
electoral bloc that has to be courted, appeased and won by the dominant political parties.
Thus, political parties are not compelled to dramatically adjust their political strategies to
appeal to the female voter.

If ideological change does provide the basis for enhancing women’s representation
nationally, it does not necessarily guarantee a change in women’s socio-politico and economic
status. The Westminster model under which most of the countries of the Caribbean Community
exist does not provide the opportunity for Parliamentary representatives to oppose, in any
substantial way, the policies and programmes offered by the party leadership in government.

Arguably, in the last decade of the twentieth century, political parties across the region
have made some effort to secure greater participation by women in both their executive
politics and national representation. In the case of national representation, more female
candidates are being selected as constituency representatives to contest general elections
for the lower house in the national parliaments. Secondly, women are also increasingly being
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42 Patrick Emmanuel’s 1991 study provides the best known single source of data on the electoral candidacy of women in the 
Commonwealth Caribbean. See Patrick Emmanuel’s Elections and Party Systems in the Commonwealth Caribbean 1944-1991.
St. Michael: Caribbean Development Research Services.
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appointed to the nominated house of parliament.  So that, while nationally the presence of
women is increasing, there are inter-party variations both at the national and regional level.
Overall however, the pattern of party support for women in terms of their selection as
candidates varied over time, with Trinidad and Tobago and Jamaica outperforming the other
countries.

It must be noted, however, that the increased, though small, number of women to enter
electoral politics did not immediately translate into a parliamentary presence up to 1991. As
Table 2 amply demonstrates, less than one third of the women who participated in electoral
politics were able to score electoral victories. Undoubtedly, regionally, the best electoral
performances of women have taken place in Jamaica. However, we must be mindful of the
fact that the 1983 snap elections in Jamaica perhaps contributed to the excellent performance
of women in that year and indeed provided the best opportunity for the Jamaica Labour
Party to select women as constituency representatives. In December 1983, the Seaga led
administration called a snap election, giving the PNP only two days in which to select and
nominate sixty candidates for the general elections. The People’s National Party decided not
to contest the general elections and the JLP took all sixty (60) of the parliamentary seats. In
only six constituencies did the JLP candidate compete with independent candidates. The
other fifty-four of the parliamentary seats were won by default by the party.43   Five (5) of the
female candidates contesting on behalf of the JLP were unopposed, while the other three
candidates won handsomely against independent candidates (Emmanuel, 1991).

The most successful women candidates from 1944 to 1991 (see table 2) have emerged
in the five countries of Dominica, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Grenada, Jamaica and
Trinidad and Tobago. In Dominica, Eugenia Charles who is the region’s most successful
female candidate, easily won five consecutive elections having first experienced electoral
defeat in her first venture at the hands of newcomer Patrick John who represented the still
powerful Dominica Labour Party. She was later to become Dominica’s first and only female
Prime Minister as well as the first female Prime Minister throughout the entire Caribbean
Community. This major feat required Dame Eugenia Charles to not only obtain the support
of her constituency but to obtain solid party support in a traditionally male dominated
institution.

In the Eastern Caribbean, the other two formidable female candidates between 1957
and 1974 were Cynthia Gairy and Ivy Joshua of Grenada and St. Vincent and the Grenadines
respectively, having won a combined total of eleven (11) elections. However, in comparison
to Eugenia Charles, both Gairy and Joshua undoubtedly achieved political success partly as
a result of the fact that in both cases they were the wives of the two dominant, widely supported
and admired political figures in their countries.
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43 Carl Stone, Politics Versus Economics: The 1989 Elections in Jamaica. Heinemann Publishers (Caribbean Limited, Kingston,
1989). Stone also contends that the PNP boycotted the elections as a result of the failure of the government to undertake
electoral  reform particularly with respect to the voters registration list.
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Country             Year of Election # Women Contesting Election Result
Elections

Antigua and
Barbuda 1980 2 2 defeats

1984 1 1 defeat
1989 1 1 defeat

Barbados 1951 1 1 victory
1956 1 1 victory
1961 2 2 defeats
1971 2 1 defeat, 1 victory
1976 5 (1 Independent) 4 defeats, 1 victory
1981 3 2 defeats, 1 victory
1986 3 2 defeats, 1 victory
1991 11 10 defeats, 1 victory

Dominica 1957 1 (Independent) 1 defeat
1961 2 2 defeats
1966 3 (1 Independent) 2 defeats, 1 victory
1970 2 2 defeats
1975 1 1 victory
1980 4 2 victories, 2 defeats
1985 4 2 victories, 2 defeats
1990 8 3 victories, 5 defeats

