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A note of thanks 

 

To our Equality & Justice Champions 

On behalf of The Royal Commonwealth Society and all the 

partners of the Equality & Justice Alliance, I want to thank you 

all for making the Equality & Justice Alliance High-Level 

Caribbean Dialogue such an exciting and dynamic event. We 

hope you have journeyed home feeling as inspired as we do to 

keep building a coalition of high-level champions for change in 

the Caribbean.  

It was a privilege to be joined by such esteemed delegates and 

speakers from across the region, to come together and share 

knowledge and expertise that I know will help us all advance 

equality and justice in the Commonwealth. Having heard inspiring case studies of reform on a range 

of critical topics, from abortion to sexual offenses to the crucial role of young people in advancing 

reform, I’ve left Saint Lucia feeling more confident than ever that change is possible. What I’ve 

learned from all of you is that with political will, the fostering of sensitive dialogue, and international 

cooperation, we can all lead change in our own countries and beyond.  

But the journey doesn’t end here. The Equality & Justice Alliance has made a commitment to 

support reform efforts in the Commonwealth Caribbean. If there’s any way you think we can support 

those efforts, please don’t hesitate to get in touch so we can explore the potential for further 

collaboration.  

I hope you thoroughly enjoyed your time in Saint Lucia. 

Kind regards 

 

 

Dr Greg Munro 

Chief Executive – The Royal Commonwealth Society 

  



 
 

 

Summary of the Opening Address 

 

Janey Joseph 
Acting Director of Gender Relations, Government of St Lucia 

 

Speaking on behalf of the Hon. Dr. Gale T.C. Rigobert, Minister of Education, Innovation, 

Gender Relations and Sustainable Development, St Lucia 
 

On behalf of the Government and people of Saint Lucia, I would like to thank you for 

choosing Saint Lucia to host this high-level regional dialogue to discuss an issue that is as 

dear to us as it is to you. 

Equality is a right – not a fight.  Minister Rigobert made this 

assertion at a recent address on International Women’s Day.  

Equality before the law is a right that ought to be enjoyed by 

all regardless of sex or gender identity.   

If equality in our region is still being pursued as a fight, then 

this makes a clear incriminatory statement about our laws 

because a fight is only necessary when barriers to justice exist.  

Our laws must reflect the respect for equality that we purport.     

It is no secret that human rights reports and 

recommendations from Human Rights Committees to Saint 

Lucia and many of the countries in our region call for a review 

of discriminatory laws.  Though year after year there are 

attempts at the national and regional levels to address these 

laws, for some reason reform is very slow in coming. 

So, I applaud the Equality & Justice Alliance for reaching out to our region and assisting us through 

this initiative, to move towards making our pursuit for equality and justice a reality.  A space like 

what you have created today – government and civil society together at the same table – allows  

policymakers and game changers the much needed opportunity to share experiences and learn from 

each other’s journeys along the way thus far, develop insight and to collaborate in advancing the 

equality and justice agenda in a real way. 

It underscores the understanding that together, government and non-governmental interests can 

pursue justice and equality in the same direction, and that it doesn’t always have to be against each 



 
 

 

other in a fight.  It provides the opportunity for us to recognise that though we are different with 

different mandates and methods we are, after all, pursuing the same end: equality and justice.   

If it is written, then it will be done.  Let us use the opportunity for reflection that this forum provides 

to harness the power of our individual offices and positions to write what we want to see done.  I 

implore you all over the next two days to grab this rare opportunity to advance justice and equality 

in the region, through ground breaking, frank and productive discourse and action.  

Saint Lucia is proud to be able to count the Equality and Justice Alliance initiative as another giant 

partner in achieving our ambitious gender equality goals set for this year. We are in the process of 

finalising plans to embark on a Legislative Reform Technical Assistance Programme with the EJA to 

be delivered from April 2019 to 2020.    

This programme will include assistance in already ongoing work to amend and introduce Domestic 

Violence and Sexual Harassment legislation. It will also include, in partnership with other agencies, 

the identification of discriminatory laws that are not compliant with international conventions 

ratified by Saint Lucia such as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and assist in the 

development of a plan of action to remove, update and amend such laws. The programme also seeks 

to assist Saint Lucia in reaching its goal of submitting its seventh to ninth combined CEDAW report 

by the end of this year.  

I wish you a successful event and charge you to go back to your agencies and countries and be bold 

to be the pioneers for justice and equality that you already are and dare to be the change you want 

to see. 

I thank you.   

 

 

  

Dr. Gale T C Rigobert is St Lucia’s Minister for Education, Innovation, 
Gender Relations and Sustainable Development, who made history by 
becoming the youngest and first female Leader of the Opposition in 2014. 
Dr. Rigobert previously lectured at the University of the West Indies, 
served in the Senate, and as an adviser on National Development to the 
Ministry of Finance, Economic Affairs and National Development. Dr. 
Rigobert is passionate about infusing formal curriculum with gender 
sensitive learning.  
 



 
 

 

 

The Equality & Justice Alliance Web Platform 

 

With over 400 legislative reform resources and growing, the Equality & Justice Alliance web 

platform is a wealth of information on how discriminatory laws impact, and can be 

overcome, in the Commonwealth.  

 

The Platform brings together a huge range of materials, articles and cases relating to the reform of 

laws that discriminate against women and girls, and LGBT+ people. To find out more, as well as 

information about the work and priorities of the EJA, click here: https://equalityjusticealliance.org/   

  

The core of the new site is the EJA Resource Centre - an extensive database storing a huge array of 

reports, case studies and toolkits. We have compiled this resource with the aim of assisting 

government officials, lawmakers, members of parliament, civil society leaders and activists from 

across the Commonwealth to build their knowledge and awareness about approaches to legislative 

reform and key legal and policy developments in the countries of the Commonwealth. The site also 

hosts a range of interesting videos which present views and testimonies about legal reform from civil 

society activists and others.  

  

We will be adding to the platform and promoting new research through it over the coming months, 

so we’ll be sure to inform you when relevant material become available. We would also be delighted 

if you would like to suggest materials to add to the archive by emailing us with the details. 

