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The Impact of Mass Migration from Venezuela on the Security in Trinidad and Tobago:
An Evaluation
Marlon Anatol (PhD)
marlonanatol2000@yahoo.com
Abstract
Trinidad and Tobago has been a recipient of mass migration from Venezuela over the last two
years which has had an impact on the social and economic life locally. The 2019 amnesty granted
by the government to undocumented Venezuelan migrants has increased concerns related to the
socioeconomic and security impact of this migration flow; this has subsequently been transmuted
to a rising ‘anti-Venezuelan’ sentiment in the country. While there has been an increase in crime
and insecurity in Trinidad and Tobago over the last decade, there has been a rise in the opinion
that the Venezuelan migrants are increasing to the surge in crime locally. This paper will access
the validity of these assertions and make recommendations to address the issues.
Keywords: Trinidad and Tobago, migration, security, crime, Venezuela

Introduction
While there may be no universally accepted definitions of a migrant, it is generally understood to
refer to, as espoused by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs as “any
person who changes his or her country of usual residence”.
As a point of departure, one needs to be cognisant of the fact that migration and migrant flows,
have consistently held the attention of academics, researchers and policy-makers internationally.
This is not because migration is a new phenomenon, but that it is increasingly occupying policymaking, financing, social policy, legal legislation and social programmes in recent times. It is allencompassing and spans many of the social, political and economic issues/spheres of the countries
affected, host as well as destination. In relation to its definition, the immigrant is an individual
who is living in a country other than his/her country of birth, and statistics show that the total
number of international migrants worldwide is on the rise and has grown at a faster rate than the
world’s population.
While the debate has not been concluded, and there are many differing perspectives relating to the
effects of immigration in the discourse. There are undoubtably, significant benefits and
consequences to the movement of people across borders, and this is exacerbated by mass
movements towards small developing economies like Trinidad and Tobago, which already must
confront its own challenges of falling national income, rising crime rates, environmental
1

degradation, diminishing resources, rising unemployment and political tensions, as well as the illeffects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the social and economic fabric of the country.
Recently, regional events have placed migration at the forefront of social issues and government
policies in the Latin American and Caribbean states, as there has been an unprecedented outflow
of Venezuelan migrants to destinations throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. These
increased flows observed in the region are consistent with what is occurring internationally as there
has been increased movement of people due to wars, genocide, national disaster such as volcanoes,
floods and drought, as well as a number of contributing factors. The International Organization for
Migrationi has posited that there are in excess of 270 million international migrants in the year
2020. Similarly, there has been an unprecedented rise in the world’s population over the last
century, with no indication that this process will be reduced in the near future. In fact, it has been
estimated that the global population will increase to approximately 11 billion people by the year
2100.ii
It is also important to note that while the Caribbean and Latin America have always been involved
in the migratory process, current events have changed some of the dynamics and movements
within the region. Most noticeable is the fact that Venezuela is now a net exporter of migrants,
whereas in the past they accounted for more immigration than emigration to the Caribbean and
Latin American region. While this has been a consequence of the political, economic and social
volatility and decline in Venezuela, this mass exodus has undoubtably had impacts on the
neighbouring countries, socially, economically and politically.
Many academics and politicians have been seeking to quantify this movement of Venezuelans into
their countries, attempting to determine the degree of benefits to be accrued in the short and
medium terms, as well as the costs of this increased migration in the same time periods. All of the
evaluations to date suggest that the net effects of regional migration are not straightforward or
easily measurable (IOM, 2020). In addition, as opposed to many other parts of the world, it has
been posited that “most new internal displacements in Latin America and the Caribbean were due
to violence and conflict, not disasters.”
Historically, due to geographical proximity, shared cultural affinities and mutual interests in energy
initiatives, the most noticeable groups of migrants to Trinidad and Tobago other than from Guyana,
are from the Hispanophone countries of Colombia and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.
Venezuela and Trinidad and Tobago have also shared cultural integration based on the increasing
numbers of Venezuelan student migration to Trinidad and Tobagoiii and this accounts for the
historical pattern.
While most commentators will agree that international migration has become a permanent
phenomenon and will probably increase in the future due to the aforementioned factors, this does
not suggest that issues of national loyalty will dissolve or be negated. While there is increased
sympathy for the immigrants, refugees and other categories of asylum-seekers, there has been a
concomitant increase in pressure being placed on governments to regulate the inflows of
immigrants while protecting their inalienable human rights.
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Trinidad and Tobago and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela
The Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, are the two southernmost islands of the Caribbean Island
archipelago. The twin -island republic, a former British colony is located between the Caribbean
Sea and the North Atlantic Ocean, to the north-east of Venezuela on the South American mainland.
The islands have a population of approximately 1.4 million people with boasts a plethora of races,
religions and cultures. The country is represented by numerous religious organizations including
Roman Catholic, Hindu, Muslim, Anglican, Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist, Pentecostal and
Evangelical/Full Gospel; and ethnic groups comprising of people from African and Indian origins,
Europeans, Chinese, Syrian-Lebanese and Amerindian racial groupings.
The country achieved independence in 1962 and adopted the Westminster model of government
which guaranteed parliamentary democracy, free, fair, open and transparent elections, the
emergence and development of independent institutions and other related tenets. In 1976, Trinidad
and Tobago became a republic and established the ceremonial post of President as the Head of
State replacing the post of Governor General. Trinidad and Tobago has traditionally operated under
a multi-party system since independence”, and the major exports are petroleum, natural gas and
asphalt, with a bourgeoning light manufacturing sector.iv
The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela is geographically located at the northern end of South
America. The country is bounded to the north by the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean; to the
east, by Guyana; to the south, by Brazil; and to the southwest and west, by Colombia. Venezuela’s
population is approximately 30.6 million people and it occupies a landmass of 352,144 square mi
(912,050 square km).v The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela administers several Caribbean
islands and archipelagos, among which are Margarita Island, La Blanquilla, Los Roques, Los
Monjes, and La Tortuga.
Since the late 19th century, Venezuela has claimed jurisdiction over Guyanese territory west of the
Essequibo River totalling some 53,000 square miles (137,000 square km), representing
approximately two-thirds of the land area of Guyana. The country has also been in dispute with
Colombia over the delimitation of maritime boundaries in the Gulf of Venezuela and around the
archipelago of Los Monjes. Ethnically, approximately two-thirds of the population is ‘mestizo’ (of
mixed European and Indian ancestry) or ‘mulatto-mestizo’ (African, European, and Indian); about
one-fifth of Venezuelans are of European lineage, one-tenth have mainly African ancestry, and the
native Indian population is statistically small.
In 2017, one commentatorvi estimated that in 2016, Venezuela’s emigration rate registered
approximately 200,000 citizens emigrating for multiple destinations in the Latin American and
Caribbean region, including Trinidad and Tobago. Since then, the pattern of migration has
continued, with little forecasting of the trend abating, thus, placing additional stress on the
receiving nations in terms social and welfare costs and national security and immigration issues;
ultimately resulting in a shift in national priorities.
Some commentatorsvii have identified the political and economic crises that have plagued
Venezuela in recent time, as the sources of escalating crime rates, hyperinflation, and food and
medicine shortages which resulted in millions of nationals fleeing the country in the hope of
making a batter life abroad. To date, the estimated emigration figures for Venezuela are in excess
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of 4 million people, with many of them seeking to relocate to North America, Southern Europe,
and neighbouring Latin American and Caribbean countries, inclusive of Trinidad and Tobago.
Similar to the Trinidad and Tobago economy, Venezuela’s main income and foreign earning comes
from the oil sector. When this sector came under pressure it manifested in the rapid depletion of
its currency reserves, exacerbated by most of the funds earned by oil exports being used to service
its $120 billion national debt.viii As a consequence, there was a massive reduction in resources that
were used for supporting many of the social and welfare programmes in that country. One of the
results of the fall in resources and change in priorities was that the capital city Caracas became one
of the three most violent cities in the world, with increasingly high levels of citizen insecurity
which has contributed to Venezuela’s immigration crisis.
Inter and Intra Caribbean and Latin American Migration
Migration has been a part of the existence and development of countries in the Caribbean and Latin
America since time immemorial, but in recent times the flow of this migration has departed from
its historical patterns. The political and economic decay in Venezuela created a humanitarian crisis
and a situation of mass exodus of its nationals from its shores accompanied by unparalleled
numbers of its nationals arriving at the borders of neighbouring counties, especially Peru,
Colombia, Ecuador, Chile, Brazil, Guyana and Trinidad and Tobago. In total, estimates put the
level of emigration from Venezuela in 2020 to in excess of 4 million people.
The present trend is in direct contrast to the historical patterns of migration in the Latin American
arena, where Venezuela received some of the largest number of immigrants from the region, mostly
hailing from Colombia and Peru for the purposes of seeking employment in the agriculture, fishing
and domestic-work sectors. This movement was facilitated by The Residence Agreements of the
Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR) which was designed to increase the political and
economic integration of the region. This agreement facilitated the nationals of Argentina, Brazil,
Paraguay, Uruguay and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela to reside and work in member
countries for up to two years, once they could meet criteria including citizenship and evidence of
no criminal record.
Some commentatorsix x draw attention to the fact that the economic and political crises in
Venezuela were manifested in increasing levels of malnutrition, inflation and crime rates,
accompanied by increased shortages in food and medicine and other basic items. To exacerbate
the deteriorating situation, the political structure came under increasing pressure from internal and
external sources, which led to a deterioration of political leadership and power locally’ ultimately
resulting in the targeting and arrest of individuals viewed as critical of the government or posing
political opposition.
Similarly, historically, the Caribbean region has been involved in international and regional
migration. Intra-Caribbean migration has been supported and facilitated through the Caribbean
Single Market and Economy (CSME) where member states’ nationals, with certain skills, have
freedom of movement within the region. Further, there has always been a cultural connection
between Trinidad and Tobago and Venezuela that has facilitated formal and informal, permanent
and temporary migration for more than a century.
4

Some migration researchersxi posit that nationals of Trinidad and Tobago are generally and
historically tolerant to immigrants, thus exhibiting characteristics of inclusion and acceptance in
many cases, notably more than other Caribbean destination countries. This is not to suggest that
all migration is stress-free and without challenges, or that there is no opposition to immigrants,
particularly those coming from the smaller and less developed countries of the region. It has been
suggestedxii that there is evidence of levels of prejudice against the immigrants as they are
sometimes perceived as competing for employment and welfare resources of the receiving country
and this sometimes leads to increased levels of xenophobia, suspicion, prejudice and
discrimination.
There is also an inflow of irregular – smuggled and trafficked – migrants into Trinidad and Tobago.
Irregular migration and migrant smuggling appear to be a more common occurrence in Trinidad
and Tobago, as opposed to human trafficking which is reported to occur on a much smaller scale.xiii
It can be argued that the issues of human rights factors into all narratives of immigration, especially
when the issues of human trafficking, violence against women and girls have been highlighted in
the international arena and can no longer be simply relegated to the annexes of conversations and
agendas. Due to their vulnerable condition, migrants may end up involved in the informal sector
where they become particularly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation.
Further, the immigrants have contributed to the development of many nations internationally, and
continuously add value to production and innovation globally. As such, there is the need to ensure
the protection of these individuals when they migrate from their countries of origin and settle
(temporarily or permanently) in other countries, and this needs to be enshrined in legislation that
is consistent with obligations agreed upon in accordance with international conventions. In the
absence of these laws, principles and policies, there is the potential that the human rights of the
immigrants may be jeopardized, thus leading to violation of their basic rights. To ensure that the
immigrant is protected and allowed to efficiently and effectively integrate and assimilate into the
community/country, it is recommended that national legislatures need to adopt a rights-based
approach to migration and migration policy.xiv This approach stresses access to education,
healthcare and the right to work as foundation principles to the entitlements of all inhabitants,
including migrants, and also supports the Inter-American Court on Human Rights which also
considered that undocumented workers cannot be discriminated against in the enjoyment of their
labour and social security rights.xv
Trinidad and Tobago has always been a popular destination country for other Caribbean countries
as well as extra-regional migrants; Anatol et alxvi suggest that “there is an increasing diversity of
countries of origin, as well as a greater diversity of migrants, who hail from a broad spectrum of
economic and cultural backgrounds”. This flow of immigrants is usually welcomed to replace the
labour that has been lost by ‘brain-drain’ or the emigration of nationals seeks higher standards of
living in destination countries such as the United States, Canada, Europe and other developed
countries.
Undoubtably, many migrants travel long distances to evade political and social persecution and
seek education and employment opportunities, but there is also evidence that much of the
migration to the Caribbean and Latin American region comes from neighbouring countries that are
5

in close geographic proximity to the country of destination; as is the case with Venezuela and
Trinidad and Tobago.
The Venezuelan economy
The Venezuelan economy has gone through many changes in the last decade. Some commentators
suggest that this is because of lack of economic forecasting, over reliance on the price of oil, and
non-diversification of the economy. The Venezuelan economy, like that of Trinidad and Tobago,
suffers from the ‘Dutch Disease’ where there is an over-reliance on oil to fuel the economy
(accounting for 90% of the country’s exports), with little resources being dedicated to developing
other sectors of the economy. These conditions led to the social, economic and political fallout in
Venezuela when the price of oil fell in 2014.
Historically the oil revenues were used to fund social programmes and expand subsidies for energy
and food items, and as such social spending as a share of GDP rose from 28% to 40% between
2000 and 2013.xvii While the government’s policies served to elevate a large proportion of the
population from poverty from 37% in 2005 to 25% in 2012, not much spending was targeting
investment to diversify the economy, and price controls created distortions in the economy putting
additional stress on the private sector.xviii xix As a consequence of the afore-mentioned, the
Venezuelan economy contracted by approximately 35% between 2012 and 2017, inflation rose by
approximately 1000%, and unemployment exceeded 25%.xx At this point there was an excessive
drain on foreign reserves and it was estimated that they were reduced to half by the end of 2017,
from $21.5 billion at the end of 2013 to $10 billion.
Between 2014 and 2019, it was estimated that the GDP was reduced by two-thirds, and this has
been exacerbated by the restrictions and pressures caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, this
increasing the levels of poverty and hardship in that country which will be caused by a further
reduction in productivity and foreign earnings. Additionally, as Venezuelan nations lose their jobs
in neighbouring countries due to the pandemic, they are returning home, which means less
remittances and an increasing burden on the state to provide social and welfare services.
The Migration/Crime Nexus
There is some evidence to suggest that there may be a direct relationship between crime and
migration, however one needs to careful when attempting to make a case for direct causality and
positive correlations,xxi thus suggesting that migrants are involved in a disproportionate share of
crimes.xxii To a large extent this view has been propagated by media houses that help shape the
narrative of the migration/crime nexus, and in many cases heightens and intensifies the feelings of
xenophobia and discrimination in the receiving country’s population. xxiii
These views are reinforced when there is the assumption that the migrants are low-skilled and lack
education. In some cases, they may be seen a producing significant levels of competition for the
low skilled jobs in the economy, as well as being a burden on the national purse in the form of
social and welfare services. While, this may not in fact be the reality, this narrative helps to develop
the national perceptions on these issues. Similarly, there needs to be the recognition that the labour
market realities of the migrant and the locals are usually extremely different, and this leads to
different types of crime being committed between the two groups. In other words, while there may
be a more direct link with property crimes such as breaking and entering, and car theft, it is less
6