Grenada 1954 1 (Independent) 1 defeat
1957 3 3 defeats
1961 1 1 victory
1962 2 1 defeat, 1 victory
1967 1 1 victory
1972 3 3 victories
1976 2 1 victory, 1 defeat
1984 5 3 defeats, 2 victories
1990 5 3 defeats, 2 victories

Jamaica 1944 2 (1 Independent) 2 defeats
1949 5 (3 Independents) 4 defeats, 1 victory
1955 2 1 defeat, 1 victory
1959 2 1 defeat, 1 victory
1962 3 (1 Independent) 2 defeats, 1 victory
1967 5 3 defeats, 2 victories
1972 5 3 defeats, 2 victories
1976 7 2 defeats, 5 victories
1980 13 ( 3 Independents) 7 defeats, 6 victories
1983 8 8 victories
1989 15 (1 Independent) 12 defeats, 3 victories

TABLE 1
GENERAL ELECTIONS AND FEMALE REPRESENTATION IN THE

ELECTED HOUSE OF PARLIAMENT 1944-1991
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Extracted from Patrick A. M. Emmanuel, Elections and Party Systems in the Commonwealth Caribbean 1944-1991, CADRES, Bridgetown,
1992.

St. Kitts-Nevis 1971 1 1 defeat
1980 1 1 defeat
1984 1 1 victory
1989 1 1 victory

St. Lucia 1961 1 1 defeat
1964 1 1 defeat
1974 1 1 victory
1979 2 2 defeats
1982 2 2 defeats
1987 2 2 defeats

St. Vincent 1957 1 1 victory
and the 1961 1 1 victory
Grenadines 1966 1 1 victory

1967 1 1 victory
1972 1 1 victory
1974 1 1 victory
1979 2 2 defeats
1984 2 2 defeats
1989 4 2 defeats, 2 victories

Trinidad and 1950 2 (1 Independent) 2 defeats
Tobago 1956 4 ( 2 Independents) 4 defeats

1961 4 4 defeats
1966 7 6 defeats, 1 victory
1971 3 2 defeats, 1 victory
1976 29 (1 Independent) 26 defeats, 3 victories
1981 18 12 defeats, 6 victories
1986 20 14 defeats, 6 victories
1991 27 23 defeats, 4 victories

Total Number of 288 Defeats = 197
Candidates, Victories = 91
Victories and
Defeats
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Country # Contesting the # of Successful Women % Success
General Elections

Antigua and
Barbuda 4 0 0 %
(1980-1989)
Barbados 28 7 (Billie Miller, former 25%
(1951-1991) Deputy prime Minister

recorded 3 successes)
Dominica 25 9   (Eugenia Charles, 36%
(1957-1990) former Prime Minister

of Dominica,
recorded 5 of these

successes)
Grenada 23 11 (Cynthia Gairy, wife 47.82%
(1954-1990) of Eric Gairy, former

Prime Minister,
recorded 5 wins)

Jamaica 67 32 (Enid Bennett won 47.76%
(1944-1989) six consecutive elections,

Leon Rose 3,
Portia Simpson 3)

St. Kitts-Nevis 4 2 50.0%
(1971-1989)
St. Lucia 9 1 11.11%
(1961-1987)
St. Vincent and 14 8 ( 6 of the electoral 57.14%
the Grenadines successes were
(1957-1989) recorded to Ivy Joshua,

wife of former Chief
Minister and Premier)

Trinidad and 114 21 (Muriel Donowa- 18.42%
Tobago McDavidson won in
(1950 -1991) four consecutive elections,

Pamela Nicholson 3,)

Total 288 91 31.59%

TABLE 2
ELECTED FEMALE MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT IN SELECTED CARIBBEAN

COMMUNITY COUNTRIES: 1944-1991.

Extracted from Patrick A. M. Emmanuel, Elections and Party Systems in the Commonwealth Caribbean 1944-1991, CADRES,
Bridgetown, 1992.

Billie Miller of Barbados and Enid Barrett are Barbados’ and undoubtedly Jamaica’s most
successful female parliamentarians. While Barrett  contested and won six (6) consecutive
elections from 1967- 1989, Miller only lost one of the four general elections that she contested
between 1976 and 1991on behalf of the country’s oldest remaining political party.  Since
1991 Miller has gone on to win all three of the general elections in Barbados. Like Eugenia
Charles she did not ride on the coat tails of a politically powerful husband.