  

https://equalityjusticealliance.org/


 
 

 

Commonwealth Case Study 

 

Reform of Belize’s sexual offenses legislation 
Dolores Balderamos Garcia SC – former Belize Minister of Human Development, Women, 

and Civil Society; former Belize Ambassador/Special Envoy of Children, Gender and 

HIV/AIDS 

 

Reform of the child protection system began in the 1990s; criminal laws were completely 

inadequate to protect children from sexual crimes.  

 

Issues included a lack of gender neutrality in terms of defining both victims and perpetrators, and 

also a narrow definition of rape as penetration by a penis. The only provision that provided justice 

for non-penetrative sexual abuse was the charge of ‘indecent assault’, which had a penalty of three 

years in prison. Offensive language such as “idiot” was used in the sexual assault provisions for 

persons with cognitive disabilities.    

In 2004, Dolores was proud to spearhead the legal challenge 

of Maria Roches, who had been fired from the Catholic 

school system for becoming pregnant out of wedlock. This 

successful challenge was a key milestone in securing legal 

precedent on non-discrimination against women in Belize. In 

2006 the National Committee for Families and Children and 

the Ministry developed a zero-draft document after broad 

consultations with stakeholders and began advocating for 

reform to the Attorney General. Initially, there was not a 

huge amount of movement. However, in 2008, a change in 

government also brought a change of approach, and high-

profile cases galvanised momentum. The First Lady, a 

prominent women’s and children’s rights activist in her own 

right, was given a formal unpaid role as Belize Special Envoy 

for Women and Children. Her influential position was key for driving change.  

By 2013 Belize had upgraded its Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Act and passed the Commercial 

Sexual Exploitation of Children (Prohibition) Act. A constitutional challenge brought by LGBT+ rights 

activist Caleb Orozco saw Belize’s colonial buggery law struck down, sparking a contentious national 

debate. Belize’s Cabinet had also approved a revised National Gender Policy which caused 

controversy with a clause that included sexual orientation as a protected characteristic. Some faith-



 
 

 

based organisations, often with financial backing from US evangelical churches, had criticised this 

clause as being part of a ‘gay agenda’, yet the Prime Minister refused to withdraw the policy. These 

organisations also opposed the proposed sexual offenses amendments to the Criminal Code.  

Parliamentarians were concerned by opposition from faith groups, but the coming together of 

opposition and government to support legislative change gave many Belizeans pause for thought. 

After an unprecedented media sensitisation and public engagement campaign, and an 

unprecedented number of Parliamentary Committee Hearings, legislation was passed unanimously.  

The new Criminal Code Amendment Act of 2013 featured the following key points: 

• Gender neutral language to equally protect boys and girls and recognise male and female 

perpetrators 

• A clear articulation of the various forms of rape 

• A clear articulation of the various forms of non-penetration offenses that can be committed 

against children 

• Stiffer penalties for all offenses 

• A clarification on child mistreatment provisions including abandonment and kidnapping 

• Equal protection for males and females with mental illness or cognitive disabilities from 

sexual abuse 

• The establishment of a national sexual offenders’ register. Controversy remains about 

whether the register should be made public.  

In small countries like Belize, change is a marathon, 

not a sprint, and reforms take time. Stakeholder 

analysis must be continuous, and the use of high-

profile champions and opposition allies highly 

effective. Political will and leadership are essential.   

There have been convictions under the revised law, 

showing that it is working. However, there is a need for further reform to harmonise legislation, and 

also in areas such as marital rape legislation, the age of marriage, juvenile justice, and action to 

combat sexual cyberbullying. The government is looking to introduce anti-discrimination legislation 

within the year. Belize has sexual harassment legislation, but it’s not being used, and the 

government must look at why this isn’t working.  

The government of Belize is appealing the constitutional court decision to repeal the buggery law, 

which contradicts their apparent commitments to advancing LGBT+ rights. There is an understanding 

that church groups have withdrawn, and the appeal is largely on technical grounds; the decision 

interprets the word ‘sex’ in the constitution as inclusive of sexual orientation. There is a general 

In small countries like Belize, 
change is a marathon, not a 
sprint, and reforms take time.  



 
 

 

consensus that the appeal is unlikely to succeed. 

Interventions and responses 

Participants discuss how policymakers and civil society can counter arguments that equality reforms 

are part of a ‘gay agenda’ - something that was universally recognised as a problem in different 

national contexts - without legitimising homophobia. There is a tension when some rights are pitted 

against others, and normally supportive allies can withdraw to avoid being aligned to an unpopular 

cause. Politicians often fear supporting human rights reforms for fear of backlash. Participants agree 

that Champions must choose their words carefully, and not undermine LGBT people when making 

the case for equality reform. Political leadership is essential, and there’s a need for a broad rights-

based and inclusive approach. Dolores’ view is that the key message must be that these are 

everyone’s rights, not just those of special groups. But embracing diversity needs to include 

everyone, from LGBT+ people to faith groups, without talking down the need for equal rights before 

the law.   

A delegate from the Bahamas states that 

their country’s gender equality referenda 

failed because the ‘gay agenda’ narrative 

was not addressed effectively, particularly 

the idea that reforms were a slippery slope 

towards same-sex marriage. Many blamed 

faith-based organisations but actually there 

was a failure of coordination from 

government with civil society allies, and the 

narrative put forward was disingenuous. 

This allowed religious organisations to 

frame the narrative from the beginning. One suggestion is the need for further research into 

strategic communication and how this can identify which messages most resonate with the general 

public.   

There is discussion about the level of public consultation and civil society engagement during the 

passage of Belize’s reforms, as well as the role of churches. Dolores recalls about four or five public 

consultations, the most poignant of which was a large forum held at the University of Belize in 

Belmopan, where parliamentarians, victims of sexual offenders, and conservative faith groups were 

all present. Participants heard first-hand the impact of inadequate legislation, but also the concerns 

of conservative church groups. This was important in terms of framing a narrative conducive to 

reform, while making sure all voices were heard.  

The influence of traditional churches in Belize is falling, but more fundamentalist evangelical 



 
 

 

churches are growing in power. Money is flowing into these churches from overseas, particularly 

from the US, and particularly into rural areas which are generally more conservative. PETAL has done 

familiarisation work with churches around LGBT issues and traditional Anglican and Catholic 

churches are more willing to engage. Often, the key is identifying narratives that resonate with 

religious leaders and communities that can start a dialogue, for example around non-violence.  