likely that the migrants will be involved in violent crimes or white-collar crimes. Further, the
immigrant is usually concerned with being labelled, caught and prosecuted, which in their minds,
inevitably leads to deportation; which is viewed as the worst possible outcomexxiv. In other words,
the immigrant at a conscious or subconscious level engages in a cost benefit analysis of illegal
activities and anti-social behaviours; and clearly this becomes more complicated when one factors
in the realities of the documented and the undocumented migrants. For the locals who are displaced
by the highly educated and trained, migrants, they may in fact turn to illegal means of making a
living, thus increasing crimes committed by the locals.
Alternatively, some commentators from the social disorganization camp proport the view that
increases in migration rates will inevitably lead to increases in crime levels on the receiving
country. As the argument goes, this occurs due to the disparity and non-commonality of values
and beliefs between the immigrants and the local population. As social bods are lacking, there is a
reduced control element to discourage the immigrant form committing crimes and being involved
in anti-social behaviors. Similarly, other commentators such as the social strain theorists, postulate
that because these immigrants lack the legitimate avenues for securing a livelihood, they are more
prone to engaging in illegal activities to provide for themselves and their families.
Conclusion
While there is no doubt that there has been a significant increase in migration to Trinidad and
Tobago, and a large portion of that increase has come from the Venezuelan migrants, the country
has been no stranger to waves of migration. Amidst the allegations of increased competition for
jobs and increasing the burden on the social and welfare services locally, there has also been the
allegations of increase crime due to the immigrants.
While to date, there is a clear dearth of data and information to make definitive statements about
cause and effect, there also needs to be a disaggregation between the different types of crimes
being committed by the immigrants as opposed to the locals. This is important as one only has to
look at the local crime statistics to see that crime has been increasing at unprecedented rats in
Trinidad and Tobago over the last decade, even before the arrival of the latest Venezuelan wave
of immigrants.
Further, the sentiments of xenophobia that have been registered by the local media houses and
social media has served to further divide the nation and ‘blurred’ the issues, this not encouraging
a data-driven discourse nationally. While emotions run high, and most arguments are based on
limited experience and knowledge, anecdotal evidence seems to be the order of the day in many
quarters. To be sure, this situation is far from being resolved, and the emergence of the COVID19 pandemic has increased the strain in the national economy, which was contracting even before
the pandemic, and as such there is an increase in tensions locally which poses a challenge the social
fabric of society. xxv
Policy Implications and Recommendations
Acknowledging the lack of information that exist, and the current narrative on the Venezuelan
immigrant, the government of Trinidad and Tobago (GOTT) needs evaluate its current
immigration policy and seek to streamline it to deal with the current reality while at the same time,
attempting to predict future waves of immigration. This is the preferred approach as immigration
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policy deals with human being, all of whom have inalienable human rights, that must be protected
and upheld at all costs.
Migration policy, like others, need to be properly conceptualized and operationalized. On the one
hand if it is too loose or nebulous, it will be ineffective and result in a waste of human and financial
resources (courts, police coast guard, welfare and social workers, child protection, etc.); and on
the other hand, if it is too strict it can be harmful to the immigrants, and may result in increased
illegal migration. This is especially true for small countries like Trinidad and Tobago which
already has a historical relationship with Venezuela, and its physical proximity makes it
increasingly difficult to eradicate illegal migration to its shores.
Policies should also be crafted to ensure the protection of the human rights of the immigrants;
while at the same time being cognizant of other factors such as trafficking in persons, smuggling
and other types of abuse and exploitation that is being perpetrated on the immigrants, documented
as well as undocumented.
The issues of social inclusion also need to be taken into account when developing effective
migration policies. Social programmes need to be developed in tandem with the migration policy
to reduce the isolation of the immigrant, thus reducing the chances of exploitation and abuse that
is commonplace among this vulnerable group. Public awareness campaigns that give a balanced
view of the issues surrounding the immigrants will also play a part in social inclusion and the
reduction of ignorance and sentiments of xenophobia that surround this issue.
Further, systems need to be developed to increase the expedition of the legal status of
immigrants,xxvi as this will have an impact on their ability to secure employment and take care of
their families, thus reducing the temptation to get involved in illegal activities.xxvii
In order for effective policy to be developed, there needs to be more collection of data that will
inform such policy. This will necessarily include the development of synergistic relationships
between agencies, institutions, and governmental departments, and non-governmental
organizations.
The lack of data makes policy formulation particularly challenging, particularly when there has
not been a concerted effort to gather data in categories such as areas of settlement of the migrants,
criminal records and affiliations with gangs and organized criminal groups, and other useful
categories. This activity in tandem with the aforementioned policy recommendations, which place
human rights at the core, will have the effect to managing migration more effectively as well as
safeguarding the welfare of the immigrant.
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Vaccine Distribution and Access Undermining the Human Right to Health
Timothy Affonso (PhD)
timothyaffonso@hotmail.com
Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has affected most, if not, all aspects of human existence. Its nondiscriminatory impact has resulted in ever-increasing strains on healthcare systems; burdens on
countries’ economies and rising number of deaths worldwide. No State has been immune from the
effects of the pandemic. In this vein, vaccine development and widespread distribution represents
a panacea. With numerous pharmaceutical companies working with a common purpose, vaccine
trials and approvals were obtained and signalled to the global community a possible end to the
devastation being faced by the microscopic assassin known as the COVID-19 virus.
However, despite existing human rights obligations grounded in facets of the right to health, the
equitable distribution of vaccines has not materialised. In fact, the conduct of those who possess
economic and political power demonstrates that the lives of their nationals are more deserving of
protection than those of countries with fewer resources or political influence. The hoarding of
vaccines and prioritisation of profit over parity by the most powerful States and pharmaceutical
companies have relegated entire regions of the globe vaccine-less. This can be seen in the bilateral
agreements between some countries and vaccine manufacturers which has seen the purchasing of
vaccines in numbers that exceed the population of the countries while other countries still have no
access to sufficient vaccines for the most vulnerable in their population. This article seeks to
examine whether the international human rights framework imposes any obligation on States to
facilitate the equitable distribution of vaccines and the concomitant right to equitable access to
vaccines.
Keywords: international human rights, vaccine, COVID-19, health-care
Introduction
COVID-19 has led to an unprecedented health, economic and social crisis.i Health systems, at
national levels, have been placed under severe stress as a result of an exhaustion of medical
resources. It is advanced that the devastating impact of the virus can only be controlled by the
development, approval, manufacture, and distribution of safe and effective vaccines. This vaccinesolution may be seen as a decisive step toward addressing the risks to life and health posed by the
pandemic; reducing the excessive burden on healthcare systems and mitigating the effects of the
public health measures that have been implemented to contain the spread.ii This is a point that was
echoed in more subtle tones by the UN Secretary-General António Guterres when he stressed that
COVID-19 vaccines must be a global public good, available to everyone, everywhere.iii Therefore,
this introduces into the vaccine-solution the required element of not solely the development of a
i

Resolution No. 1/2021 COVID-19 Vaccines and Inter-American Human Rights Obligations, (Approved by the IACHR on 6 April
2021) < https://www.oas.org/en/iachr/decisions/pdf/R esolucion-1-21-en.pdf> accessed 31 May 2021.
ii
ibid.
iii
Sharifa Sekalala, UN News, ‘WHO Chief warns against “catastrophic moral failure” in COVID-19 vaccine access’ (18 January
2021) < https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/01/1082362> accessed 31 May 2021.
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safe vaccine but also the equitable distribution of the vaccine and the corollary access to the
vaccine by the global population.
Recognising this fact, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) joined a
Solidarity Call to Action, to realize equitable global access to COVID-19 medicines, vaccines,
therapies and health technologies through the pooling of knowledge, intellectual property and
data.iv The OHCHR grounded the call in three principles which are embedded in the right to health:
fair distribution, cost-effectiveness and fair contribution.v
It is therefore no surprise that one year from the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, a global
effort has led to the development and distribution of safe and effective vaccines that have been
approved by the competent health authorities.vi However, the immunization of a critical mass of
the world population, crucial to control the pandemic, is facing a new series of challenges,
including the global competition for a limited supply of doses.vii Only some States have made rapid
progress in immunizing their populations, while there are others where access to doses is limited
or the process has not yet begun.viii According to the Organization of American States (OAS), 90%
of people in low-income countries will not have access to any COVID-19 vaccine by 2021.ix
In light of this new reality, States are forced to confront what their obligations are in relation to
helping other States meaningfully realise the precursors of the right to health. These precursors
relate to the duty to cooperate between States to ensure that the necessary infrastructural and
technological support are shared to allow for the non-discriminatory enjoyment of the right to
health regardless of the resources of nations, to the extent that this is possible. At this juncture it
must be highlighted that most debates related to human rights violations are couched in terms of
States violating the rights of individuals directly. In this traditional discourse, the concept of
intersectionality of rights is raised. This relates to the idea that in the enjoyment of rights generally,
there are axes of oppression faced by minority groups, in different ways, which inhibit their ability
to access or benefit equally from the content of rights. Interestingly, even when examining the
duties which exist between States, intersectionality may still arise in the context of how different
States comply with their obligations based on their development status, economic strength and
political power. It must be noted that the conversation being had at present in this article relates to
the institutional obligations imposed on States to equip other States to meaningfully realise the
right to health. While there will be a need to touch on the traditional intersectionality of rights of
individuals, that is not the focus of this article. Therefore, approaching the issue of vaccine access
and distribution, between States, using a paradigm of the human rights narrative reframes
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commitments as obligations and rights, and imposes accountability measures on States.x This
accountability of States is what is being explored here.
It is the aim of this paper to set out the legal boundaries of the right to health as it relates to the
right to equitable distribution of vaccines and the corollary issue of access. It is an important point
to acknowledge, that the issue of access is directly impacted by the processes which facilitate
distribution. It may be possible to argue that access is the mirror which reflects the image created
by distribution. In this paper, focus will be paid to the obligations of States vis-à-vis other States
in the provision of the necessary resources to safeguard the right to health. It is also necessary to
assess whether the State-sanctioned processes for vaccine acquisition and distribution are
consistent with the parameters of the right. This article will first examine the international human
rights regime to ascertain whether, consonant with the right to health, is a concordant duty to
equitably distribute and the right to equitable access to a vaccine. This is not only a discussion that
addresses the individual’s right but also the obligations of States to other States in ensuring that
the right can be realised. That is to say that as a precursor to the State’s obligation to its nationals
to ensure that any right is respected, there may be obligations among States in relation to
infrastructural mechanisms for the eventual right domestically. Second, will be a critical analysis
of the conduct of States in relation to the practice of vaccine nationalism/ vaccine apartheid. This
speaks to the idea of wealthy powerful States hoarding vaccines to the exclusion of other poorer,
less developed States. Layered over this analysis is an assessment of whether the conduct of States
is, in fact, a violation of international human rights obligations. Third, will be an examination of
the World Trade Organisation’s Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPs) waiver in relation to the temporal exclusion of the rights which attach to the patent
holders of, inter alia, the vaccines. This is necessary because, for many, waiving the Intellectual
Property rights in vaccines and other COVID-19 treatments is necessary to allow for their
widespread manufacture and distribution. The objection by some States to the proposal of the
waiver will be analysed. This discussion introduces the concept of human rights as tactics and
health care as a financial commodity, even in times of global need. Each of these parts will be
addressed in turn.
(i) Does the Right to Health Encompass the Duty to facilitate equitable distribution and the
benefit of equitable access to a vaccine?
In the formulation of this question, it is clear that the interrogation seeks to determine whether the
right has two dimensions: individual-to-State and the State-to-State. On the issue of whether the
right to health includes the equitable access by individuals vis-à-vis the State, the answer is in the
affirmative. This was a recent statement by the Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights
(CESCR), wherein it was expressed that access to an essential lifesaving vaccine is a core human
rights obligation.xi However, the provision of this component of the right is greatly affected by
issues of discrimination. This brings to the fore the intersectionality of rights which is the
recognition that in the enjoyment of rights, different minority groups experience unique obstacles.
This is supported by the UN Committees which give normative guidance to the major human rights
x
xi
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treaties.xii To this end, the CESCR noted that discrimination may occur on ‘multiple grounds’ and
demonstrated the intersectional nature of underlying determinants of health by highlighting
‘intersectional discrimination’ and ‘intersecting forms of discrimination’.xiii This would include
the impact of socioeconomic factors, such as class, race, poverty in the ability to access and enjoy
the right to health equally to other groups which do not suffer under these axes of oppression.
Additionally, the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), in its General Recommendation No 28 on the Core Obligations of State Parties under
Article 2, specifically recognises the intersectional harms on women due to discrimination based
on race, ethnicity, religion or belief, health status, age, class, caste, sexual orientation and gender
identity.xiv
The recommendations and statements issued by international human rights bodies in the context
of COVID-19 also acknowledge the intersectional effects of the pandemic among vulnerable
groups, such as migrants, women, children, people with disabilities, older people and front-line
workers.xv Considering that millions in the developing world, especially the least developed lowincome countries, are already being pushed to extreme poverty as a direct result of the impacts of
COVID-19, it is imperative that the socioeconomic circumstances do not affect their access to the
COVID-19 vaccines. This shows that there is an intersection of rights and bases of discrimination
layered over various protected groups existing in the discourse of the overarching right to health.
This is important to demonstrate that even if vaccines were available in all countries, issues of
access would still be live based on the challenges different groups experience in the enjoyment of
this aspect of the right to health. As a point of concern is that this dimension of the right is difficult
to interrogate as many States globally have not even received vaccines or have received them in
small amounts while others have almost completed their national vaccination programme. It is
therefore necessary to examine the processes and legality of the State-to-State distribution of
vaccines as a component of the right to health.
The fact is that there is a component of the right to health which operates as a preliminary duty, as
between States only, to ensure the appropriate sharing of resources. This dimension of the right is
what encompasses the duty of States to equitably distribute vaccines and allows for an
interrogation into the second part of the question posed.
On this aspect of the right to health, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR)xvi establishes clear guidance on the international legal obligations
related to this duty to facilitate the equitable distribution of vaccines as between States. Before
embarking on an analysis of the Covenant, it is necessary to highlight that there are 171 parties to
the ICESCR.xvii However, the United States of America, Palau, Cuba and Comoros have only
signed but not ratified the treaty. To this end, even as signatories, they are under an obligation
under the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treatiesxviii (VCLT) to refrain from acts which
xii
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would defeat the object and purpose of the ICESCR as provided in Article 18. This obligation
has been interpreted to mean that States are to refrain from rendering the treaty inoperative prior
to its expression to be boundxix and could indeed exceptionally call for active conduct, which is
the maintenance of the pre-contractual status quo on which basis the treaty was concluded.xx
Therefore, in interpreting the right to health under the ICESCR, it is necessary to recognise this
difference in obligations between States Parties and only signatories to the treaty.
Attention can now be turned to Article 2(1) of the ICESCR which recognises the obligation:
[T]o take steps, individually and through international assistance and cooperation, especially economic and technical, to the maximum of its available
resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realization of the rights
recognized in the present Covenant by all appropriate means…xxi (Emphasis
added)
This requires States to achieve the progressive realisation of the rights protected by the Covenant,
including the right to health, both individually and through international assistance and cooperation.xxii The extent of cooperation demanded by States Parties is determined by their available
resources. Borrowing a phrase from the international environmental law field, it can be argued that
there is a common but differentiated responsibilityxxiii which captures the common duty of all to
cooperate but adjusts that expectation based on the ability of States to do so. The practical effect
of this interpretation is that States which are able to do so, should provide more assistance,
especially economic, scientific and technical, to developing countries for immunisation against
major infectious diseases and for the prevention, treatment and control of epidemic and endemic
diseases.xxiv On this point, Article 2(2) of the ICESCR imposes an immediate obligation on State
Parties to ‘guarantee’ that the rights under the Covenant will be enjoyed without discrimination.xxv
This facet of the Covenant duty recognises that equity is the desired goal of guaranteeing nondiscrimination, to the extent possible by available resources.
The ICESCR further articulates the right to health in the following terms in Article 12:
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1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone
to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental
health.
2. The steps to be taken by the States Parties to the present Covenant to achieve
the full realization of this right shall include those necessary for:
(a) The provision for the reduction of the stillbirth-rate and of infant
mortality and for the healthy development of the child;
(b) The improvement of all aspects of environmental and industrial
hygiene;
(c) The prevention, treatment and control of epidemic, endemic,
occupational and other diseases;
(d) The creation of conditions which would assure to all medical service
and medical attention in the event of sickness.
This reinforces the baseline duty on States Parties to the Covenant to cooperate under Article 2(1)
of the ICESCR. In fact, that cooperation must include that which is necessary to prevent, treat,
and control epidemics, including global pandemics such as COVID-19.xxvi This construct is seen
in the language of Article 12(1) which sets the right against the background of ‘attainable’
standards of health. Additionally, of particular importance to the present discussion is Article
12(2)(c), which speaks of States Parties’ duties, in general terms, in the prevention, treatment and
control of ‘other diseases’. The totality of Article 12 is that, imposed upon States, is the duty to
fully realise the right through the acts of cooperation and creation of conditions which would
assure, to all, medical service. While it can be argued that Article 12 does not address any duty to
equitably distribute a vaccine, it is possible to assert that cooperation could, in the present
discussion, manifest itself as a duty to distribute vaccines. Further, the use of the phrase, ‘duty to
fully realise’ may apply to the qualification of ‘equity’. That means that in fully realising the duty,
issues of equity and fairness should factor into the discharge of the obligation. This undergirds the
argument that there is a duty on States to equitably distribute vaccines, if they are in a place to so
do and if doing so achieves the highest ‘attainable’ standards of health.
Furthermore, General Comment 14xxvii by the CESCR offers guidance to States Parties on how
the right is to be realised. This guidance is broken down into three components of the obligation.
xxviii
These components are to (i) respect the right and not interfere with the enjoyment of the right;
(ii) protect the right from third party intervention; and (iii) fulfil the right through an adoption of
appropriate legislative, administrative, budgetary, judicial, promotional and other measures
towards the full realization of the right to health. While it can be argued that these components of
the duty do not directly relate to the COVID-19 pandemic, the CESCR has stated separately that
the provision of vaccines would be critical to fulfilling this objectivexxix and therefore explicitly
creates a duty to ensure equitable vaccine distribution by States Parties.
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This point is further buttressed by the CESCR which has also firmly positioned the provision of
essential medicines defined by WHO, as a ‘core obligation’ under the right to health.xxx Such
obligations are defined in General Comment No 3 of the CESCR as the minimum standards that
must be met by States to give meaning to the enjoyment of Covenant rights.xxxi Therefore,
providing a COVID-19 vaccine would also fall within the core minimum obligations of States
under the right to health, making it a priority.xxxii This prioritisation by States of the duty to
progressively realize universal access to vaccines through equitable distribution, demands that
national resources and international assistance move ‘as expeditiously and effectively as
possible’.xxxiii
In looking at the State-to-State obligations under the human right to health, one can see that it caters
for the sharing of scientific progress, the removal of discriminatory barriers, and guaranteeing
access to the ‘most advanced, up-to-date and verifiable science available.’xxxiv It is in the removal
of the discriminatory barriers that the CESCR again speaks to the requirement of “equity”. This is
advanced because in removing barriers, then all are treated equally which would, of necessity,
speak to equal access in the sharing of benefits to progressively realise the right.
In realizing these rights, a COVID-19 vaccine, similar to life saving antiretrovirals for HIV, will
almost certainly be classified by WHO as an “essential medicine,” raising national and international
obligations to ensure access.xxxv This assertion is grounded in the fact that immunization is regarded
as science’s best prevention tool and remains a quintessentially important element of the right to
the highest attainable standard of health.xxxvi Even the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the
right to health concluded that States are obligated to ‘do all they reasonably can to make sure that
existing medicines are available in sufficient quantities.’xxxvii However, this duty does not only fall
to States but also can extend to corporate entities as well.
For the sake of completeness, it must be noted that even businesses, including pharmaceutical
companies and others involved in the response to COVID-19xxxviii have a duty to respect human
rights. The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights require businesses to know and
show that they have taken all reasonable measures to prevent and mitigate any human rights
impacts from their COVID-19 responses.xxxix This means that companies should undertake human
rights due diligence.xl In this context, due diligence would require that pharmaceutical companies’
xxx