For the first time in the electoral history of Antigua and Barbuda, a female candidate,
Jacqui Quinn-Leandro representing the UPP, recorded a major victory against her male ALP
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competitor in the March 2003 General Elections. Grenada too experienced major success
for women, with NNP female candidates securing all five of the parliamentary seats which
they contested. The NNP defeated its political opponents by securing all fifteen seats in that
election. The 1999 general elections in Grenada therefore, once again, provided a powerful
statement to the fact that female candidate fare well in a context of landslide victories to
political parties.

In St. Lucia, with respect to the ‘gender gap’ in electoral politics, particularly in regards
to political candidacy, the 1997 general elections are most striking.  The elections from 1951-
1992 revealed that only five (5) women contested elections either as Independents or party
candidates and only one woman actually won a seat to parliament - a twenty percent success
rate over the entire period, representing a mere 3 percent of the parliamentary seats.44

Clearly, while the election of Heraldine Rock had “broken the ice,” it was not until the 1997
elections that the political candidacy of women gained new prominence as both political
parties attempted to mobilise around both women and youth issues.

In terms of women’s political candidacy for the May 1997 elections, three women, or
7.32 percent of the candidate, were nominated by the two major political parties, while a
fourth contested as an independent candidate.  Two of the party nominated female candidates
were appointed by the SLP and one by the UWP.  Two of the women candidates, i.e., Menissa
M. Rambally, age 21, a business woman and the successor to her father,45  and Sarah Flood,
a 28-year-old lawyer, representatives of the SLP, won their parliamentary seats (12% of the
total parliamentary seats).  The victory of Sarah Flood itself was remarkable for several
reasons. For one, she was a first timer. Secondly, she was contesting in a constituency that
had been totally dominated by the UWP. Thirdly, she was coming against the newly elected
Prime Minister of St. Lucia, Vaughan Lewis.46   It is however very clear that in the case of
Sarah Flood her victory was related to the national swing against the UWP generally and to
the opposition by many St. Lucians to the manner in which Lewis himself had come to power.
 Menissa Rambally, the youngest ever candidate in St. Lucia, clearly benefitted electorally
from the sympathy vote generated by the untimely death of her father. She was also able to
capitalise on her youth in an election’s campaign that successfully focused on that segment
of the population. The election of these two female candidates both in the 1997 and 2001
elections  transformed  the St. Lucia lower House of parliament from a virtual ‘all boys camp’
to a more gender integrated elected parliament.
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44 A.M. Patrick Emmanuel (1992). “Elections and party Systems.” 66-67.
45 Menissa Rambally’s appointment followed the untimely unexpected death of her father weeks before the election.
46 Vaughan Lewis had been selected by the then Prime Minister John Comptom as his successor. In order to facilitate his entry 

into parliament, the long standing Central Castries Member of Parliament John Mallet had been persuaded by Mr. Comptom
to retire from active politics. Vaughan Lewis then contested the open seat, against long time politician George Odlum, which 
he won in 1996. One year later he was defeated by Sarah Flood.
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Country Party Election Year Female Female Male Male 
Candidates Victories Candidates Victories

Antigua & ALP 1999 0 - 15 12
Barbuda UPP 0 - 15 3

ALP 2004 1 0 15 4
UPP 1 1 15 11

BPMC 0 - 1
BPM 0 - 1 **

Barbados BLP 1994 5 3 23 16
DLP 2 0 26 8
NDP 1 0 24 1

Indep. 2 0 10 0
BLP 1999 3 3 25 23
DLP 1 0 27 2

Indep. - - 2 0
BLP 2003 5 4 25 19
DLP 4 0 26 7

Indep
Dominica DFP 1995 4 0 17 5

DLP 3 0 17 5
UWP 3 3 17 8
DFP 2000 0 - 12 2
DLP 3 1 18 9
UWP 5 2 15 7

Grenada NNP 1995 3 2 11 6
NDC 2 1 13 4

GULP 0 - 15 2
Others 5 0 23 0

NNP 1999 5 5 10 10
NDC 2 0 10 0

GULP/UL 1 0 8 0
MBPM 2 0 2 0
Others

2003 7 3 8 5
NNP 3 1 12 6
NDC 0 1 13 0

GULP 1 0 1 0
Indep. 2 0 16 0
Others

St. Lucia UWP 1992 0 0 17 11
SLP 0 0 17 6
PLP 0 0 1 0

UWP 1997 1 0 16 1
SLP 2 2 15 14

UWP 2001* 3 0 11 3
SLP 2 2 15 12
NAU 1 0 2 0

Table 3
General Elections and Gender Representation in the Elected House of
Parliament 1992-2004 in Selected Caribbean Countries Selected Years
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III.  Gender and Political Representation in Guyana and
Suriname: Special Cases