Trinidad & Tobago has been engaged in sexual offenses reform since 1985, but initial attempts failed 

so advocacy must be built up over time, with a focus on research. However, outcomes from reform 

are often weak because implementation is poor; sexual offenses are underreported because victims 

don’t trust the system, and there’s a huge attrition of cases before they get to court. Legislative 

reform is the starting point; there must be cultural change, monitoring and implementation. There 

must be consequences when police fail to act on reports of violence against women.  

Participants agree that increasing the participation of women in politics is essential to advancing 

equality reform. Political leadership is essential for pushing for difficult conversations to be had in 

both local and national political structures and embedding cultural change. The more positive voices 

we have, the more we can build stronger momentum for change.   

Coalition building is essential, and we must ensure 

the rights and voices of transgender people are 

embedded in broader gender equality movements. 

In Jamaica, a broad coalition of organisations 

presented a comprehensive joint submission of 

proposed reforms to parliament, but the response 

was underwhelming. The biggest issue in Jamaica 

(as in many Commonwealth countries) are 

constitutional Savings Law Clauses, which block the 

reform of pre-independence laws in the courts. 

Jamaica’s Savings Law Clause has been partially 

amended to narrow its scope, but there’s an unwillingness to go further in a way that might lead to 

the reform of controversial laws. The Committee stated it wouldn’t look at reforming laws that 

pertained to sexual violence between men or abortion. Civil society should consider how to convince 

parliamentarians of the need for the reform of Savings Law Clauses.   

There is discussion of the role of EJA in supporting governments to undertake reform, and concern 

about the political will to move forward. EJA partners are clear that governments as democratic 

representatives lead the process and the EJA plays a technical and supportive role, including through 

consultation and engagement with civil society. 

Several participants note the weaknesses of the Westminster political system, particularly in small 



 
 

 

island states with small parliaments. Political reform should be a high priority for civil society across 

the board – proportional representation is touted as the optimum model. Parliamentary systems 

often stifle opposition and independents in favour of the government agenda, which can hamper 

legislative reform. However, the system does allow for Private Members Bills to be presented. One 

independent senator notes that they are considering this, but would require technical support to get 

a bill drafted as political independents have no back-office support and would have to rely on the 

benevolence of legal experts. 

All participants agree that there is a need for greater regional coordination to advance reform, 

including better knowledge sharing of progress, successes and failures. Expert knowledge exchange 

visits could support this. Better utilisation of regional mechanisms like CARICOM could also support a 

regional strategy.  



 
 

 

Commonwealth Case Study 

 

The Journey to Safe, Legal and Accessible Abortion in the 

Caribbean  
Taitu Heron – Head of Department, Women and Development Unit, University of the 

West Indies Open Campus, Barbados 

 

In colonial legislation in the Caribbean, the Offenses Against the Persons Act of 1861 has 

two sections regarding abortion. 

The first reads: 

“Any person who (a) being a woman with child with intent to procure her own miscarriage, 

unlawfully administers to herself any poison or any other noxious thing or unlawfully uses 

any instrument or other means whatsoever; or (b) with the intent to procure the miscarriage 

of any woman, whether she is or is not with child, unlawfully administers to her or causes to 

be taken by her any poison or other noxious thing, or unlawfully uses any instrument or 

other means whatsoever, shall be guilty of felony and being convicted thereof shall be liable 

to imprisonment for life.”  
 

The second section states that those who aid and abet an 

abortion are also subject to imprisonment. 

 

Restrictions on abortion vary across the region. Guyana and 

Barbados have the least restrictive legislation due to post-

independence reforms, while Antigua & Barbuda, Bahamas, 

Grenada, and Dominica permit abortion only when a woman’s 

life is in danger. Barbados’ Medical Termination Act of 1983 

permits the termination of pregnancy to protect a woman’s 

life or physical or mental health, for economic or social 

reasons, in the incidence of rape or severe foetal abnormality, 

but not on demand. The authorisation of a doctor or doctors 

is required dependent on the length of gestation, and the 

abortion must take place at a government certified hospital. 

Over the next 25 years Barbados’ maternal mortality rate 

plummeted by 53%. 

 



 
 

 

Guyana’s Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act 1995 is another example of reform that does not 

permit abortion on demand but sets similar conditions as in Barbados. However, the provision of 

abortion services in public hospitals and medical facilities across the country is not uniform. 

Qualified medical personnel also remain scarce in comparison with the country’s size and 

population, limiting access, particularly for rural women. As a result, the legislation has failed to 

reduce Guyana’s maternal mortality rate. 

 

The Latin America and the Caribbean abortion rate is 

roughly 48 per 1,000 for married women and 29 per 1,000 

for unmarried women. The 2010–2014 abortion rate varies 

across subregions, from 33 per 1,000 women in Central 

America to 59 per 1,000 in the Caribbean. The proportion of 

all pregnancies in the LAC region ending in abortion 

increased between 1990–1994 and 2010–2014, from 23% to 

32%. From 2010–2014, LAC had the highest rate of 

unintended pregnancy of any world region—96 per 1,000 

women aged 15–44. In the Caribbean, the rate was higher: 

116 unintended pregnancies per 1,000 women.  

 

Global trends show that restrictive abortion laws do not 

decrease the number of abortions performed, merely the 

safety of these terminations. Induced abortion is defined as 

medically safe by the World Health Organisation when 

medically approved methods are used, and the person 

carrying out the procedure is a trained professional. During 2010-2014 just 25% of abortions carried 

out in the LAC region were safe and at least 10% of maternal deaths resulted from unsafe abortions. 

The most common complications from unsafe abortion are incomplete abortion, excessive blood 

loss, and infection. Poor and rural women are most likely to undergo an unsafe abortion and suffer 

complications. Criminalisation also means that post-abortion services are inaccessible or delayed, 

involve inadequate or inappropriate medical interventions, and discriminatory or judgmental 

attitudes from medical staff – all of which deter women from seeking potentially life-saving 

treatment. The unregulated use of Misoprostol to induce abortion is increasing across the region. 

These poor medical outcomes also have an associated cost to the public purse. But they also fail to 

provide women with complementary emotional support and guidance, including comprehensive 

information about sexual health and contraception, which empower women to make informed 

sexual and reproductive choices, and avoid future unplanned pregnancies. People often frame the 

abortion debate as a question of when life begins, but the real question is ‘where does harm begin?’ 