Sekalala (n v).
CESCR. General Comment No. 3, The Nature of States Parties’ Obligations, UN Doc No. E/C.12/1991/23, 1990 <https://
www.refworld.org/pdfid/4538838e10.pdf> as cited in Sekalala (n v).
xxxii
Sekalala (n v).
xxxiii
Gostin (n xi).
xxxiv
United Nations, Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General comment No. 25 (2020) on science and
economic, social and cultural rights (article 15 (1) (b), (2), (3) and (4) of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights), Geneva: United Nations; 2020, U.N. Doc. E/C.12/GC/25 as cited in (n. xi).
xxxv
Meier, B. M., Gelpi, A.e, Kavanagh, M.M., Forman, L., Amon, J.J., “Employing Human Rights Frameworks to Realize Access
to an HIV Cure,” Journal of the International AIDS Society 18, no. 1 (2015): 1-7 as cited in Gostin (n xi).
xxxvi
United Nations, Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights , Substantive issues arising in the implementation of the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: General Comment No. 14, Geneva: United Nations; 2000,
U.N. Doc. E/C.12/2000/4 as cited in Gostin (n xi).
xxxvii
Gostin (n xi).
xxxviii
See UNHCR (n iv).
xxxix
Business
and
Human
Rights
in
Times
of
COVID-19
(OHCHR),
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Business/BusinessAndHR-COVID19.pdf as cited in UNHCR (n iv).
xl
UNHCR (n iv).
xxxi

16

decisions regarding pricing and distribution must consider the adverse impacts such decisions will
have as regards discriminatory access to vaccines, particularly for those in situations of
vulnerability and marginalisation.xli To the extent that such decisions might adversely impact the
right to health, companies should take appropriate action to prevent and mitigate any harms,
including through exerting leverage to influence the actions of other potentially responsible
parties.xlii
Based on the foregoing, it is possible to conclude on this point that there does exist an obligation
on States to equitably distribute vaccines and there is the corollary right of equitable access to
vaccines. This is qualified only by the recognition that States can only act, to the extent possible,
by their means. It is now necessary to apply these principles to the actual distribution of vaccines
and access to the vaccines by the global community in order to determine the degree of compliance
by States with these international obligations.
(ii) Actual Distribution and Access
At the outset, it is important to recognise that inequitable access is demonstrative of inequitable
processes for distribution. For this reason, it is vital to note, that even in a discussion of vaccine
distribution, human rights law provides an international legal foundation for the progressive
realization of vaccine access.xliii This will have the logical corollary duty on States to ensure equity
in vaccine distribution. In realizing the highest attainable standard of health through vaccination,
human rights law provides an international obligation to progressively realize the prevention,
treatment, and control of prevalent diseases.xliv According to the WHO Strategic Advisory Group
of Experts on Immunization (SAGE) Values Framework for the Allocation and Prioritization of
COVID-19 Vaccination, the overarching goal for the vaccines is to contribute significantly to the
equitable protection and promotion of human well-being.xlv Therefore, the vaccines for preventing
this virus should be a global public good and be available to all persons, with equity and without
discrimination.xlvi
As of the time of writing, there were approximately 42 vaccines in human clinical trials and more
than 151 in the preclinical stage.xlvii It is fair to say that the COVID-19 pandemic has driven an
extraordinary effort to develop a vaccine.xlviii Given the many varied vaccines being offered at
different prices, States must ensure that vaccine candidates that have particular expensive
requirements (such as refrigeration) should not be prioritised in circumstances where there are
poor resource constraints.xlix Furthermore, now that several viable COVID-19 vaccines have been
developed, the end of the pandemic may be in sight, at least for the 14% of the world’s population
xli
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fortunate enough to live in countries that have pre-ordered vaccines.l The fact is that without a
global, coordinated effort to ensure that there is equitable distribution and the resultant access to a
vaccine for everyone who needs it, there is a real risk that priority access is granted on the basis of
ability to pay and other grounds including nationality and country of residence, rather than on an
evidence-based assessment of need.li In relation to the world’s population in low- or middleincome countries, there are still serious questions about access to the vaccines with the United
Nations (UN) estimating that most people will not have been vaccinated by the end of 2021.lii
As we take a lens of the intersectionality of human rights and vaccines, it is possible to argue that
the distribution and consequent access to vaccines and medicines is disturbingly uneven in many
places, with poorer health outcomes for women and girls, national, ethnic, religious, racial and
linguistic minorities, indigenous populations, persons living in poverty, LGBTI people, persons
with disabilities, migrants, particularly undocumented migrants, stateless persons, and others
experiencing marginalisation.liii COVID-19 infection rates and outcomes for minorities and people
in vulnerable groups have mirrored these patterns, in part due to structural inequalities and
discrimination.liv Further, as the roll-out of COVID-19 vaccines gains momentum, a dystopian
society of the “unvaccinated”—a class of people denied affordable and equitable access to
effective COVID-19 vaccines—could likely emerge.lv This new class of people include entire
populations of persons who, by virtue of nationality, were not the beneficiary of an equitable
distribution framework for vaccines and therefore, had no access to vaccines. Even within these
populations, there will exist microcosms of vulnerability who will have issues of access by virtue
of their axes of oppression, such as gender, socioeconomic class, disability just to name a few.
Moreover, if the distribution of vaccines is restricted to high-income countries without a parallel
distribution across low- and middle-income countries, this has serious public health implications
globally.lvi To this end, it is necessary to recognise that a human rights-inspired focus on
intersectional vulnerabilities in vaccine allocation would recognise epidemiological factors as one
of the elements of vulnerability but should also include other axes of discrimination that make
groups vulnerable.lvii This is defined by the WHO as those who are relatively disadvantaged with
respect to health prospects, outcomes and socio-economic status, and captures the social
determinants of health.lviii This approach is emancipatory in that it seeks to improve the health
outcomes of these groups in the short term while also aiming to redress underlying health inequities

l

Sharifah Sekalala, “The Value of Human Rights for Vaccine Prioritisation at the National Level” (2021) Health and Human Rights
Journal,
8 February < https://www.hhrjournal.org/2021/02/the-value-of-human-rights-for-vaccine-prioritization-at-thenational-level/> accessed 31 May 2021.
li
UNHCR (n iv).
lii
Sekalala (n l).
liii
UNHCR (n iv).
liv
UNHCR (n iv).
lv
A. Kayum Ahmed, “The Human Right to Vaccines: Preventing Discrimination Against the Unvaccinated” (2021) Health and
Human Rights Journal, 15 February 2021 < https://www.hhrjournal.org/2021/02/the-human-right-to-vaccines-preventingdiscrimination-against-the-unvaccinated/> accessed 30 May 2021.
lvi
Patrick O’Leary and Ming-sum Tsui, “All People Matter-Global vaccine equity and human rights: An urgent macro social work
challenge” (2021) Sage Journals, 9 May 2021 <https://doi.org/10.1177/00208728211008013> accessed 31 May 2021.
lvii
CESCR. Statement on the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic and economic, social and cultural rights by the Committee
on economic, social and cultural rights, E/C.12/2020/1. 6 April 2020. Paras 5 and 15. https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/
HRBodies/TB/COVID19/External_TB_statements_COVID19.pdf as cited in Sekalala (n 5).
lviii
Sekalala (n v).