As noted above, Guyana is the only English speaking Caribbean country that is not defined
by the first- past- the- post system. Unlike the other Caribbean Community Countries, Guyana
operates under the Proportional Representational system of voting. Secondly, owing largely
to the perception of voter irregularities and electoral corruption generally, general election
results in Guyana were not analysed in any meaningful way prior to the electoral reform
proces s of the 1990s. Like Guyana, Suriname also operates under a proportional list electoral
system.

Caul (1999) contends that the electoral system that a country adopts is an integral
component in explaining women’s national political representation. According to him, party
list systems tend to produce more women in parliament than plurality systems as these parties
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St. Vincent SVLP 1994 0 - 9 2
& the NDP 2 2 13 10
Grenadines NNU 0 - 6 1

Indep. 0 - 3 0

NDP 1998 0 - 15 8
ULP 1 1 14 6
PWP 0 - 1 0
NDP 2001 1 0 14 3
ULP 2 2 13 10
PPM 2 0 9 0

Trinidad PNM 1995 3 2 33 15
& Tobago NAR 4 1 14 1

UNC 5 2 29 15
Others 9 0 13 0

PNM 2000 10 3 26 13
UNC 7 1 27 18
NAR - - 2 1

Others 1 0 2 0
Indeps - - 4 0
PNM 2001 9 4 27 14
UNC 11 2 25 16

Others 5 0 32 0
PNM 2002 10 6 26 14
UNC 8 2 26 14

Others 5 0 24 0
Indep. - - 2 0

Compiled from Reports on General Election in the Respective countries 1992-2004.

* (The 2001 General Elections in St. Lucia were marked by a record 5 political parties contesting the elections. However,
consideration is only given to three of the 5 political parties. The remaining two were quite irrelevant and in any case cannot
be considered as any genuine political parties or indeed political grouping).
** The Barbuda election resulted in a deadlock and required a re-election.
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add women to their list in order to broaden their balance and to bring greater gender balance
to their ticket. Furthermore, it is argued that the risk involved in having a female as a sole
candidate in a first-past-the-post electoral race is considerably reduced when a female is part
of a group which occurs in an electoral system based on a party list system. If that proposition
hold true, then both the republics of Guyana and Suriname should have more female candidates
and therefore more female elected candidates than the rest of the Commonwealth Caribbean.
As we have attempted to show however, electoral systems can only be one of the intervening
variables, as such, issues as party ideology, ethnicity etc., play a critical role in women’s
political candidacy.

Suriname presents an important departure from the rest of the Caribbean Community
states in terms of political party financing. Unlike the other states where candidates are
permitted to raise private money for themselves, in Suriname, fund raising for elections is
centrally organised by the various political parties and personal fund raising to an individual
candidate violates the rules of conduct of the political party.  Female candidates in Suriname,
therefore, are in fact not adversely impacted by the need to raise large sums of money as they
appear to be in several Commonwealth Caribbean States.

Political parties in Suriname, do not only discourage personal fund raising but also
disapprove of individual campaigning. It is the political party that takes on the responsibility
of soliciting votes for their candidates for the purpose of national elections. Thus, the situation
in Suriname appears to offer female candidates an excellent prospect of representing the
political party with the possibility of representing the nation in the national parliament. Yet
the evidence presented in table 4 shows that few women find themselves in such a situation.
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Country Year Political Party Female Male Total

Suriname 2000 New front for Development & Democracy (NF) 2 31 33
Millenium Combination (MC) 3 7 10
Others 1 7 8
Total 6* 45* 51

Guyana 1992 People´s Prograssive Party/Civic 3 25 28
People´s National Congress 7 16 23
Working People´s Alliance 0 2 2
United Force 0 1 1
Total 10 44 54

Table 4
Parliamentary Representatives by Gender: Guyana and Suriname.