 



 
 

 

Key questions policymakers must ask when assessing the value of restrictive abortion laws: 

• Do restrictive abortion laws secure a reduction in abortions?  

• How well do criminal abortion laws protect the sanctity of life? 

• Are restrictive laws equitable across all classes of women?  

• Do liberal abortion laws result in a weakening of the moral fabric of society?  

• How does either approach affect the physical and emotional health of women?   

 

Some key recommendations for policymakers are: 

a. Undergo a legislative overview of Caribbean countries with the restrictive legislation 

b. Develop model legislation 

c. Identify a core team of actors/stakeholders across the region that are willing to adopt a 

regional approach for advocacy and law reform. 

d. Identify legal technical assistance/regional consultants that may be required for (a) and (b) 

e. Consultation with technocrats, regional and local, to establish entry points in relevant 

regional and international institutions to conduct advocacy 

 

Interventions and responses 

Advancing dialogue around abortion 

reform requires a comprehensive 

framework to inform public policy, 

otherwise debate becomes 

dichotomous and polarising. There 

must be a degree of consensus to 

achieve legislative change. The two 

key obstacles to reform are: a) public 

concern over protecting the life of 

the unborn; and 2) the power of 

conservative groups, particularly 

faith-based organisations. A focus of advocacy must be mobilising moderate Christian women to 

have a voice in this debate. Many women have experienced abortion but do not feel comfortable 

raising their voice. Advocates must make arguments appeal at an emotional level, as this is what 

resonates, particularly personal stories. 

Context is importance, and we must see the organised opposition to safe abortion in the broader 

context of the movement that opposes the rights of women over their own bodies, including the US 

‘global gag’ rule. The issue of sexual consent must be considered, but we also need to be careful of 

arguments that suggest that because an individual is a child means others have a right to control 



 
 

 

their body.   

There is a need to conduct a review of the Barbados and Guyana legislative reforms to assess their 

impact and limitations – this can guide lessons learned in the region. The weak impact on rural 

women in Guyana are an example of legislative failure, because legislative change has failed to 

improve access. Data from both countries is patchy and requires collation, review and expansion 

with a view to an overarching analysis.  

We should involve men in the 

conversation, but be careful of how this is 

framed. It’s crucial for men to understand 

that abortion is an issue about women 

having control of their own bodies, which 

must be respected. The most important 

thing for men is that they listen to what 

women are saying. Men also must be 

responsible and respectful when having 

sex, including through using 

contraception.    

There’s a broader problem about an unwillingness by governments to introduce comprehensive sex 

and relationships education for young people, to increase their ability to make informed choices 

around sex and contraception. Abortion is just one part of a necessary conversation that must be 

had about sexual and reproductive health and rights.  

Strategic litigation has been useful in striking down discriminatory legislation in the region. 

Participants are broadly in favour of exploring whether this could be used to increase access to safe 

abortion.  



 
 

 

The role of consultation in legislative reform 

 

Sophia Chote  
Independent Senator, Trinidad & Tobago 

In Trinidad & Tobago, we have nine Independent Senators, six 

for the Opposition and fifteen for the Government. A lack of 

consultation around proposed legislative changes is a big 

problem, and Independent Senators have a key role in pushing 

for greater consultation, as we did on the reform of NGO 

registration laws, for example. A key example is the Sexual 

Offences Amendment Bill which related to the registration of 

sex offenders which had been poorly consulted amid concerns 

that the proposed amendments would infringe on human rights. 

We eventually managed to hold a parliamentary committee and 

go through a public consultation process. Only after this did 

parliamentarians realise the difference a properly-researched 

bill can make. It is difficult to force consultation in parliament, 

but we have a set-up for the Joint Select Committee process, 

and these committees have a lot of power to call on different people to provide evidence to 

parliament.  

 

Beverly Beckles and Joan Furlonge 

Equal Opportunities Commission of Trinidad & Tobago 

The Equal Opportunities Commission promotes equality for all persons, and as an independent body 

follows the Office of the Attorney General. We have put forward amendments to legislation, but we 

always need support from other groups to pursue this. Part of our mandate is public education, so 

we engage heavily with different groups.  

 

Trinidad and Tobago’s Equal Opportunities Act specifically excludes sexual orientation, so we have 

proposed amendments to change this, which is at the ad-hoc committee stage. In the 2018 case to 

decriminalise consensual same-sex intercourse, we were invited to be an interested party and joined 

the case. There was a lot of excitement when the law was found to breach the Constitution. Our 

support was valuable, as the judge acknowledged that it was important to know the EOC was 

supporting the claimant. The case is currently under appeal – which is not reasonably justifiable in a 

society that has respect for the morality of the individual.  

 



 
 

 

La Fleur Quammie-Harry 

Co-ordinator Ag., Gender Affairs Division, Minister of National Mobilisation, Social 

Development, The Family, Gender and Youth Affairs, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 

Legislative reform in St Vincent can be championed by anyone, but the Ministry is responsible for 

pushing the agenda forward. We are constrained in our ability to consult as widely as we would like 

by the length and cost of the consultation process. However, we try to consult widely with 

communities and stakeholders, especially if the changes are culturally sensitive. We need the buy-in 

of the entire country to move forward, so it’s important to engage people on the ground and find 

out their views, objections and recommendations. Following a consultation, we need to go back to 

communities with a draft proposal before it’s introduced to the Minister. You will never be able to 

please everyone, but we must find compromise and come to a common understanding. Our 

objective is to try and show communities the value of a piece of legislation even if it’s not going to 

be welcomed by all, because this is how we can achieve progress. 

 

Janey Joseph 

Acting Director, Gender Relations Department – St Lucia Ministry of Education, Innovation, 

Gender Relations and Sustainable Development  

Many reforms stem from model legislation developed at a regional level, and we collaborate closely 

with the Office of the Attorney General. Funding and technical assistance are always needed, which 

supports our ability to undertake consultations with stakeholders. Then, a Cabinet briefing is 

followed by the bill being tabled. Public education and an effective communication strategy must 

accompany the legislative reform process – 

often the government and civil society appear 

to be at odds despite wanting the same things 

due to a lack of education on the issues at 

hand. Advocacy creates an enabling 

environment for progress and it’s essential that 

there’s more than just the voice of government 

in that process. However, advocacy comes with 

responsibility towards those you’re advocating 

for, because you don’t want to increase their 

vulnerability. It’s dangerous to assume that 

opposition voices don’t care, as often you just 

have different perspectives on how to solve a problem. Civil society is consulted in Saint Lucia, even 

though the process is can be slow, and working together can be a challenge. We are making slow 

strides, and it’s important to acknowledge the small successes we have achieved. 