18

that have contributed to their discrimination in the first place.lix A human rights intersectional
approach would require national actors to prioritise vaccine allocation to minority groups who
simultaneously face different kinds of discrimination on the basis of up-to-date and disaggregated
civil registration, vital statistics and health data.lx This approach would complement deliberative
approaches to bioethical models that apply similar values, but with the added benefit of normativity
derived from the human rights framework.lxi
This is desired because it is likely that the unvaccinated will be subject to travel restrictions and
that work opportunities may be limited for them.lxii Looking at the bigger picture, in more extreme
cases, countries may deliberately restrict access to vaccines for certain groups, contributing to a
disproportionate infection and death rate among those populations.lxiii Israel, for instance,
demonstrated its capacity to weaponize the vaccine by denying vaccinations to Palestinians.lxiv The
unvaccinated will therefore occupy the status of the ‘living dead’, a term that Achille Mbembe uses
to describe a form of social existence in which, the distinction between life and death is
ambiguous.lxv While the unvaccinated negotiate their survival in this new dystopia, the vaccinated
class will be dining in restaurants (indoors), they will show their vaccine passports, uploaded onto
a mobile phone, to the airline attendant, the concierge, and the security guard.lxvi Therefore, there
is an avalanching effect on the issue of inequitable access to vaccines and distribution of vaccines
which is greatly affected by power and economic strength.
It has been advanced that as of mid-April 2021, the WHO estimated that 87% of available approved
vaccines have gone to high and upper middle income countries while low-income countries have
received just 0.2%, the remainder going to lower-middle-income countries.lxvii The health and
economic losses this brings to the world’s already-poor will persist into 2022 and beyond.lxviii A
‘me-first approach’ to COVID-19 vaccines on the part of some countries and manufacturers is
putting equitable access to these lifesaving treatments at risk.lxix Another term to explain this
phenomenon is ‘vaccine nationalism’lxx or ‘vaccine apartheid’lxxi which refer to the use of financial
and political strength to secure vaccines for one country to the exclusion of all others, not guided
by principles of fairness, equity in access or need. Vaccine nationalism or apartheid demonstrates
lix
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how the wide global inequalities already affecting the poorest of the poor can be magnified when
powerful States use their power in a self-serving way.lxxii Though not a new concept, the concept
treats vaccines as a commodity rather than as a public goodlxxiii and consequently fails to respect
basic human rights and the people who have them.lxxiv The concepts also address the phenomenon
of pharmaceutical companies and some rich countries who stand in the way of poorer countries
getting access to vaccines.lxxv
In this context, Fatema Sumar, the Vice President of Global Programs for Oxfam America and
Trevor Zimmer, Co-Lead of the COVID-19 Vaccine Equity Project, elucidated four major
challenges for equitable distribution of vaccines.lxxvi These are the high cost which only richer
countries can access; vaccine nationalism which is the hoarding of vaccines by those who can
afford it; control of vaccine production by wealthier countries and inadequate public health
infrastructure in poorer countries.lxxvii Without a persistent public call and campaign for global
vaccine equity, there is a threat that many countries will end 2021 without any vaccination program
or relief from the health and socioeconomic disaster from the pandemic.lxxviii
There are also large differences in the willingness of pharmaceutical companies to set aside supply
for poorer nations.lxxix For instance, while Moderna has so far pledged doses of its vaccine
exclusively to rich countries, AstraZeneca has pledged two-thirds (66 percent) of doses to
developing countries.lxxx Although AstraZeneca has done most to expand its production capacity
by partnering with and transferring its technology to other manufacturers, it could still only supply
up to 38 percent of the global population, and only half of this if its vaccine requires two doses.lxxxi
Additionally, most manufacturers also have prioritized regulatory approval in rich countries, where
profits are higher, rather than submitting their dossiers to WHO for prequalification.lxxxii Nearly
70 poor countries will only be able to vaccinate one in ten people against COVID-19 in 2021
unless urgent action is taken by governments and the pharmaceutical industry to make sure enough
doses are produced.lxxxiii By contrast, wealthier nations have bought up enough doses to vaccinate
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their entire populations nearly three times over by the end of 2021 if those currently in clinical
trials are all approved for use.lxxxiv There is a critical undersupply of approved vaccines.lxxxv
Beyond the five leading vaccine candidates, reported vaccine deals also reveal stark inequalities
between countries.lxxxvi The reality is that future supplies of COVID-19 vaccines have already
been purchased by wealthy countries, the unvaccinated class will include a large part of the Global
South whose majority populations will only be vaccinated years after Americans and
Europeans.lxxxvii Supply deals have already been agreed for 5.303 billion doses, of which 2.728
billion (51 percent) have been bought by developed countries including the UK, US, Australia,
Hong Kong & Macau, Japan, Switzerland and Israel, as well as the European Union.lxxxviii The
gross inequity in global vaccine distribution, is largely due to a small number of wealthier countries
such as Canada, the United Kingdom and the European Union making bilateral advance purchase
agreements with pharmaceutical manufacturers of the (then) main vaccine candidates.lxxxix The
effect of these vaccine deals is not only to create a supply shortage to the global community but
also has the corollary effect of increased prices. This patchwork of bilateral agreements could
adversely affect pricing and availability of potential vaccines as wealthier countries bid for limited
vaccine supplies.xc In this light, it must be acknowledged that States have a duty to prevent
unreasonably high costs for access to essential medicines and vaccines.xci However, as expressed
by WHO Chief, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, ‘Even as they speak the language of equitable
access, some countries and companies continue to prioritise bilateral deals going around
COVAX,xcii driving up prices and attempting to jump to the front of the queue.’xciii
Updated data shows that rich nations representing just 14 per cent of the world’s population have
bought up 53 per cent of all the most promising vaccines so far.xciv In fact, the UK government has
managed to secure deals on several leading vaccine candidates, equivalent to five doses per head
of population.xcv Canada tops the chart with enough vaccines to vaccinate each Canadian five
times.xcvi By contrast, Bangladesh has so far secured only one dose for every nine people.xcvii Some
wealthy countries have reportedly purchased enough doses to vaccinate their entire populations
multiple times over by the end of 2021 if all the candidate vaccines in clinical trials are given
regulatory approval.xcviii At the same time, there are estimates that 90% of the population in 67
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countries will not be able to receive a COVID-19 vaccine in 2021, despite the fact that five of
those countries have reported nearly 1.5 million cases between them.xcix
The disparity in access and distribution of vaccines undermines Article 2 and 12 of the ICESCR
and does not conform with General Comment 14 of the CESCR. In fact, it can be argued that the
hoarding of vaccines would constitute clear breaches by States Parties of their duty to cooperate
and to remove barriers to the enjoyment of the right. Not only is the issue grounded in the number
of vaccines made available by the wealthier States, but the type of vaccines. This is submitted
because some vaccines will be more efficacious, establishing a hierarchy within the vaccinated
class.c For instance, the Pfizer vaccine is 95% effective but requires ultra-cold storage that may
not be easily accessible in resource poor or remote settings.ci Low-income countries will therefore
not only receive access after wealthier nations, but may also receive less effective vaccines.cii
In thinking through these contestations, it becomes apparent that the vaccine is not only a medical
technology that can support the right to health, it is also an instrument of political power that can
be deployed to create new forms of discrimination against already marginalized groups.ciii This
discrimination may be disguised in the form of bi-lateral trade agreements. However, when one
examines the legal framework for the right to health and the concomitant obligations of States visà-vis other States, possible human rights breaches appear. Also, it is possible to state that the
erosion of the rights regime in the context of vaccine distribution is demonstrative of the primacy
of political power or economic strength over the values of equity and parity of treatment. It also
reveals the commoditisation of rights by wealthy powerful States where aspects of rights are
valued in economic terms. This is as much a political approach to rights as an economic one. This
manifestation of political realism does not comply with established legal principles of human rights
but instead sees healthcare as a commodity which is purchased at the highest price and brokered
by the most powerful. To this end, rights discourses are being appropriated by State actors to
reinforce sovereign power.civ This form of sovereignty denotes how States employ human rights
language to construct a self-serving narrative that entrenches power or legitimizes behaviour.cv
What is more interesting is that the most powerful States in the world are said to lead the human
rights movement by their progressive laws and policies. These approaches are sometimes used as
a basis for assessing other sovereign States’ conduct, as falling below the acceptable standard.
Most times, these assessments do not allow for limited resources or existing national circumstances
as bases for rights violations. However, what is seen now is that when these powerful States find
themselves in a place of need similar to other countries, their wealth and power are used to facilitate
a monopoly on resources to the exclusion of all others.
Consequently, in order to be an effective emancipatory tactic, human rights advocates must
acknowledge the vaccine’s politicization as well as mitigate attempts by States to engage in human
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rights as sovereignty.cvi In seeing a direct correlation between human rights, vaccine manufacture,
distribution and access, there is a need to examine the political moves in play which entrench the
inequity and promote healthcare as a commodity over a human right. This is advanced because it
may be possible to assert that every sovereign State has a duty to protect its citizenry from the
threat of COVID-19. States which have the economic power to discharge this duty ought not to be
seen as acting contrary to the human rights framework but acting in accordance with it. However,
in looking at the ability of States to enable other States to manufacture these life-saving vaccines,
it is possible to see a more sinister rationale for the occurrence of vaccine nationalism at a
economic level. Attention will now be turned to the intellectual property rights of the vaccine and
other COVD-19 treatments in an attempt to show the continuing attitude of the most powerful
toward waiving these rights to facilitate access.
(iii) Economics before Human Rights: TRIPS Waiver
It is necessary to interrogate the practical manifestation of the economic interests which came to
the fore in the vaccine manufacture and distribution narrative. At a superficial political and policy
level, it is easy to speak in terms of equity of distribution and access and use the human rights
jargon to convey ideals of concern. However, this co-optation of human rights rhetoric does not
obviate human rights obligations to ensure access to essential medicines.cvii When one sees the
uncompromising position of States who have the ability to help other States, one can see that
economics trump the rights’ dialogue. The conventional wisdom put forward is that our global
predicament is simply an inevitable product of many factors. These include (i) global gaps in
scientific innovation that impede widespread development and access to vaccines; (ii) the sobering
realities of global market distributions; (iii) vaccine nationalism by wealthier States.cviii Not only
do these factors place the populations of the developing world at even greater risk of exacerbated
health and mortality problems from COVID-19 and associated comorbidities, but it also makes
them most vulnerable to the predatory tactics of the emerging ‘black markets’ for COVID-19
vaccines as well as fraudulent acts of vaccine imposters.cix
In discussing this point, reference needs to be made to the ICESCR again, but this time in relation
to its applicability to sharing technical assistance. As set out in Article 23 of the ICESCR:
The States Parties to the present Covenant agree that international action for the
achievement of the rights recognized in the present Covenant includes such methods
as the conclusion of conventions, the adoption of recommendations, the furnishing
of technical assistance and the holding of regional meetings and technical meetings
for the purpose of consultation and study organized in conjunction with the
Governments concerned. [Emphasis added].
This Article advances the position that in realising all economic, social, and cultural rights under
the Covenant, States must also “furnish technical assistance”.cx This would, quite clearly include
the specifications for the manufacture of a life-saving vaccine. In fact, a key barrier preventing the
reduction in deaths and control of the spread of the virus, is the intellectual property (IP) rights
owned by the vaccine manufacturers despite most of the development costs having been publicly
cvi
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financed.cxi Enabled by IP monopolies, corporations continue to pursue secretive and limited
commercial deals that exclude many low-and middle-income countries even in the midst of the
pandemic.cxii These IP rights are legally enforced through the World Trade Organisation’s
Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs).cxiii TRIPs represents
the intellectual property regime and, it is advanced that it must be interpreted and applied in a way
that supports States’ duty to ‘protect public health.’ cxiv The aim of the TRIPs waiver, which was
initially proposed by South Africa and India, was to temporarily waive patent rights over products
such as COVID-19 medicines, diagnostics, medical equipment and vaccines.cxv The proposal was
supported by sixty-two other World Trade Organisation members.cxvi It is noteworthy that the 1994
Marrakesh Agreement, which established the World Trade Organisation, allows for waivers in
exceptional circumstances.cxvii
It would indeed be a difficult task to find another global event that would meet the requirements
of ‘exceptional circumstances’ if the COVID-19 pandemic does not. To this end, the waiver would
have allowed capable manufacturers to increase the supply of vaccines and other COVID-19related medical treatments and supplies without fear of a costly trade dispute.cxviii In fact, some
have argued that passing India and South Africa’s proposal for a TRIPs waiver for COVID-19
vaccines could well be subsumed under the international action contemplated to furnish such
technical assistance, in line with the baseline obligations to cooperate to realize all ICESCR rights
under Article 2(1) of the ICESCR, and to avoid steadily or drastically depriving any of the peoples
of the developing world of their own means of subsistence under Article 1(2) of the ICESCR.cxix
The totality of this is that the TRIPs waiver proposal by India and South Africa could be seen to
have been a procedural manifestation of an already existing international obligation created by the
ICESCR. The waiver was the mechanism through which Articles 2(1) and 23 could have been
achieved.
However, this hope was short-lived because at the informal meeting of the Council for the
Agreement of Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property (TRIPS) on February 4, the United
States, together with the European Union, United Kingdom, Japan and Australia continued to
block the initiative.cxx This demonstrated a disconnect between what is being said by these human
rights standard-bearers and their conduct. For example, the EU has repeatedly stated its
commitment to the idea that ‘global collaboration is the only way to overcome a global
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pandemic.’cxxi Stella Kyriakides, Commissioner for Health and Food Safety for the EU
Commission has said that, ‘Team Europe is committed to […] facilitating access to a vaccine in
an equitable manner for all people across the world.’cxxii Yet, the European Commission and the
United Kingdomcxxiii have consistently opposed the TRIPs waiver on the basis that IP is not a
barrier to scaling up the manufacturing of vaccines or other health products needed for the COVID19 response.cxxiv This position appears to be echoed by the Director General of the International
Federation of Pharmaceutical Manufacturers and Associations, Thomas Cueni, who argued that
diluting national and international IP frameworks would be ‘dangerous and counterproductive.’cxxv
In a similar tone, the President of the Japanese Pharmaceutical Manufacturers Association,
Nakayama George, stated that ‘for biopharmaceuticals like vaccines, waiving intellectual property
rights cannot assure the production of comparable vaccines.’cxxvi The logical conclusion of this
argument is that sharing the IP of pharmaceutical companies in the manufacture of vaccines will
not increase the rate of not only output but also access to the vaccines. The truth is that there are
pharmaceutical manufacturers in Bangladesh, Canada, Denmark, India and Israel with the capacity
and expertise to produce additional COVID-19 vaccines but are unable to do it because they do
not have the licenses from the IP holders.cxxvii Furthermore, it has been advanced that patents erect
barriers against competitors when what is needed is technological co-operation, harnessing the
global scientific and technological capabilities to fight the virus together.cxxviii So, in essence, IP
waivers will directly increase vaccine manufacture globally.
It is also interesting to note that the European Commission and Australia argue that the COVAX
facility is effectively leading efforts to promote equitable access to vaccines.cxxix They argue that
there is no need to relax IP protection because the COVAX facility will allow for access to vaccines
in amounts required by all States. However, the COVAX facility only aims to provide participant
countries with 20% of the vaccines required for their entire population, which is far from the
required level of vaccination required for heard immunity.cxxx
Additionally, the countries which have opposed the waiver have not obtained their vaccines
entirely from the COVAX facility but from bilateral agreements with individual pharmaceutical
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companies.cxxxi Again, as is seen with Australia, there is a dichotomy between what is being said
and what is being done by the State. To this end, on 1 June 2021, Trade Minister of Australia, Dan
Tehan, wrote to Amnesty International Australia to say that the government was ‘not opposed’ to
the TRIPS waiver proposals but also, on the same day, expressed doubts about moving to a textbased negotiation of the proposal and wanted more time to revise it.cxxxii As was stated by Amnesty
International Australia, ‘Despite proclaiming its role as a regional leader in the pacific, Australia
continues to act in the contrary; hoarding vaccines and preventing changes to TRIPS.’cxxxiii This
reinforces the conflicting values of the most powerful States of the world who at a time when their
leadership should match their long-time spouted human rights ideals, are instead showing a
vaccine nationalistic tendency.
It must be remembered that the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights stated in
April 2020 that:
[P]andemics are a crucial example of the need for scientific international
cooperation to face transnational threats. If a pandemic develops, sharing the best
scientific knowledge and its applications, especially in the medical field, becomes
crucial to mitigate the impact of the disease and to expedite the discovery of
effective treatments and vaccines. The Committee reiterates that ultimately,
intellectual property is a social product and has a social function and consequently,
States parties have a duty to prevent unreasonably high costs for access to essential
medicines.cxxxiv
This is why it has been advanced that the TRIPs waiver represented “an existential threat to the
continuing practice of treating medicine as a commodity”.cxxxv It can even be argued that the refusal
of the TRIPs waiver by the most powerful States in the world who already have purchased more
vaccines than they need, is demonstrative of the duplicity of human rights in practice. It is for this
reason that it is possible to state that the opposition to the waiver proposal actively interferes with
developing nations’ means to provide low-cost healthcare and consequently infringes upon the
human right to health and as well as impinging upon its own capacity to protect their citizens.cxxxvi
Interestingly, after constant opposition by the USA and the EU, they both recently lent their
support for the waiver. The USA announced in May 2021, that it will offer limited support for the
TRIPS waiver.cxxxvii While the initial proposal by India was for a waiver to cover all technologies
for the detection, prevention, treatment and response to COVID-19, the US’ new position is to
support waiving intellectual property rights in vaccines only and not therapeutics such as
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Baricitinib or Redemsivir or diagnostics, like reagents for COVID-19 test kits.cxxxviii What is
necessary to consider is whether this new approach by the USA would constitute a violation of its
Article 18 duty under the VCLT not to defeat the object and purpose of the ICESCR. It goes
without saying that the opposition to the Indian waiver proposal would constitute conduct that
defeated the object and purpose of the ICESCR by the USA. Furthermore, it can also be advanced
that adopting a measure which undermines the prevention, treatment and control of epidemic,
endemic, occupational and other diseases and which does not create conditions which would
assure, to all, medical service and medical attention in the event of sickness, would not be a
maintenance of the status quo prior to entering the treaty. The effect of this is that the conduct of
the USA, even with its qualified approach to the waiver proposal, could amount to a violation of
its obligations as a signatory to the ICESCR.
In what may be described as a forerunner to the COVID-TRIPs waiver, on 20 May 2021, the EU
Parliament passed a resolution on HIV/AIDS that included explicit support for the TRIPS waiver
proposal.cxxxix The EU Parliament is also expected to vote on a dedicated resolution backing the
TRIPS waiver proposal in early June 2021.cxl However, the EU has proposed an alternative to the
waiver proposal to the WTO meeting in June which will approach the issue of access of vaccines
based on ‘trade facilitation and disciplines on export restrictions, support for the expansion of
production and clarifying and simplifying the use of compulsory licences during crisis times.cxli
Their exact approach to the waiver in the upcoming negotiation meeting is unknown, but it is
hoped that support is given to the waiver proposal even if on limited grounds like the USA.
What can be seen quite clearly from the foregoing is that there are factors which affect the
meaningful realisation of the aims of the human rights movement. These factors are power, money
and self-preservation. It is very easy to speak fluent human rights rhetoric when there is no
competition for resources or where there is no need to rank priority interests. However, where
there is a pitting of one State’s economic and social well-being against another’s, political power
and economic strength will trump all other factors. Looking at the attempts by the most powerful
to maintain their moral position in the COVID-19 dialogue while undermining the goal of the
human rights framework of equity and non-discrimination, it is possible to conclude that human
rights are commodities. Taking that to its logical conclusion, the commoditisation of rights is the
undoing of the value of human life and has the potential to unwind years of human rights
progression.
Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the world to its metaphoric knees. It has caused significant
hardship to countries and, for the past eighteen months, has affected every country in the world.
The development, approval and distribution of vaccines coupled with the access to safe effective
vaccines are seen as the only way to immediately stop the devastating consequences of the virus.
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However, there has been an inequitable approach to the distribution and the resultant access to
COVID-19 vaccines despite the fact that affordable, non-discriminatory access to vaccines is a
human rightcxlii and includes the precursor duty on States to equitably distribute these vaccines.
In looking at the manner in which the wealthier States have approached vaccine distribution and
access, it is clear to see that the right to health has been commodified with values of nationalism
and economic prosperity guiding the processes. The direct consequence of this commodification
in the vaccine-solution is that core components of the right to health have not been realised and,
moreso, have been breached by several powerful States. The rationale for the approach to vaccine
distribution by these powerful States is seen in their objection to the IP waiver proposals advanced
by India and South Africa in respect of the technologies for the detection, prevention, treatment
and response to COVID-19. The maintenance of these barriers to widespread manufacturing and
distribution of vaccines is purely economic even though it is guised in language of concern for
quality. However, the availability of vaccines, medicines, health technologies and health therapies
are an essential dimension of the right to health, not capable of individual modification by
States.cxliii
In fact, everyone is entitled, on an equal footing with others, to enjoy access to all the best available
applications of scientific progress necessary to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health.cxliv
In this context, vaccine nationalism is the antithesis of the values embodied in the international
framework for the right to health. Furthermore, not only has the societal structure directly impacted
the ability of individuals to benefit equally from the right to health but also the fullness of the right
itself is not being respected by those empowered to so do. In times of global challenges, the most
vulnerable tend to be de-prioritised for nationalistic policy implementation. This is made glaring
in the global response to COVID-19, as those who were meant to benefit from the right to health
when it mattered most, appear to be those who are completely forgotten.