Selected Years

Extracted from election results compiled by EUOU. See http://www.bramley.demon.co.uk/suriname/results.html.
The gender results may also not be accurate based on the nature of reporting.
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IV.  Gender, Political Financing and Political Representation

How do women and for that matter appear on the party’s nomination list for election
purposes?  In the contemporary Caribbean, political parties have made a determined effort
to democratise the process of party selection. Historically, the nomination of the candidates
was done primarily by the leadership of the party which itself was dominated by a ‘maximum’
political leader.  In keeping with the democratisation trend, parties across the region have
generally instituted measures/procedures that should guide the nomination process. For
example the St. Lucia Labour Party in St. Lucia has an established policy that at least six
months to one year before the general elections all interested persons, including the political
leader must face a ‘run-off’ or a primary at the constituency level.  In order to be considered
as a candidate representing the political party, all interested individuals must first satisfy the
party that they are  registered members (Joseph: Barrow-Giles 2004).  No person who has
formerly satisfied the basis criteria for contestation can be debarred from participating in a
run- off. Women therefore should have an equal opportunity at that level to enter the political
fray.

However, the St. Lucia Labour Party has instituted one important check and balance in
the process which in a sense can significantly reduce the selectorate of the nomination
process. While the constituency approach attempts to widen the base of the selectorate to
include all dues paying members of the party, the party leadership has insisted that prior to
submitting their names to the constituency Chairman, that all interested persons must meet
with the party leadership.

The ‘run-off’ requirement is the first step in achieving the ultimate nomination of the
party to contest a general election. Unlike the national elections, this phase in the nomination
and election process does not require too much financial outlay. The political party does not
provide any financial support during this phase and the individual candidates are expected
to raise all the necessary funds. Fortunately for the Candidates in the region, given the relatively
small sizes of the constituency branches there is a tremendous reliance on face to face, door
to door campaigning.  On average, in the Eastern Caribbean for example, the formal
constituency branch membership does not exceed five hundred persons. This then is the
least costly phase of the process of winning the party’s nomination for the candidates as the
central party does not provide any financial support for the candidate. It is not that persons
do not engage in some of the vote buying that often occurs at national elections, nor for that
matter, does it imply that the ‘rum-shop’ politics does not take place, or that transportation
does not incur a cost to the candidate, but at this stage of the process, candidates can generally
swing a nomination without too much expense being incurred. There is however, the unstated
but sometimes obvious support of the party’s executive for specific candidates, which can
either serve as a springboard to winning the nomination or boomerang on the candidate.
The party’s endorsement of a candidate is not always in the best interest of the individual.

Women like men have to face such primaries, and in a context where there is a general
view that women should not engage in electoral politics this may be a formidable task.
However, several women have successfully defeated men in such ‘run-offs’ to achieve the
party’s nomination. In other countries some women have not had to face primaries. This is
in fact the case in St. Lucia where, the two successful female candidates in both the 1997
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and 2001 General elections, Menissa Rambally, and Sarah Flood-Beaubreau, of the St. Lucia
labour Party, did not have to contest a run-off.47

In terms of national elections, political party financing across the Caribbean is almost
entirely private. State sponsorship of the electoral activities of political parties for national
elections  is related only to the sponsorship of scrutineers and agents and some financial
support is given indirectly  to political parties in the form of funding of constituency offices
for all elected parliamentarians.  Where the later practice prevails as it does in Barbados and
St. Lucia for example, the government does not transfer any financial assistance to the extra
parliamentary party. According to Munroe (2003), it is precisely because of domination of
party financing by private sources in Jamaica, that female would-be political aspirants find
themselves in a situation where they are unable to compete successfully with their male
counterparts. Two assumptions underlay this position. One is that women are unable or
unwilling to raise political money and the other is that private sector and individual donors
are reluctant to give funds to women.

The evidence suggests that there is a rather mixed picture in the Caribbean. On the one
hand, some female candidates argue that they can more easily obtain financial contribution
from private sources than political parties, and that in the absence of such donations they
would in fact have a difficult time in actually meeting the minimum requirements to mount
an election’s campaign. Others argue that private donations are difficult to source because
of the reluctance of the private sectors firms to give money to female candidates, preferring
instead to invest in male candidates.

Beyond the issue of gender however, the perception of the ability of the political party
to mount a successful election campaign is also a critical component of the ability of the party
and its candidates to win an election. Opposition political parties across the region typically
find themselves in a difficult position. So that both all opposition candidates, especially in a
context where the ruling party seems to have consolidated its hold, routinely face major
difficulty in raising funds for both routine party activities and for electioneering.