 



 
 

 

Wendell Bertrand 

Policy & Research Manager, St Lucia Ministry of Social Equity 

I was involved in the passing of the Family Law Bill, and consultation was very important because 

people need to understand how their lives will be affected by legislative changes. With domestic 

violence legislation we used OECS model law as the starting point. We’ve held consultations with 

CSOs, experts, the public, and members of parliament, after which a consultant put together the 

findings and identified key areas of concern among stakeholders. When legislation first came before 

the House the Speaker said wouldn’t table it because he felt there had been insufficient public 

consultation, so we did a further mass consultation and then a parliamentary sub-group presented 

to Cabinet Ministers. Within 2-3 weeks the bill had been tabled and passed in parliament.  

 

Simone Hill  

Founder and Director, PETAL, Belize 

I had only just started my advocacy work when I was invited to the consultation on Belize’s proposed 

anti-discrimination legislation and was excited to see the government wanted to hear from women, 

particularly women from marginalised communities. As such, we had consultations with the Ministry 

of Human Development. I really applaud Judith Alpuche, the CEO of the Ministry, because she really 

cared about and wanted to hear from the LGBT community. Somebody else was invited with Caleb 

Orozco, who was the chief litigant in the repeal of Belize’s sodomy law, to speak on gender policy at 

the Belize Chamber of Commerce. Initially, women weren’t involved in consultations around the 

gender policy, so I spoke to Ms Alpuche and she assisted in getting me involved.  

 

Alicia Wallace 

Director, Equality Bahamas 

In my view, The Bahamas’ two gender equality constitutional 

referenda failed because there was no consultation by the 

government of civil society, who would have been key allies in 

educating and sensitising the public on the necessity of the 

proposed reforms. The legislation was not addressed before the 

referendum, not even by the gender department. People also 

have this view of a Constitution as a Bible, not something that can 

be changed. When I attended the Equality & Justice Forum for 

Commonwealth Parliamentarians in Cape Town as part of the EJA 

programme, everyone spoke about the need for civil society to 

support government when they want to undertake progressive 

reforms. But in my experience the only time they listen to us is when we embarrass them in 

international fora. There’s a need for civil society to take control of the narrative when we do 

manage to get a platform to speak.  



 
 

 

Kenita Placide  

Executive Director, Eastern Caribbean Alliance for Diversity and Equality (ECADE) 

St Lucia went through a Constitutional reform process, and United and Strong submitted a proposal 

and were asked to do an oral presentation. As part of our preparation we had conversations with the 

community and engaged with other civil society organisations. This was the first time that the 

government officially met with LGBT organisations in the country. Government officials were 

shocked when I presented, because I think they had stereotypical expectations of what to expect 

from a representative of an LGBT organisation. The response of the key influential figures was 

supportive, who understood our perspective and the impact of discriminatory laws on our lives. This 

opened doors for us within Government and the Senate to continue our advocacy. However, we still 

suffer from individual members of the government giving our country a bad name when it comes to 

LGBT rights; our Foreign Minister constantly puts the St Lucian government in the spotlight with 

their negative views of LGBT people.   

 

Terry Ince 

Founder/Convener of the CEDAW 

Committee of Trinidad & Tobago 

(CCoTT) 

In Trinidad & Tobago we leveraged 

CEDAW and other resources to build 

public and policymakers’ 

understanding of intersectionality. In 

2011, an NGO had started 

advocating for amendments to the 

age of marriage in the Marriage Act, 

but these discussions did not really 

go anywhere. In 2012, the age of 

consent was raised from 16 to 18. Following an election in 2016, we championed the need to 

regularise the four different marriage acts and the age of consent, which was passed in both houses. 

This brought us to a coalition of NGOs advocating to government and using the CEDAW convention 

to inform people of how important international conventions like CEDAW can impact our lived 

experiences and make a difference. Once CSOs understand the power of these conventions, we can 

be better equipped to hold the government accountable for human rights.  

Interventions and responses 

There is a lengthy discussion about the purpose of public consultation: is it to gain input and 

feedback from communities to allay concerns, listen to their input, and make changes, or is its role 



 
 

 

to try and ‘sell’ government proposals to the public? There is disagreement among delegates based 

on differing experiences of public consultation processes, but there is a general understanding that 

the process should encompass both agendas to varying degrees.  

There’s a strong consensus that civil society organisations, experts, faith-based groups, and 

members of the public must have the ability to comment on proposals and understand their 

content. Ensuring that as many people as possible can provide feedback is crucial, to ensure 

marginalised voices are heard. The views of those who will be impacted by legislative changes, 

particularly from vulnerable groups, must be a key consideration when seeking input. Consultations 

are an opportunity to foster meaningful and respectful dialogue and find common ground between 

groups with differing views on sensitive topics. The importance of having both pre- and post-drafting 

consultations is important. So that input and sensitisation can occur from the outset, but also so that 

proposed reforms can be reviewed and feedback received on more detailed proposals.  

However, there is an acceptance 

that it is impossible to please 

everyone and that compromise may 

be needed when competing views 

cannot be reconciled. However, it’s 

key that fundamental human rights 

principles must not be 

compromised. Therefore, 

consultations must avoid being 

utilised by right-wing forces to dilute 

human rights protections or whip up 

violence or hatred. Utilising emotive 

stories from those affected by inadequate legal protection, as well as the voice of experts, can be 

key in framing a progressive narrative during public consultation. Elder statespeople or retired public 

officials can be strong voices for change, as they have considerable expertise and are less 

constrained by national politics and therefore can be more outspoken on sensitive issues. 

A lack of political will is a serious impediment, with reform efforts frequently stalling. Civil society 

representatives express frustration with the slow pace of change while vulnerable women, girls, and 

LGBT+ people continue to be victims of hate crimes, violence and discrimination.  