cxlii

UNHCR (n iv).
UNHCR (n iv).
cxliv
Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), General Comment No. 25 (2020) on science and economic,
social and cultural rights (article 15 (1) (b), (2), (3) and (4) of the Covenant), para. 70 as cited in UNHCR (n iv).
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Abstract
It has been established that Guyana is the only country in the world which the development model
of co-operativism is captured in the official name of the country - The Cooperative Republic of
Guyana. History has recorded that after the abolition of slavery. groups of ex- slaves collectively
used their resources to purchase sugar plantations and thus saw the birth of the cooperative
movement in Guyana. It was this spirit of community which prompted the decision in 1970, by the
government to place the cooperative as a major pillar in the country’s development thrust. While
there has been a reduction in the contribution of the cooperative sector in Guyana in recent times,
the role of the cooperative as a tool fir people’s empowerment cannot be undervalued.This paper
aims to present a critical analysis of the emergence and development of the cooperative movement
and to assess its potential contribution in Guyana’s changing economic environment.
Keywords: Guyana, co-operativism, empowerment

According to the International Cooperative Alliance, a cooperative is defined as ‘an autonomous
association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social and cultural needs
and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically controlled enterprise’. Indeed, it has
been generally accepted that cooperatives have been traditionally established by people who come
together based on specific needs and express and operationalize a willingness to work together for
mutual benefit. Cooperatives are based on the values of self-help, solidarity, equity, equality and
span several sectors and range from workers’ cooperatives to agricultural, consumer, production
and housing cooperatives, among others. The basic principles of a cooperative include voluntary
membership, democratic member control, equitable membership economic participation,
autonomy and independence and the provision of education and training.
It has been posited that cooperatives are especially suited for communities seeking to reduce
poverty since cooperative structures allow for the pooling of resources, the identification of
common goals, and the combined efforts to identify and tackle the core causes of poverty. A
significant feature of a cooperative is its democratic participation through the ‘one-member, onevote’ process. It has been posited that a cooperative is a free association of persons legally
constituted for the purpose of conducting an economic enterprise or business which they control
and administer democratically according to established principles and techniques to further their
well-being and the well-being of all society. There is general agreement that Robert Owen
pioneered the cooperative movement in the early nineteenth century and is viewed as the ‘father
of cooperation’. Additionally, the modern cooperative movement emerged with the Rochdale
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pioneers in England in 1844 when a group of weavers and other skilled workers formed a
cooperative society and established formal business principles and practices to guide their
collaborative activity. This process was aimed at enhancing their livelihoods and protecting their
collective interests. The global prominence of cooperatives began in 1895 with the establishment
of the International Cooperative Alliance which promoted the view that cooperatives had the
capacity to empower workers to own a share in their business and to be engaged in the collective
management of the operations, within a structure of membership and collective responsibility.
Currently, International Cooperative Alliance (ICA)i data suggest that in 2020, the total turnover
of the 300 top cooperatives globally reported a total of over USD2.146 billion, with the
agricultural, wholesale and retail trade and financial services cooperatives dominating the sector.
It is significant to note however, that the majority of the top cooperatives were located in the
industrialized countries including the United States of America, France, Germany and Japan.
The cooperative movement in the Caribbean did not emerge until the early twentieth century and
was mainly centered around self-help projects in agriculture, fisheries and housing. It is significant
to note, however, that the first cooperative activities in Guyana occurred in the immediate postslavery period when ex-slaves pooled their resources in the 1830s and 1840s and bought
plantations, often taking money in wheelbarrows to complete the purchases. It is also significant
to note that the introduction of the ‘box hand’ or ‘sou sou’ at that time also added to the cooperative
activities as large numbers of persons contributed a fixed sum at given periods and at the end of
the period, one individual collected the total and this process was rotated among the group. This
practice continues today in Guyana.
In 1839, the ex-slaves purchased Plantation Northbrook, which was later renamed Victoria and for
the next decade, thirty-eight plantations were purchased by ex-slaves. While most of the
plantations failed, mainly due to the lack of access to further financing, and to the technology and
skills to maintain the plantations, it was also clear that the colonizers saw the cooperative village
system in direct contradiction to the plantation system and devised strategies to limit the viability
of the movement, including the flooding of villages, the imposition of high taxes, destruction of
infrastructure and other measures which impacted the development of the villages.
It has also been recognized that the Amerindian community in Guyana traditionally participated
in cooperative activities and even today a national celebration, Mashramani, is the Amerindian
name for their festivities after a cooperative activity. Additionally, in an effort to break away from
the plantation system, Guyanese of East Indian descent also engaged in the cooperative tradition.
In the spirit of self-reliance and mutual aid, the East Indian community practiced cooperative
action in the agricultural and housing sectors in activities such as “give-a-hand” and “day-by- day”
programmes. Additionally, the Portuguese and Chinese immigrants to British Guiana in the late
1800s also developed cooperative activities in areas including communal farming and trading
enterprises.
One can argue that the spirit of cooperativism and community, the pooling of capital and sharing
of skills, and a spirit of joint enterprise persisted in the country.
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It is also important to note that this cooperative endeavour gave birth to the village movement in
Guyana and to the growth of sustained efforts at building cohesive communities. Significantly, the
other ethnic groups also developed cooperative arrangements and the Amerindian, East Indian,
Chinese and Portuguese segments of the population in the then-colony of British Guiana also
embraced these practices and approaches.
By the mid-1940s, the British Guiana administration put in place the legal framework for the
development of cooperatives in the country and an independent cooperatives department was
established and in 1948, the Cooperative Societies Act was passed in British Guiana. The thinking
on the role of the cooperatives in an independent Guyana was shared in the immediate postindependence period and by 1969, then-Prime Minister Forbes Burnhamii indicated that Guyana
should become a Cooperative Republic, based on a vision for the collective development of all its
people. In 1970, four years after it gained its independence from Britain, the Cooperative Republic
of Guyana was born and the Prime Minister declared:
“In moving towards our goal of exploiting our resources and giving the masses economic
power, we shall have to fashion new institutions and old ones and put new content into
others which already exist. One such of the latter is the cooperative. It has to be expanded
and adapted and given a new purpose. It offers direct participation and training in
management to its members and provides a form of saving for investment so necessary in
Guyana. Investments by Co-ops need not and must not be limited to agriculture and
consumer goods but should extend into industry of all types and processing. From the right
and left there will be criticism and caveats which are in fact rationalized prejudices. But
we must know where we are going and see to it that we use our own vehicle to get there.
Your government is committed irrevocably to widening and strengthening the cooperative
sector”.
In further highlighting the role of cooperatives in the Republic, the Prime Minister also noted “the
cooperative is the means through which the small man can become a real man, the means through
which the small man can participate fully in the economic life of the nation, and the means through
which the small man can play a predominant part in the workings of the economy.”
Indeed, the country became and remains the first and only cooperative republic in the world, with
the addition of the cooperative sector to the existing public and private sectors. It is also significant
to note that, at the same time, the concept of ‘cooperative socialism’ was also introduced in
Guyana, and as Burnham posited, the model was not linked to the Eurocentric definition, but had
unique Guyanese characteristics, taking into consideration, “the social needs and wants in creating
a just society for the people of Guyana”. According to Hopeiii, cooperative socialism was seen as
‘a system within which the effective ownership of the principal economic means of production is
vested as of right in the collectivity of consumers and in which those means of production are
managed by direct and indirect representatives of consumers and producers in association with the
State. ‘
After the creation of the world’s first cooperative republic, there was significant growth in the
cooperative sector, in areas such as agro-processing, small-scale and medium-scale farmers
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cooperatives, retail sales and transport. In addition, a number of supporting national institutions
were established including the Guyana National Cooperative Bank (GNCB), which facilitated the
provision of capital to cooperatives. The strategy and main objective of the GNCB was to induce
savings in order to mobilize funds and direct funding towards economic units operating as
cooperatives. The major shareholders were the Government, registered cooperative societies, trade
unions, registered friendly societies, public corporations and other authorized corporate bodies.
Of equal significance was the establishment, in 1973, of the Kuru Kuru Cooperative College,
which was designed to strengthen the cooperative sector through the provision of education and
training in areas organization and management of cooperatives, finance and budgeting, as well as
extension and services especially in rural areas.
By the 1980s, however, the global environment entered a phase of economic downturn with the
energy crisis and the international debt crisis. In the case of Guyana, the fall in commodity prices,
especially the sharp decline in the sugar price and the dramatic increase in oil prices, the loss of
bauxite markets and domestic political tensions contributed significantly to the decline in the
cooperative sector. The loss of skilled labour due to migration as well as deteriorating social and
economic conditions in the country also contributed to the decline in the cooperative movement in
the country in the 1980s. Additionally, the unfettered growth in the registration of cooperatives,
without serious consideration of their sustainability, viability and capacity for economic impact
also constrained the sector’s performance after the 1980s. It is also important to note that the loss
of management skills and personnel to manage and oversee the cooperative sector. This meant that
the cooperatives could not operate in a rapidly changing commercial and marketing environment
and also contributed to its decline.
It is also significant that, at the same time, the Burnham government introduced the concept of
‘cooperative socialism’ and in The Declaration of Sophia (1974) the ruling People’s National
Congress indicated that “when it speaks of cooperative socialism, it is merely stating two
propositions in one for the sake of easy reference. First, we believe in socialism as an ideology and
are striving to establish that system in Guyana. Second, we are using and intend to use the
cooperative as the main vehicle or tool for achieving our goal.” The introduction of cooperative
socialism did not gain popularity with a significant segment of the population, and this also
contributed to the reduction in the commitment to cooperatives as an instrument of development
in the country.
The twenty-first century global socio-economic environment has presented both challenges and
opportunities to developing countries, like Guyana. In 2015, after a period of exploration off-shore
Guyana, Exxon Mobil announced the discovery of several prolific oil reservoirs and has created
the possibility of Guyana’s entry into the realm of major oil-producing states. This opportunity to
utilize the potential wealth from this new sector also presents the challenges related the effective
use of the resources to avoid the ‘resource curse’ or ‘the paradox of plenty’ which have negatively
impacted oil economies in the hemisphere. It has been observed that ‘economic specialization,
especially in oil, can generate negative effects on a country’s economic and political institutions,
impacting its ability to respond adequately to the price volatility that characterizes these industries,
and therefore the impossibility of achieving sustainable growth rates’.iv
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In this context, it is imperative that the traditional sectors in the Guyanese economy is strengthened
and sustained and the agricultural and agro-processing areas must be given priority. This is an
important opportunity for the re-emergence of cooperative farming enterprises, where the pooling
of land, equipment and skills among small farmers can create the critical mass for the development
of mega-farms and ensure food security locally and the possibility for exploring export markets.
It is estimatedv that by the end of this decade, Guyana’s earnings from the oil sector can reach $10
billion annually and a renewed focus on the cooperative sector can provide significant incentive
for cooperative development, especially among small entrepreneurs. An important feature in the
development of the oil and gas sector in Guyana is the formulation of the local content policy. This
entails the strong and sustained participation of local labour and entrepreneurs in the supply of
goods and services. This is an important opportunity for the pooling of resources and skills among
small entrepreneurs in cooperatives to provide services in areas such as food supply, transportation
and other related areas critical to the sector.
It is widely accepted that the impact of the socio-economic crisis fueled by the Covid -19 pandemic
will be borne by the next generation. The cooperative movement globally has demonstrated the
capacity to reduce the gaps left by the state in shaping the well-being of people worldwide. One
can support the view that a generational transition is required, and that there should be a robust
campaign to promote youth cooperative entrepreneurship. Youths can benefit from the process of
shared ownership, the joint development of innovative enterprise activities and the pooling of
knowledge and skills in the changing economic arena in Guyana.
It has been posited that cooperatives represent a sustainable and equitable form of production and
can provide the basis for viable alternative approaches in support of national development.
However, there is the contention that the limited financial capabilities of cooperatives constrain
them from effectively competing with investor-driven companies. Especially in small developing
states like Guyana, there can be innovative financial mechanisms, led by the state, which can serve
to facilitate the organic growth of cooperatives in the country to play a significant role in servicing
the needs of the emerging oil and gas sector.
In conclusion the revitalization of the cooperative sector in Guyana can have a positive impact on
the country’s development and social cohesion since cooperatives often provide more inclusive
governance structures, and present the opportunity for greater people participation and
involvement. This level of inclusiveness and diversity can contribute to enhance trust among
groups and nurture greater national unity.
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Abstract
Prior to 2020, tourism in the Caribbean was thriving. 2019 tourist arrivals were some of the highest
visitor numbers the region has ever seen (CTO 2020). Yet despite record visitor numbers alongside
growing investment in the Caribbean Basin, the region’s return on investment for tourism dollars
is lackluster at best. For every $1 spent by tourists to CARICOM nations, 80 cents is lost through
foreign repatriation leakage. Cannabis Tourism offers an opportunity to create a tourism model
where local economies have the potential to be in greater control of tourism dollars with more
money staying in the region and local supporting industries up and down the supply chain getting
a larger piece of the pie. This paper examines the arguments in favor of creating a thriving cannabis
tourism model in the Caribbean.
Keywords: Cannabis, tourism, development, CARCIOM, legislation, factor endowments, income
Introduction
In 2019, tourism arrivals in the Caribbean region reached record numbers. According to the
Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) 2019 tourism arrival figures were up by 21% compared
to previous years. Overall, 31.5 million stay over tourists visited Caribbean shores that year i.
These numbers suggest a thriving tourism industry in the region. This is important to all Caribbean
islands, as only a handful of nations have the luxury of not being completely dependent on tourism
dollars for their survival. The Caribbean region is four times more dependent on tourism than
any other region in the world,ii with 1 in four jobs being created through tourism dollarsiii. A
thriving tourism sector is critical to the economic survival of most CARICOM nations.