In general however, the determination of the degree of financial support that the individual
candidate officially receives from the party’s financial committees depends on a number of
factors. These include geographical considerations, strongholds, incumbency, desirability of
the candidate. There is therefore a certain inbuilt bias toward incumbents, and candidates
representing districts that are important to the political party for instance.  For the most part
precisely because male candidates are still considered to be more ‘political’ than female
candidates, women are discriminated against as they are not considered as valuable political
resources capable of winning elections.

Moreover, many women do not necessarily present themselves for electoral politics. This
is related to the domestic and care giving concerns of women which often preclude them
from public endeavours. The demands of domestic responsibility and oftentimes being the
sole breadwinner in the Caribbean for the most part do not provide an environment that is
conducive to women being able to devote the time to party and election functions. 
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47 In the 2001 General elections Sarah Flood-Beaubreau was challenged by Peterson Francis. However days before the ‘run-off’
Mr. Francis pulled out of the race for the nomination of the Central Castries constituency.
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In terms of the incumbency factor, it is argued that incumbents and candidates who have
either contested previous elections and opposition parliamentarians have a greater capacity
to raise funds privately as they have already established some credibility in the community.
Generally, political parties offer some assistance to the younger, less experienced candidates.
However, women find themselves unable to compete with their male counterparts precisely
because of the traditional dominance of electoral politics by males. For one thing, as the data
presented above have shown, few women are incumbents in the region. Secondly, unless
like Menissa Rambally of St. Lucia for instance they inherit a constituency that historically
have been dominated by the political party, or are financially able to support their electoral
needs, many would be female candidates are deterred from involving themselves electorally.
This is partly because of their inability to raise large sums of money that is necessary to
contest, and perhaps, win an election in the Caribbean today. Undine Whittaker of the
Democratic labour Party of Barbados,48  noted that from her perspective at the party level,
“... women can be disadvantaged because of the perception of politics being a man’s domain.
Women generally always have to do more, be more convincing to get assistance” (Whittaker:
Brathwaite 2004).

Equity considerations, not withstanding protestations to the contrary, seem not to be
given high priority by the political parties in their determination of the needs of the candidates
who have been selected to contest general elections on behalf of the parties. Inequality, that
is, imbalances between parties and among candidates in terms of the distribution of the
party’s resources whether in kind or cash, is therefore rife. Nicole Daize a member of the
short-lived PPM, and Glenis Roberts of the NDC, explained that there is a definite tendency
on the part of political parties in both St. Vincent and the Grenadines and Grenada, to favour
male politicians and that as a general rule women are given minimum assistance. Daize further
stated that financing and electioneering is largely “A dog eat dog show” (Daize: Davis 2004).
Clearly this view is not upheld throughout the Caribbean and stands in stark reality to the
view expressed by a female political candidate in Dominica who explained that the United
Workers Party provided her with 30 to 70 percent of her campaign funds for the three
elections she contested and won on behalf of the party.49   In Barbados, Treasurer of the
Barbados labour Party, Tyrone Barker, also suggested that while the party allocates funds on
the basis of perceived need, there is some equity in the distribution of funds. He further noted
that candidates are expected to raise money privately and that the female candidates have
been “able to do a lot on their own” (Barker: Brathwaite 2004). Ann David-Antoine a 2003
failed female NNP candidate in Grenada, is of the view that there is no discrimination against
female candidates by the political parties but that both men and women lack sufficient financial
resources to wage a successful election’s campaign (David-Antoine: Sandy 2004).
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48 Undine Whittaker has served as Vice _President of the Democratic Labour Party of Barbados and she has also represented the
party electorally.

49 This information was obtained from C. K. Babb of the Caribbean Policy Development Centre (CPDC).
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V.  Conclusions

We cannot conclude with any degree of certainty that access to political money is the
overriding consideration in the inability of a candidate and political parties to win an election.
However, what we can say is that women face more obstacles than men in seeking political
office. One such obstacle is their lack of access to political money. This is critical especially
in a context where women have traditionally not been the business owners and are primarily
care givers. Lacking independent sources of income, women generally have to either rely
upon the party machinery or raise funds themselves. It is therefore not surprising that some
of the region’s most successful female politicians in more recent times have been professionals,
engaging in such services as the legal profession or business. In the last decade women have
become more politically active, while at the same time many women have had to deal with
the difficulties of structural adjustments making it more difficult for them to devote themselves
to the time-consuming activity of electoral and party politics. Yet across the Caribbean, we
see that women constitute the backbone of the political party. That position however, have
seemingly not translated into a greater presence in national politics.
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