  



 
 

 

Engagement with Youth to Advance Legislative Reform 

Alicia Wallace – Director, Equality Bahamas 

 

60% of the Commonwealth’s population is under 30. Youth can be some of the most 

marginalised in society, particularly those who are also part of other vulnerable groups 

including women and girls, LGBT+ youth, those who are differently-abled, and those who 

live in rural areas. It’s key to look at youth and the way it intersects with other identities.  

 

Alicia is putting together a guide for policymakers for 

engaging with youth in legislative reform processes, which 

began with a consultation process with youth from across 

the Commonwealth.  Key needs that were identified by 

young people include: 

• Accessible civic education on fundamental rights 

and political participation as a foundation across 

society 

• A mapping of civil society to identify actors and their 

areas of focus 

• The establishment of open forums for relationship-

building, information sharing, and constructed 

dialogues 

• Support for young people to build technical skills 

and advocacy support. This should include preparing 

youth for public education and full participation in campaigns and providing security for 

those at-risk of backlash due to their work 

Even though the youth consulted came from Commonwealth countries from all four corners of the 

globe with vastly different cultures, their ‘wish list’ of asks for how to better engage young people in 

legislative reform initiatives were remarkably similar, indicating a global problem with youth 

engagement. A common compliant was the view that policymakers are not really interested in 

engaging with young people, and interactions are often seen as more of a box-checking exercise or 

photo opportunity.  

Key requests of policymakers included: 

• Training for young people  



 
 

 

• Succession planning within NGOs to ensure smooth leadership transitions and to prevent 

institutions becoming stagnant and blocking new leadership 

• Better partnerships (between larger NGOs and smaller/lower capacity organisations and 

movements led by young people. An environment of competition between NGOs should be 

replaced by a culture of collaboration.  

• Intergenerational knowledge-sharing. A key example is ensuring that when individuals get 

invited to conferences or workshops that lessons are documented and shared to maximise 

impact. 

• Strong and institutionalised youth bodies both within and outside of government, through 

which youth can be meaningfully engaged in legal and policy reform 

A key question is how individuals of all 

ages can support the better 

engagement of young people in 

legislative reform processes. First, we 

must take a moment considering our 

own power, and the access we have to 

institutions and groups that influence 

these processes, whether they are civil 

society or government mechanisms. 

Alicia asks that we assess the power we 

have against four key criteria, all of which can be leveraged to better support youth engagement: 

• Access - What spaces are you able to occupy? Who do you engage with? 

• Control - What resources can/do you own/manage/share? 

• Influence - Take youth messages to spaces you occupy 

• Information - Feed information to youth who cannot access the same spaces 

 

Champions must use the power that they have to increase the voice and engagement of young 

people. This includes sharing opportunities that arise with young people, and becoming a trainer by 

sharing the knowledge gained from trainings and workshops attended to replicate this programming 

locally and therefore maximise its impact. A report or executive summary of meetings attended can 

also ensure this knowledge is shared beyond the individual. Live feeds and social media are a great 

way of ensuring broader participation in meetings, conferences and events. Perhaps most crucial is 

the creation of youth spaces, where young people have an opportunity to formally meet, strategise 

and network, as well as to engage in intergenerational dialogue with their peers and broader 

stakeholders.  

 

The youth recommendations found in Alicia’s presentation for engaging young people in 

legislative reform will soon be made available as a publication for high-level stakeholders.    

“It’s not hard to get in the door, but [it’s 
because] they want to look good. It’s an 
illusion of inclusion. Photo ops, but nothing 
gets done, and we’re not able to be a part 
of the design process for decisions being 
made” – Youth Activist  



 
 

 

Break-out sessions 

 

St Lucia 

Changes to the Civil Code are needed to ensure succession/legitimacy of children which affects 

women negatively and disproportionally (for example, women have full responsibility for children 

born out of wedlock). In the Criminal Code, the criminalisation of sodomy should be repealed, and 

the definition of rape should be clarified, and penalties increased. SOGI should be added to 

protections in the Equal Opportunities Act. Abortion laws should be reformed to become more 

widely/easily available. 

 

Obstacles for reform often stem from 

a lack of political will among politicians 

– partly because citizens do not hold 

them accountable enough. The 

Government also subsidises NGOs and 

thus silences them by compromising 

their integrity. There’s a high level of 

ignorance among the population on 

equality issues, as well as entrenched 

biases that are reinforced by 

conservative forces, particularly 

evangelical churches. Politicians fear 

backlash from these groups which impedes progress. There’s also a lack of polling data which could 

support a reform agenda; there may be “silent allies” for reform that are currently not being heard. 

 

However, with a concerted effort, these obstacles can be overcome. A key priority is sustained 

public education and awareness initiatives, which must include training of police officers and other 

public officials. Enhancing the fundraising capabilities of NGOs to increase their independence from 

government would build the voice of civil society, who also require training to enhance their ability 

to fundraise. The government would also benefit from capacity building, because they often lack 

relevant knowledge and skills. NGOs should be better regulated and there should be a registry. It 

could be a good idea to have an independent senator to represent civil society/NGOs in Parliament, 

as in Belize. 

 

Trinidad & Tobago 

On sexual orientation, the Jason Jones case that decriminalised consensual same-sex relations has 

changed the national conversation. The good news is that 78% of citizens agree that LGBT people 



 
 

 

shouldn’t be discriminated against, even if there’s little support for decriminalisation. However, 

despite the positive ruling, bringing the case was generally not aligned to the wishes of local NGOs, 

who were focusing their efforts on ending discrimination and violence; these are more impactful on 

the day-to-day lives of LGBT+ people. The Equal Opportunities Commission is seeking an amendment 

to include sexual orientation in the anti-discrimination bill, and there’s a push to also include age 

and health status. There’s a need to introduce hate crimes legislation. A review is currently 

underway of sexual offenses legislation, and many stakeholders have made submissions. The Jason 

Jones judgement and upcoming appeal have broader ramifications than just LGBT+ rights, as the 

case undermines the Savings Law Clause which prevents all pre-independence legislation being 

challenged in court. The ramifications of the Appeal decision will be felt beyond T&T across the 

region and the Commonwealth where similar provisions exist in many jurisdictions.   