Today, post 2020, tourism in the Caribbean looks very different to 2019, as the sector has been
ravished by the COVID19 pandemic. In early 2020 just as nations were starting to shut down, the
United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) predicted that international travel would
decline as much as 20-30% in 2020, resulting in a loss of $30-50 billion in tourism spendingiv.
One year later, the reality is far worse than previously expected. Instead of the anticipated 20-30%
decline, tourist arrivals decreased by 65.5 per cent when compared to the record 32.0 million tourist
visits in 2019v. The number of tourists to the region dropped by a staggering 11 million.v Perhaps
a contributing factor is the geographical location of two of our biggest sources of tourists, for the
region: the UK and the US. These countries were two of the hardest hit by the COVID19 pandemic
and as such the number of individuals traveling abroad significantly decreased.
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With some islands still implementing travel restrictions, the pandemic is is set to affect the region’s
tourism industry for years, possibly decades to come. This pause and or slowdown in tourism
activity, is the perfect opportunity for a possible reset. Regional governments need to reflect on
whether current tourism models in the region are working favourably for local economies. This
paper introduces cannabis tourism as an alternative tourism model for the region. The paper
examines the benefit of cannabis tourism over other tourism models popular throughout
CARICOM.
Current Tourism Models
In the Caribbean Basin today, the fastest growing tourism models are various forms of enclave
tourismvi Cruise and all-inclusive resort tourism are the most dominant forms of tourism in the
region and some of the most exclusive forms of enclave tourism there is. Enclave tourism is
defined by Ceballos-Lascurainvii “as tourism that is concentrated in remote areas in which the types
of facilities and their physical location fail to take into consideration the needs and wishes of
surrounding communities. Moreover, the goods and services available at these facilities are beyond
the financial means of the local communities and any foreign currency generated may have only a
minimal effect upon the economy of the host region”.viii
Both cruise and all-inclusive resort tourism are typically owned by large, multinational
corporations which sends money out of the region by repatriating profits home to their headquarter
countries, cultivating largely international supply chains and hiring expats for most of the senior
executive positions in the region. In the Caribbean today, roughly 80 cents on every dollar created
through the tourism industry “leaks out” of the region through tourist expenditure with these
international MNCs in the region, with just 20 percent going to local businesses and workers.vi,
ix
That 80% goes to international airlines, restaurants and hotels with very little left over for local
economies.viii, x Researchers suggest that this type of tourism model equates to a form of “internal
colonialism”,viii where the best natural resources of the developing world are still being utilized to
benefit foreign populations, while generating limited economic return for the majority of the local
population.xi, xii
Researchers argue that unless developing nations seek out alternative tourism models designed
specifically for the benefit of local populations, they are destined to “perpetuate the dependency
of developing countries on more developed nations”.viii,xiii A growing body of research e.g. .xiv, xv,
xvi, vii,vi
suggests that “instead of reducing the socio-economic regional disparities in developing
countries, tourism reinforces often them”.viii As enclave tourism models grow in the Caribbean
Basin, multiplier effects that tracks the movement of tourism dollars throughout an economy
become less and less.
Significant government and international investment in cruise and resort tourism models over more
sustainable models like heritage and eco-tourists,ii leaves the region vulnerable to incentives that
can work against the interest of domestic populations.viii, xiii, In addition to the fact that enclave
tourism often isolates tourists from local populations.viii It also can lead to the development of
resources in specific parts of the island that are meant to focus primarily on the needs of foreigners
whilst ignoring the development of wide cross sections of locals.
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Moreover, this type of tourism model can lead to a lack of development in other non-tourism
related industries; ultimately leaving economies overly dependent on the tourism sector and by
extension foreigners.viii,xvii The “Dutch” or “Beach Disease” theory, suggests that significant
growth in the tourism sector can cause increased prices, alongside a decrease in domestic capital
for the local manufacturing sector; which ultimately leads to chronic disinvestment initiatives in
the non-tourism sector .xvii
Given the diminishing returns of international tourism in the foreseeable future, Caribbean
governments are at a crucial point in the development of regional tourism models. The question
we must ask at this juncture is “Are current tourism models across CARICOM best for the region,
or is this the time to dismantle the status quo and look for new tourism models to invest in? In
reality, the region cannot continue to offer significant tax benefits to hoteliers, airlines and foreign
industry professionals whilst these entities focus on creating revenue that will ultimately leave the
region. This paper would like to suggest an alternative tourism model. One focused on varying
versions of cannabis tourism.
The Case or Cannabis Tourism in the Caribbean
The following discussion outlines five key areas that offer significant arguments in favor of
developing a regional focus on cannabis tourism across the Caribbean.
Revenue Potential: Eighteen states in the US have legalized recreational and medicinal marijuana,
and an additional 28 states have legalized medicinal marijuana in some form.xviii Every city, state
and country that has legalized marijuana and engaged in cannabis tourism has made significant
revenue through taxation of cannabis sales. If the US is to be used as an example, recreational
cannabis tax revenues in 2020 ranged from 9 million in Michigan to over $4 billion in
Californiaxix,xx. In 2013 prior to legalization Carengie Mellon Researchers estimated over 400,000
new visits to the state of Washington based on anticipated legalization of marijuana.xxi By 2025
the global marijuana market is expected to be valued at $146.4 billion.xxii
The economic arguments for promoting cannabis tourism are significant to say the least. States
like Colorado and Nevada have attributed some of the highest growths in tourism since the
recession to cannabis tourism visitorsxxiii Colorado alone has seen a 51% increase in cannabis
tourism visitors since 2014, racking up an impressive $5.2billion in cannabis sales since January
2014. These trends seems to be universal as the Marijuana Business Factbook estimates that the
impact of legal marijuana will increase by 223% from 2017 to 2022.xxiii. Even despite the shutdown
in 2020, marijuana sales were up 48% globally over 2019 figures.xix
Domestic led entrepreneurship: According to Travel Daily News, cannabis tourism is leisure
travel done for the specific purpose of consuming marijuana.xxiv However, what seems to make
marijuana unique from other forms of tourism are the numerous opportunities for small domestic
operations to participate in the tourism industry.xxv Research suggests that marijuana tourists
specifically seek out small, domestically owned and operated experiences, including but not
limited to ganja goddess retreats, wine and weed tours and lounges, cannabis cooking classes,
cannabis massages and spa therapies, puff and paint parties and numerous cannabis themed
farm/dispensary tours.xxv,xxvi Moreover, marijuana tourism can be successfully fused with other
forms of tourism, including gastronomy, relaxation and or yoga retreats, eco-tourism, heritage
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tourism and even adventure tourism by simply “infusing” marijuana options into the various
product offerings.
Given, the attractiveness of local entrepreneurial activity to cannabis tourists. A focused effort by
local governments to incentivize small entrepreneurs can lead to a burgeoning cannabis industry
designed to benefit small, domestic businesses and amplify multiplier effects in local economies.
Numerous industries have the potential to grow and develop, ranging from growers, pharmacists
and dispensaries, restaurants and culinary centers, heritage and cultural activities like bus tours,
farm tours, cannabis-themed concerts, shows and exhibitions, marijuana culinary classes and
smoking lounges.
More attractive tourist profile: Marijuana tourists are also very attractive to the region as they
stay longer (5.1 nights versus 4.6 nights) and spend more ($2036 versus $1869), two areas that
have proved to be very important to the regional marketsxxvii According to researchers there are
potentially two kinds of marijuana tourists: those that travel primarily to engage in smoking
cannabis within a touristic experience.xxviii Secondly there are tourists that travel to a location and
while on vacation engage in a cannabis themed activity. Cannabis tourism is considered to be a
subset of wellness tourism and a typical profile of a wellness tourist suggests that they tend to be
affluent, more educated and environmentally conscious than other forms of tourists.xxix, xxx Making
them very attractive to tourism professionals in terms of the potential offerings, and the respective
price point that can be charged.
A 2020 study by MMGY Travel Intelligence and Enlighten Strategies found that 29% of all active
leisure travelers and 18% of all Americans are interested in cannabis-related activities on a
vacation. The study noted that these potential marijuana tourists were interested in activities such
as “visiting dispensaries, trying CBD and THC infused edibles and drinks, experiencing a spa
treatment with a CBD product and sampling cannabis in a safe environment” p. 1 More than 50%
of survey respondents indicated their willingness to participate in a cannabis related activity where
smoking marijuana was legal, and over a quarter indicated that they have already embarked on a
cannabis tourism trip in the past. These numbers of recent cannabis touristic experiences increase
significantly when the population focuses on younger generations; as 44% of American
Millennials; and 23% of American Gen Zers have taken a cannabis-related tourism trip.xxxi The
study also highlights the attractiveness of health-related cannabis tourism as 76% of respondents
indicated their interests in learning more about health-related benefits of cannabis consumption.xxxi
Proximity to Existing Markets: Given the Caribbean’s proximity to two of the largest marijuana
markets in the world- American and Canadian tourists, the Caribbean region is well poised
geographically to offer cannabis tourism offerings. A 2020 study of American tourists found that
66% of respondents had positive feelings towards cannabis.xxxii However, despite the proximity
and availability of potential American/Canadian cannabis tourists, a thriving cannabis tourism
sector does not require large number of foreign tourists. Cannabis has been popular in the
Caribbean region for centuries and one could even argue that the region has been marketed as the
ideal location to smoke marijuana. To a certain extent, cannabis smoking has almost been infused
into the branding of the Caribbean region in general. Most islands have significant populations of
cannabis smokers and well-developed underground cannabis markets. Extant literature indicates
that while there is mixed research on whether the legalization of cannabis leads to more individuals
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in the domestic market smoking,xxxiii however, the research does tell us that existing marijuana
smokers do travel to engage in legal smoking activities.xxxi Suggesting that domestic cannabis
tourism is possibly just as strong in the Caribbean as it is in our North American neighbors.
Thereby allowing for a more diverse market of visitors than other enclave alternatives.
Natural factor endowments: The Caribbean region has long been the home to cannabis plants.
Illegal cultivation of cannabis plants has been occurring in the region for centuries and throughout
the region locals have smoked marijuana for a variety of reasons. The region has become
synonymous with the Rastafarian religion using marijuana as part of their spiritual practices and
farmers have long been planting the herb as a supplement to their finances. Even the typography
of the Caribbean is suitable for cannabis cultivation. Long days of sunlight and warmer
temperature make for ideal growing conditions and blooming for the cannabis plant.xxxiv
These five factors offer a wide range of factors and conditions that favor marijuana tourism over
alternative tourism models. However, a successful cannabis tourism sector must be steeped in
proper legislation and regulation. CARICOM has not taken any steps as a body beyond forming
a commission to look into cannabis development across the region. However, several nations
across CARICOM have made initial steps towards decriminalization and the development of
cannabis related laws, legal framework and regulation. The following section outlines some of the
work that has been done across the region this far.
Developing Legislation in The Region
Several governments throughout the region have begun the decriminalization of marijuana
process, as the precursor to developing legislation to legalize cannabis throughout CARICOMxxxv.
The effort is being led by Jamaica, the first government to pass legislation to decriminalize the use
of marijuana.xxxvi In 2015, Jamaica developed the Cannabis Licensing Authority; the body that
will be responsible for authorizing permits and cannabis licenses throughout the state and in 2016
the CLA began operationsxxxvii. Antigua and Bermuda and St. Vincent and the Grenadines, both
followed two years later in 2018 with legislation to decriminalize cannabis in their respective
countries.
In 2019, St. Kitts Nevis accepted recommendations by the National Commission on Marijuana to
start the decriminalization processxxxviii and St. Vincent and the Grenadines, set up a medical
marijuana program in their countryxxxix. In 2020, Trinidad and Tobago joined other CARICOM
nations and finalized legislation to decriminalize cannabisxl and Grenada created a model for local
marijuana cultivation and distribution focused on developing the local farming industry.xxxv In the
same year the Cannabis Control Bill in Trinidad and Tobago established the Cannabis Licensing
Authority.xl In 2021 Grenada reported being in the final stages of reviewing legislation to
decriminalize marijuana in the countryxli.
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Figure 1. Marijuana Decriminalization Across CARICOM
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Conclusion
Cannabis tourism offers an alternative tourism model with a multiplier effect superior to the
current tourism product, without the dependence on significant foreign investment. Instead, this
new model will focus on local ownership, a diverse set of tourism components, the development
of multi downstream tourism industries and a strong export trade that will supplement the industry
in the short run and in the long run, create even stronger demand overseas. Cannabis tourism is a
lucrative trade that has allowed other cities and states to significant increase their revenue through
cannabis taxation. There is a burgeoning demand for this tourism product and the tourist profile
is far more attractive than the typical profile of current tourists visiting the region. Additionally,
there is a significant domestic population that will allow us to diversify from our current
dependency on non-domestic tourism. This paper is arguing that the cannabis tourism model will
encourage the development of spill-over industries and fuel other developments such as increased
research and development, environmental education, industrywide innovation, increased
competition, economic diversification, and agricultural adaptations.
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Socioeconomic Impact of COVID-19 on the Indigenous Peoples in Suriname
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Abstract
COVID-19 pandemic is having devastating impact on the living conditions of the vulnerable
groups in society such as People with Disabilities (PWDs), Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (ITPs),
Women/Girls, Youth, and Elderly. Structural disadvantages like inadequate social protection
system, inadequate infrastructure, weak communication systems, the absence of public and private
sector basic services, and lack of legislation that addresses discrimination, alongside effective
enforcement, are exacerbated by the pandemic. A Socioeconomic Impact Assessment (SEIA)
among Indigenous Households in Suriname found that the pandemic has negatively impacted the
unemployment rates, poverty and exclusion. Forty-three percent of indigenous households have
lost income since the pandemic started, while the price of food, hygiene supplies and transportation
has increased. The data also indicates that girls and women, are at risk to be excluded from social
protection schemes considering existing exclusionary forces, structural disadvantages, and
limitations in capabilities.
There is urgent need to support government efforts to improve food security, access to healthcare
(including personal protective equipment), health insurance, sanitation, education, and
employment opportunities for indigenous communities struggling with COVID-19. There is need
for a long-term strategy that addresses exclusion and helps ensure indigenous people are included
in policy making – by giving their representatives a voice in designing the COVID-19 response
and other policies.
This paper recognizes the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on the Indigenous Peoples in
Suriname and advocates that concerted efforts should be made to address their vulnerabilities and
promote inclusion.
Key words: COVID-19, socioeconomic impact, Indigenous Peoples, Suriname, inclusion
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“Without urgent socioeconomic responses, global suffering will escalate, jeopardizing lives and
livelihoods for years to come.” - UNDP