 

There is a lot of legislation that 

violates sexual and reproductive 

health and rights. Many issues link 

back to the criminalisation of 

abortion, including women and 

girls feeling they will be reported 

if they seek medical assistance, or 

discriminated against or judged by 

medical providers. Medical 

facilities are supposed to report 

instances of abuse, but instead 

are using the law to refuse to 

supply services to minors. The lack 

of provision for comprehensive sex and relationships education is a major problem. There’s also a 

need to education the public and policymakers on the value of international treaties like CEDAW and 

how these can be used to advance rights. 

 

There are numerous reports of police officers not taking reports of domestic violence seriously, and 

there are few disciplinary repercussions when this takes place. The police oversight body remains 

unconvinced that this should constitute a disciplinary matter. There has been a concerted effort 

recently to train officers on how to respond better to reports of GBV, however there are questions 

as to whether these trainings are having an impact. Training must be continuous and involve all 

ranks of officer, as often only low-ranking officers are sent, indicating a lack of high-level buy-in. 

Many officers report not wanting to escalate complaints of domestic violence because they don’t 

believe it will make any difference; if they intervene, the victim still returns to the perpetrator and 

the cycle continues. However, this is not a judgement police should be making and addressing this 

attitude must be part of comprehensive police training.   



 
 

 

Barbados and Jamaica 

Constitutional reform is needed in Barbados (which hasn’t changed its Constitution in 50 years), as 

well as strengthening labour laws. There is currently no specific protection through the 

discrimination provisions in the constitution on the ground of sex, sexual orientation, or gender 

identity. This should be amended to include the words ‘or other status’ to broaden protections while 

avoiding courting public controversy, thereby allowing courts to do the interpretation. In Barbados, 

the age of consent needs to be reformed. Modelling a new children’s/adolescents’ bill on legislation 

passed in Trinidad & Tobago could be a good route to a relatively uncontroversial legislative win.  

 

In Jamaica, the reform environment 

is more challenging than in 

Barbados, as constitutional reform 

has been undertaken recently. 

Lessons can be taken from Jamaica 

regarding horizontal application of 

rights, but note that this does not 

include SOGI grounds and are 

instead more limited. There is some 

scope to reviewing the Labour Code, 

as employers in Jamaica are 

currently calling for reform, but 

there’s concern that opening this door may lead to regressive changes in the current political 

environment. Broad anti-discrimination provisions might be one way to weaken opposition 

arguments.   

 

In Jamaica, abortion reform is essential, although Barbados’ relatively progressive legislation could 

also be strengthened. The question for Jamaica is whether litigation might be a preferred strategy to 

attempting legislative change, given the political environment. However, even if courts found the 

law unconstitutional, a corresponding regulatory framework would still be necessary to drive on-the-

ground change. Select Committee reports have made clear there’s little political appetite for 

abortion reform, due to its divisiveness. A halfway step may be the provision of stronger policy 

directives for medical practitioners that move towards a more enabling sexual environment.  

Key priorities for building an enabling environment include addressing how to engage with the 

informal economy that exists outside the law in relation to issues of discrimination in employment 

and accessing services. Changes to public education are essential. Supporting female political 

leadership must be part of a comprehensive push to advance equality in both countries, as well as 

better engaging with champions from within marginalised communities, as well as male allies and 

faith-based organisations.   



 
 

 

 

St Vincent & The Grenadines, Dominica, and Antigua & Barbuda 

Progress has been made in St Vincent & The Grenadines, with enhanced childcare and adoption 

legislation passed in 2015, and a widening of definitions in the Domestic Violence Act and provisions 

for protection. There is a need to reform the definition of rape. A sexual offenses unit has been 

established, but there was controversy when the police officer heading the unit blamed young girls 

for sexual offenses because of their hormones. A recent case of attacks against three people 

described as ‘cross-dressers’ was a big talking point in the country; the Prime Minister was asked 

about this and deferred to the churches, fully knowing that their response would be negative.  

 

In Dominica, there’s a need for a 

harmonised group of family laws, 

which is currently in the making. Child 

maintenance legislation stipulates a 

maximum amount of money, which 

needs reform. The government is 

working on creating a special family 

court. Sexual offenses laws have been 

expanded to include marital rape 

outside of the context of divorce 

proceedings and rape with objects, 

but some of the language remains 

problematic – for example about minors consenting. There is no sexual harassment legislation and 

people are still occasionally prosecuted for buggery. Reform is difficult in a political context that 

remains patriarchal and religious. Homophobic and misogynistic rhetoric is commonplace, with no 

legal repercussions, including in popular music, and rape culture perpetuates the idea that women 

are objects. There are few safe spaces for LGBT people and victims of violence against women. 

 

In Antigua & Barbuda, the Domestic Violence Act includes parameters regarding police protection 

orders. The definition of domestic violence is restricted to within the household, rather than within 

relationships and the remedy is civil, not criminal. The Sexual Offenses Act criminalises marital rape 

only if divorce proceedings are ongoing. Rape can only be committed by a man against a woman. 

Buggery laws remain on the statute book and cases of male rape are still prosecuted using these 

provisions. Work is progressing to include paternity leave within the labour code. A lack of 

comprehensive sex and relationships education for young people requires remedy but there’s a lack 

of appetite for tackling taboo topics.  

 

There’s a need for public education and sensitisation around the diversity of relationships that exist 

outside of traditional views of the heteronormative family, including in the education system. 



 
 

 

There’s a need for mainstreaming these conversations across government and society, as they 

impact many different areas and it’s difficult to coordinate – this effort could be led by the 

government’s Gender Affairs department. There must be an advocacy strategy, and there must be 

sanctions to hold public officials accountable. The lack of political will needs to be addressed from 

the outside, by getting advocacy groups to collaborate to influence politicians and society, through a 

human rights discourse and agenda.  

 

Bahamas and Belize 

In Bahamas the twice failure of referenda on introducing gender equality provisions in the 

Constitution highlights both the shortcomings of the current constitution (which among other issues 

does not include ‘sex’ as a protected characteristic), and the lack of public will to rectify this. Unlike 

men, women cannot pass their nationality to children born to foreign partners. Marital rape 

provisions are currently weak, and abortion continues to be criminalised.  

 

In Belize there is no constitutional 

protection for LGBT+ people; 

amending the Constitution would 

require a 75% supermajority in 

parliament. The Domestic 

Violence Act is applicable to 

common law unions and same-

sex couples, because the 

language of the provision refers 

to “living in the same household”. 