Background
COVID-19 caused by the SARS-CoV-2 detected in China in December of 2019i, had rapidly
spread across all world regions, and was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO) on March 11th, 2020.ii The United Nations Framework for the Immediate Socio-Economic
Response to the COVID 19 Crisis warned that the COVID-19 pandemic is greater than a health
crisis, and is affecting societies and economies all over the world. Further, it was recognized that
while the impact of the pandemic may vary from country to country, the ultimate result will be
increased poverty on a global scale; thus, making achievement of SDGs even more urgent in
contemporary times.
The United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (UNECLAC)
noted that in 2020, the pandemic sparked the biggest crisis that Latin America and the Caribbean’s
labor markets have experienced since 1950. On a global level, the region’s labor markets were the
most affected by the crisis prompted by COVID-19 – with the number of employed persons falling
9.0% in 2020 – and the recovery expected for 2021 will not be enough to attain pre-crisis levels.iii
iv

The pandemic also led to a sharp decline in labor participation, particularly among women. With
the crisis, female participation reached 46.9% in 2020, which represents a setback to levels seen
in 2002. In 2021, this indicator is expected to recover, reaching an estimated 49.1%, but that would
still only be similar to 2008 levels. v vi
According to the International Labour Organization (ILO)vii massive employment losses fell
hardest on certain sectors, such as hospitality, culture, retail, and tourism, while other sectors (such
as information and communications, and financial and insurance activities) actually benefited
greatly. Similarly, the crisis had a disproportionately severe impact on low- and medium-skilled
workers and on self-employed workers, threatening greater labour market inequalities in the years
to come. At the same time, the crisis has acted as a magnifier of economic and social inequality,
laying bare the gaps between the “haves” and the “have nots”, and between those who could work
from home and those who could not. The pandemic has exposed and exacerbated deep-rooted
labour market and structural socioeconomic inequalities within and across countries, evidenced by
the unevenly distribution of the crisis-induced labour income losses across workers and sectors.viii
UNECLAC proposed channeling investment into sectors that would promote a new development
pattern and that can boost competitiveness and employment while reducing the environmental
footprint. These include: the transition towards renewable energy; sustainable mobility in cities;
the digital revolution, to universalize access to technology; the health-care manufacturing industry;
the bioeconomy and ecosystem services; the care economy; the circular economy; and sustainable
tourism. ix x
The International Monetary Fund (IMF) warned that many Caribbean countries risk becoming
COVID-19 economic long-haulers, as the pandemic’s economic fallout might be felt in the region
long after the health emergency is controlled. The reason is that most of its countries rely heavily
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on tourism. Due to their small size and limited room to maneuver, Caribbean economies are among
the most affected by the pandemic. With annual hotel stays plummeting by 70 percent and cruise
ship travel completely halted, tourism-dependent countries contracted by 9.8 percent in 2020;
while the commodity exporters in the region (Trinidad & Tobago, Suriname, and Guyana) are less
affected and saw a mild contraction of 0.2 percent.xi
Suriname has endured its 3rd and is currently preparing for its 4th epidemiological wave with the
emergence of the more infectious Delta variant. According to the latest situation report of the Pan
American Health Organization (PAHO)xii, as of 26th August 2021, Suriname reported a cumulative
total of 28,453 confirmed cases with the transmission category remaining that of community
transmission. There were 707 reported deaths resulting from COVID-19 infection with an
increased crude case fatality rate of 2.5%. The infection rate for the country was 4,939 per 100,000
population (total population of575,991) with a 7-day cumulative incidence of 192.5 per 100,000
population compared to 126.9 per 100,000 in the previous week. The effective Rt was 1.54,
compared to 1.21 in the previous week. The age groups of the confirmed cases most affected had
consistently remained the productive age groups between 20-59 years; with these age groups
accounting for 76.3 % of the total cases. The confirmed deaths by ethnicity in absolute and relative
numbers, indicated a continued high proportion among Hindustani (East Indian), followed by
Javanese and Creoles of the overall deaths registered for COVID-19. However, a quarter (27.16%)
of the deceased cases ethnicity remained unknown while the Indigenous peoples represented
5.80% of all deaths.xiii
Since Suriname recorded its first COVID-19 case on March 13th, 2020, local authorities acted
swiftly to contain the importation of the virus, by barring access to the country and closing its
borders (by land, sea, and air), indefinitely. Authorities subsequently limited social gatherings,
closed schools and universities, and restricted economic activities.
The Covid-19 State of Emergency Act was passed for the first time on 08 April 2020 after a
marathon meeting of Parliament accompanied by an approval for the establishment of an
emergency fund of 400 million Suriname Dollars (SRD). The period for the state of emergency
had a maximum of three months, with a possibility of extension.xiv The aim of the law was to
declare the civil state of emergency and to take extraordinary measures in connection with the
prevention of uncontrolled spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus that could seriously endanger the
public health, safety, and economy, as well as in implementation of Article 72 of the Constitutionxv.
This law provides for the establishment of a special Crisis Management Team (the COVID-19
Crisis Management Team) by the President, which has a special task of addressing the specific
state of emergency or crisis.xvi Consequently the law was extended each time it expired, leading
towards an extension of twelve months on February 6, 2021. xvii xviii
Suriname was already facing serious economic difficulties when COVID-19 emerged. The country
was going through a deep recession after the 2015 commodity price shock, which the country is
still recovering from. The economy had experienced a triple commodity shock: first, the price of
gold declined by 30% compared to 2012; secondly, crude oil prices declined by 56% compared to
a previous peak in 2012; and finally, alumina production came to a halt.xix These three
commodities being the cornerstone of the Surinamese economy. Suriname’s dependence on
commodities increased over time and represented 86% of exports and 36% of government revenue
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in 2018.xx The new Cabinet which took office after the democratic elections of May 2020 faced a
difficult situation with high inflation, low international reserves, a large fiscal deficit, and
significant fiscal and big financing needs when assuming office. The already-serious economic
situation was further exacerbated by the challenges arising from the Covid-19 pandemic and
volatility in the terms of trade.
The IMF reported on its website that the Government of Suriname presented a home-grown
economic programme, the Recovery Plan (RP) 2020-2022, which is centered on protecting and
enhancing well-targeted support programmes for the poor and most vulnerable and to ensure health
spending was available to decisively counter the pandemic. To protect international reserves and
increase Suriname’s capacity to adjust to external shocks, the authorities are committed to pursuing
a flexible exchange rate, to realign the official exchange so as to eliminate the parallel market
premium, and ensure monetary policy is effective in bringing down the current high rates of
inflation. At the same time, the programme aimed at an important reduction in the fiscal deficit as
well as a broad restructuring of public debt to restore the country to a sustainable debt position.xxi
The Reform Plan 2020-2022 was approved by the Surinamese Parliament on June 27 2021 and
with the approval the government received the mandate to implement plan.xxii The government
noted that the aim of the Recovery Plan was to get the economy of Suriname, which had
deteriorated considerably in recent years, back on track through a package of 185 measures and
projects. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) had been called to support the execution of the
RP, for which a Staff Level (technical level) Agreement was reached on April 29, 2021.xxiii
According to the IMF the RP aimed to lay the foundation for a strong, resilient, and inclusive
economic recovery through protecting the poor, lowering inflation, restoring debt sustainability,
and investing in the future. Supported by the IMF Extended Fund Facility (EFF) the programme
included an increase in fiscal resources provided to the most vulnerable members of the society, a
substantial reduction of the fiscal deficit, an immediate shift to a flexible exchange rate, the
adoption of a sound monetary regime to reduce inflation, the rebuilding of international reserves,
and a range of institutional reforms to strengthen policymaking and improve governance.xxiv
The RP recognized differences between the populations in various geographical areas as well as
the availability of public services in the country where normally, a distinction is made between
city, district and inland. The RP also noted that poverty and wealth were distributed differently,
which in turn had to do with issues such as the level of education, language skills (in Dutch) and
employment opportunities. However, the RP obviously applies to all of Suriname, the entire
population, and does not include special provision for the people living in the hinterland such as
the Indigenous Peoples (IPs), except through the adoption of financial inclusion principle which
may improve the efficiency and timely reach of the Social Safety Net provisions and related cash
transfers.
As anticipated, the measures of the RP require sacrifices from the population, who will feel the
effects in the short-term, possibly resulting in increased poverty among certain sections of the
population.xxv At the same time ccontainment measures of COVID-19 resulted in loss of household
and community incomes, including a reduction in remittances, and this will have a major impact
on the segment of the Surinamese population who are already multi-dimensionally poor.xxvi To be
sure, several groups have been severely and disproportionately affected by the pandemic, and this
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has to be taken into consideration. For instance, indigenous peoples and people with disabilities
found that pre-existing barriers and inequalities were further accentuated by COVID-19. xxvii The
members of the Suriname Business Association (VSB)xxviii strongly recommended that experts in
many areas should come together to develop a nuanced and widely supported approach with a
longer-term vision for how Suriname should deal with this situation.xxix The private sector urged
for more clarity regarding containment measures such as lockdowns, a clear step-by-step plan on
how to restart the economy, with an emphasis on the importance of consultations with
stakeholders.
This paper elaborates on the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 on Indigenous Peoples in
Suriname, using the results of the Rapid Digital Socioeconomic Impact Assessment (RD- SEIA)
launched by the UNDP Country Office Suriname in 2020.xxx The focus of this paper is primarily
on the employment and social security aspects of the study. This paper is also meant to advocate
for collaborative efforts to address the disparities and exclusion experienced by the Indigenous
who are mostly located in the rural districts and hinterland of Suriname.
Social Protection
Two recently emerging standard recommendations to compensate for negative socio-economic
effects of COVID-19 containment measures are adapt, adjust, and or, strengthen the social security
system through increase of cash transfers instead of in-kind help and to use electronic/online
platforms for the delivery of public transfers and for schooling. Both are problematic to apply in
the case of indigenous households given the high number of households without continuous
provision of electricity, limited access to internet, low digital literacy, and lack of possession of
the relevant hardware and software. The digital divide is a key issue to be recognised in these
communities.
In some countries, social protection has been insensitive to the needs of women, children,
indigenous people, and people with disabilities. According to the UNDP and UN Women, the
global jobs and social protection response to the crisis have been largely gender-blind and similarly
indigenous people were not well served. Social protection is concerned with protecting and
facilitating assistance to those who are poor and vulnerable, such as children, women, the elderly,
people living with disabilities, the displaced, the unemployed, and the sick. There are ongoing
debates about which interventions constitute social protection, and into which category they fit, as
social protection overlaps with a number of livelihoods, human capital, and food security
interventions.xxxi Social protection is commonly understood as “all public and private initiatives
that provide income or consumption transfers to the poor, protect the vulnerable against livelihood
risks and enhance the social status and rights of the marginalized; with the overall objective of
reducing the economic and social vulnerability of poor, vulnerable and marginalized groups”.xxxii
Basic social protection is understood as social protection floors which are needed to guarantee
citizens an income ensuring minimum living conditions; access to essential health care; food and
access to clean water and sanitation; and education for children and adolescents. In the case of oldage and disability, this coverage should secure access to some kind of income, either monetary or
in-kind, guaranteed in the context of social security for citizens in disability and/or old age
terms.xxxiii
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According to Hanlon, Barrientos, and Hulme the objectives of social protection vary widely,
including reducing poverty and vulnerability, building human capital, empowering women, and
girls, improving livelihoods, and responding to economic and other shocks. As a result, the form
and function of social protection programmes can be quite disparate, according to their particular
objectives.xxxiv Social protection has been traditionally linked to a country’s social policy/public
finance seeking to achieve three main goals: In the first place, prevention from life- and workrelated hazards (e.g., unemployment, disability); secondly, protection from hardship and losses in
human capital (e.g., due to exogenous shocks, inequalities, chronic poverty, etc.); and thirdly, the
promotion of increased opportunities for better livelihoods.
Social protection instruments, particularly social pensions and social assistance are priority
instruments to expedite poverty reduction. If well designed, social protection instruments are
highly redistributive and important in raising incomes and initiating a positive spiral of aggregate
demand in domestic markets. Like employment, social protection is mostly a national issue;
however, there are benefits from regional cooperation.xxxv ‘Safety nets’ are a form of social
protection which help people meet immediate basic needs in times of crisis. Typical short-term
goals are to mitigate the immediate impact of shocks and to ‘smooth’ consumption. The World