However, this is slightly ambiguous as the law’s definition of partners is defined as people of 

opposing sex. Jurisprudence so far has not pushed back against same-sex couples. Marital rape 

protections remain weak, despite some reform. In addition, immigration law violates the rights of 

LGBT+ people and those with disabilities, including through the use of archaic, offensive language. 

Abortion is selectively criminalised, and the legislation includes the vaguely worded clause: "account 

may be taken of the pregnant woman's actual or reasonably foreseeable environment". While this 

opens the door for socioeconomic considerations, the lack of clarity means the legislation is largely 

still a barrier to accessing a safe termination.   

In both contexts, conservative faith groups are the biggest obstacle to progress. There is a fear that 

reforms – even those not relating specifically to LGBT+ rights – represent a ‘gay agenda’ which will 

undermine the existing social fabric. In Belize, religious groups’ narratives often negatively equate 

human rights and LGBT rights, thereby demonising human rights more broadly. In The Bahamas, 

there is a frequent and public dehumanisation of LGBT people from faith groups, politicians and the 

media. Patriarchy and perceptions of gender roles remain strong in both countries.   



 
 

 

A key approach to mitigating hostility from faith-based organisations is through familiarisation 

meetings like those run by PETAL in Belize. State agencies should engage with the communities 

earlier in the process of developing policies, and moderate members of religious groups should be 

engaged to create a bridge with opposition forces to demonstrate that human rights are not a 

threat. The strategy should focus on bringing more moderate churches onboard. In the case of 

deeply conservative churches, the change needs to come from a congregational level because the 

leadership of evangelical churches remain highly motivated to maintain funding from conservative 

organisations in the US. 

For more information about the religious and political context and lessons learned from The 

Bahamas’ two failed Constitutional Referenda on gender equality, you can read Alicia 

Wallace’s article on the subject on the EJA website.  

 

  

https://equalityjusticealliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/525-Policymaking-in-a-Christian-nation-women-s-and-LGBT-rights-in-The-Bahamas-2016-referendum.pdf
https://equalityjusticealliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/525-Policymaking-in-a-Christian-nation-women-s-and-LGBT-rights-in-The-Bahamas-2016-referendum.pdf


 
 

 

Summary of the Closing Address 

 

Roberta Clarke 
President – Coalition Against Domestic Violence, Trinidad & Tobago 

 

Due to its history of extreme denials of human rights and dignity in the Caribbean, we have 

a deeply held aspiration for justice, fairness and equality.  

 

You hear it in our national anthems recalling oppression and expressing aspiration: 

“Keep us free from evil powers” – Jamaica  

“No tyrants here linger, despots must flee” – Belize  

“Where every creed and race finds an equal place” – Trinidad & Tobago  

“Justice, Truth and Charity, our ideal forever be!” – St Lucia  

 

These aspirations are captured in our 

constitutions, which guarantee human 

rights and fundamental freedoms 

including equal protection of the law, 

non-discrimination and the right to 

privacy. Over time, CARICOM members 

have all ratified CEDAW and most have 

ratified the ILO Equal Remuneration 

Convention and the Convention 

concerning Discrimination in respect of 

Employment and Occupation. At a 

domestic level, we’ve heard about St. 

Lucia’s Equality of Opportunity and Treatment in Employment and Occupation Act 2000, as well as 

Trinidad & Tobago's Equal Opportunities Act which created the Commission and the Tribunal, and 

more limited legislation on equal pay exists in other Caribbean countries.  

 

Yet we all experience the legacy of inequalities from our history, both through lived experiences as 

well as legal inequalities. Despite the progress which universal access to primary health care and 

education has brought, too many remain economically marginalised, insecure, and living in 

neighbourhoods beset by violence. For women this vulnerability can be experienced simultaneously 

in the home as domestic violence and incest, in the workplace as sexual harassment, and in the 

streets as sexual assault. Old colonial laws, under the cover of the language of morality, intrude 

oppressively into people’s private lives, removing freedom and autonomy.  



 
 

 

 

However, there has been great consistency in fostering dialogue to change these laws and to 

advance equality, both formal and substantive. This work is evident in the end violence against 

women movement and in the work around ending HIV-related discrimination, from which wonderful 

LGBT activism has emerged. Thanks to these activists, our world is changing and breakthroughs are 

increasingly apparent. Now in every country there is domestic violence legislation, and in many 

jurisdictions sexual offences laws have also been reformed. In two countries, judges have struck 

down sodomy laws. The striking down of the Savings Law Clause in Barbados in relation to the 

mandatory death penalty will hopefully remove the last hurdle to repealing its sodomy law. 

 

Yet reforming discriminatory laws is just the first step in creating meaningful change in people’s 

lives. Women’s control over their bodies is still contested in law and practice; very few countries 

have guaranteed women legal and safe access to abortion, and in many countries women require 

the agreement of their spouses to tie their tubes. We must recognise that in practice these 

limitations are experienced by some more so than others. Caribbean feminists in Jamaica noted that 

access to abortion is a social justice issue, because “while poor women tend to suffer these terrible 

consequences, their middle- and upper-class sisters can afford to pay for abortions conducted by 

gynaecologists and general practitioners under sanitary conditions in private medical clinics. The 

law… in its actual effect discriminates against poor women.” Geography also compounds inequality, 

like in rural Guyana where women have higher levels of mortality and morbidity, and lack full access 

to protection and justice against sexual assaults and domestic violence. 

 

Let us recognise that we must work on two fronts: to change the high politics of the state, and to 

change the deep politics of gendered culture. Essential work with state actors cannot replace or 

displace the work that needs to be done to open hearts and minds to the rights and freedoms of all. 

Women in Guyana and Barbados know that even if abortion is legal, there can still be reluctance (if 

not hostility) on the part of service providers. Public education and engagement with decision-

makers are all important. Men must be engaged; not to support, but to hold each other accountable 

for the changes we need to see. 

 

This is where agencies like the EJA come in. We hope that in listening to our dialogue you 

understand a bit better and see clearly where your intervention can contribute to ongoing work. We 

hope that you better understand what kinds of processes you should undertake to contribute to our 

mission. As Alicia reminds us, we all have access to spaces and information, control, and influence. 

All that gives us capacity and power to make change. We heard at the opening of this dialogue that 

equality is a right, not a fight. But so long as inequality is the plight of many, we all must fight.  
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