Bank has a different definition, which defines ‘Safety Nets’ as social assistance programmes.xxxvi
There are also different approaches of social protection. The World Bank developed an influential
framework for social protection based on the social risk management approach, which
emphasized the safety net function and protection for shock (natural, political or socioeconomic)
prevention and recovery in 2001.xxxvii There is also the life-cycle approach which based on a simple
framework, which recognizes that all are exposed to different vulnerabilities throughout the course
of their lives and that social protection has to respond to such diverse vulnerabilities. Identifying
the needs for social assistance at different life stages results in a more appropriate responses for
each vulnerable group, such as pre-school-age children, school-age children, adolescents,
working-age adults, pregnant and lactating mothers, and older persons. Persons with disabilities
are considered separately. And the transformative social protection is a rights-based approach,
focusing on social justice, and aiming at social exclusion, moving beyond income poverty and
livelihood shocksxxxviii. The interventions focus on transforming the determinants of inequality,
entrenched on legal frameworks, opportunity deficits, barriers of access, etc. They address the
imbalances of power that create or maintain social groups excluded and marginalizedxxxix.
The ILO’s highly influential social protection floor is articulated into four components: access to
basic essential health care for all, and minimum income security for all children, for all people of
working age, and for all older persons. Closing coverage gaps is the first goal for this approach.xl
The Constitution of Surinamexli recognizes universal rights to social services such as healthcare,
education, and housing, as well as social inclusion and participation, and cultural diversity. In
Article 6 (d, e), it defines a just distribution of national income as a means of extending well-being
and prosperity over all segments of the population, and as one of the social goals of the state.
Article 24 of the constitution prescribes those necessary conditions that should be created to meet
the basic needs of the citizens such as work, food, healthcare, education, energy, clothing, and
communication. Further, in Article 25, the Constitution recognizes work as the most important
means for human development, while at the same time instructing the state, through Article 50, to
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define social security policies for widows, orphans, the elderly, people living with disability and
people who can no longer work.
Suriname has outlined its development priorities in its National Development Plan (NDP)20172021.xlii The Plan is structured around four pillars including strengthening development capacity
and social progress. The NDP 2017-2021 acknowledges that gender equality and women's
empowerment are pre-conditions for achieving national development and fulfilling the
commitments related to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The Ministry of Social
Affairs and Public Housing, mandated with the social protection policy noted in its Policy Plan
2021-2025, that its Social Protection Programme aims to support and strengthen vulnerable groups
in society, whereby necessary measures will be undertaken, and activities carried out so that every
citizen has access to basic goods.xliii It is commendable that the Surinamese authorities established
an emergency fund equivalent to 1.3% of the GDP, with the purpose of enhancing social protection
programmes in Suriname, with focus on the most vulnerable groups. In the early months of the
pandemic, 30,000 households registered to receive food packages.xliv Through initially physical
and later online registration, the government of Suriname provided individuals and businesses
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic the opportunity to apply for financial support. The
registration and screening process is led by the Ministry of Labour, Employment and Youth
Affairs.xlv
In terms of its social safety net, Suriname has approximately seven cash or in-kind transfer
programmes administered by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Public Housing: 1. The financial
assistance programme (FB); 2. The Alivio complement; 3. The allowance for people with
disabilities (UPH); 4. The child allowance; 5. The food for kids’ in-kind provision (meals); 6. The
school supplies allowance, the school fees allowance (run by the Ministry of Education); and 7.
the Social Health Card. Very little systematic and comprehensive data and information
(administrative cost per benefit, targeting efficiency particularly under- coverage, adequacy of
benefits, evaluations of their efficacy etc.) on these programmes is available. Further, the system
is challenged by a lack of, or absence of a sustainable financing mechanism. The system is not
shock-responsive as no automatic stabilizers are in place to mitigate negative shocks and amount
of money a household needs to cover, fully or partially, a set of basic and / or recovery needs.
ILO’s most recent publication “World Social Protection Report 2020–22” captured that in 2020,
33.5% of the Surinamese population was covered by at least one social protection benefit
excluding health, 29.6% vulnerable persons covered by social assistance and 71.0% had universal
health coverage. The report also noted that the total expenditure on social protection (excluding
health) represented 1.6% of the GDP, and 5.3% on domestic government health expenditure in
2020.xlvi
Given the magnitude of the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on poverty, it is likely that humanitarian
and development partners will need to mobilize significant funds to provide assistance through
cash transfers. This in turn could make coordination of social protection interventions even more
complex, which will require greater coordination of partners through the social safety nets division
of the national directorate for social protection.xlvii Many studies have reported the close links
between infectious diseases, malnutrition, and other communicable diseases, and the lack or
insufficient access to drinking water, sanitation, adequate housing, education, and health services.
The poverty-health link is also manifested in reduced learning capabilities and socioeconomic and
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income earning capacity opportunities.xlviii The eradication of poverty demands an integrated
approach and should be a joint effort between government, civil society, and the private sector,
while curbing inequality requires the development of a fully comprehensive public policy aimed
at bridging the huge gaps between the different strata within society.xlix
Rapid Digital Socioeconomic Impact Assessment (RD SEIA) among Indigenous Households
in Suriname
According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) assessing the impacts of the
COVID-19 crisis on societies, economies and vulnerable groups is fundamental to inform and
tailor the responses of governments and partners to recover from the crisis and ensure that no one
is left behind in this effort.l As the technical lead for the socio-economic response, UNDP and its
country offices worldwide are working under the leadership of the UN Resident Coordinators, and
in close collaboration with specialized UN agencies, UN Regional Economic Commissions, and
International Financial Institutes (IFIs), to assess the socio-economic impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on economies and communities.li Some groups in society are especially vulnerable
during the pandemic and will continue to feel the long-term impacts of the crisis. In Suriname, the
Indigenous Peoples (IPs) continue to face widespread exclusion and marginalization, which has
been further magnified by the COVID-19 pandemic. Their already vulnerable position as a result
of myriad of challenges ranging from continuity of health services, scant local presence of medical
doctors, limited access to health workers, distance to nearest emergency health facilities, and
limited means of transport, comes under further pressure with the emergence of the COVID-19
pandemic. Suriname is home to four distinct Indigenous Peoples (Kaliña, Lokono, Trio and
associated peoples, and Wayana) comprising up to four percent of the total population of the
country. The IPs mainly live in the rural-interior region of the country, spread over 80% of the
geographical landmass and depend heavily on their area’s natural resources. These are the basis of
their livelihood and are intimately intertwined with their social, cultural, and spiritual lives.
Customary law and kinship regulate access to these resources, including land. However, neither
are their languages legally recognised nor is communal tribal land ownership enshrined into law.
Structural concerns for these communities derive from pressures on resources from the extractive
industry. The constant illegal entrance by gold miners from neighbouring countries Brazil and
French Guiana adds to the source of contracting the virus and puts an extra pressure on these
communities’ vulnerable position.lii Often illegal, mining is resulting in deforestation and an
alarming increase in mercury levels, above the World Health Organization (WHO) safety levels,
amongst the IPs.liii The communities have limited access to basic services such as health,
electricity, and water and sanitation due to their rural-interior location with the associated reduced
basic infrastructure. The language barrier for Indigenous People could represent an additional
challenge for the effective communication of containment policies, as many communities use
native languages.liv
Literature Review
Overview of the literature highlights the fact that important socioeconomic characteristics are
being overlooked when data are collected. As COVID-19 spreads worldwide, it is crucial to collect
and report data on socioeconomic determinants as well as race/ethnicity to identify high-risk and
vulnerable populations.lv Khalatbari-Soltani et allvi argued that the influence of socioeconomic
factors on COVID-19 transmission, severity and outcomes is not yet known and is subject to
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scrutiny and investigation. The socio-economic impacts of the COVID-19 containment at the
household level (bottom-up approach), was underlined by Martin et al. lvii, as it can complement
the macroeconomic and financial impact assessment, by providing much finer estimates of the
distributional impacts. It could also better account for households’ coping capacity, the role of
people’s savings, and the higher resilience of multi-job households. Budd et al.lviii posited that
while the COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing, it is too early to fully quantify the added value of digital
technologies to the pandemic response and advocated that there is an urgent need for alignment of
international strategies for the regulation, evaluation and use of digital technologies to strengthen
pandemic management and future preparedness for COVID-19 and other infectious diseases. As
Goha et allix noted, the COVID-19 pandemic is a reminder or ‘wake-up call’ of how a more
equitable distribution of money, power and resources at global, national and local levels benefits
all. Even though indigenous peoples and other socio-economically disadvantaged communities
will likely bear the brunt of the pandemic, no one will be spared its pervasive health, social,
economic and political consequences.lx
Methodology
The Rapid Digital Socioeconomic Assessment on the impact of COVID-19 (RD-SEIA) among
indigenous households was launched by UNDP Country Office Suriname in 2020. This was
triggered by the initial identification of vulnerable groups under an overall UN Socio-Economic
Impact Assessment and Response Plan for COVID-19 in Suriname prepared by the UN Country
Team with technical lead of UNDP and aiming to help expedite and facilitate urgent support.lxi
The RD SEIA utilized the Digital Household Socio-Economic Impact Assessment (SEIA)
methodology. Primary microeconomic level data was collected and analyzed following the key
question “What are the direct and indirect impacts of COVID-19 on the living conditions,
livelihoods, autonomy and decision-making of the indigenous tribal households in Suriname.” The
objective of RD-SEIA in the face of the COVID-19 crisis was to assist the government of Suriname
with analysis that would support the early relief measures, recovery strategies and to facilitate
decision-making processes regarding the indigenous population.
In particular, the study aimed to provide guidance on how to minimize the consequences of
COVID-19 for the households at-risk of falling into poverty and ensure that the most vulnerable
populations are protected; and to identify and address immediate needs and pave the way for
UNDP to assist the national government to address the more structural socio-economic bottlenecks
in Suriname, with specific focus on the Indigenous Community, and build back stronger and
greener. Implemented with the support from the Data Hub of the Crisis Bureau and Regional Hub
for Latin America and the Caribbean, and in collaboration with of Association of the Indigenous
Village Leaders (VIDS), the process involved a sample size of 300 households selected from 17
villages (out of 52 villages which are members of VIDS), throughout the five regions (East
Suriname, West Suriname, Central Suriname, East-South Suriname - Trio, Southern-West Wayana) and ten administrative districts of Suriname.
Data was collected using the SEIA standardized Indigenous Communities model household online
questionnaire adapted to suit Suriname’s need. A rigorous sampling design ensured sample
representativeness, and data analysis using Kobotoolbox Excel analyzer, visualization using Power
BI, and advanced data analysis using standard survey analyses software packages. Over 300
indigenous households were approached, and 289 surveys were successfully completed.lxii
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Discussion
The RD-SEIA found that the pandemic has exacerbated unemployment rates, poverty, and
exclusion for the indigenous community. 43% of indigenous households have lost income since
the pandemic started, even as the price of food, hygiene supplies and transportation has increased.
Besides worsening the poverty faced by these communities, in a practical sense this economic
downturn is inflaming the risk of infection, with 43% of indigenous people also saying they have
found it difficult to obtain key hygiene items such as sanitizers and masks. Unregulated migration
fueled by illegal mining has also been a potential risk behind the spread of the virus in indigenous
territories.lxiii
The data collected revealed that there is an urgent need to support government efforts to improve
food security, access to healthcare (including personal protective equipment), health insurance,
sanitation, education, and employment opportunities for indigenous communities struggling with
COVID-19. There is a need for a long-term strategy that addresses exclusion and helps ensure
indigenous people are included in policy-making by giving their representatives a voice in
designing the COVID-19 response and other policies. Indigenous languages must be
accommodated in this process and to facilitate indigenous development.lxiv
The survey found that largest majority of indigenous peoples preferred some form of in-kind
assistance compared to cash-based assistance. The two top priorities are food security and health,
particularly the supply of materials to practice safety measures in the communities.
More generally, they constitute valuable policy and prioritisation tools to help guiding public
policy, inclusive of geographic targeting of poverty reduction programmes and the design of social
protection policies.lxv The evidence suggests that indigenous women are generally overrepresented in vulnerable and underpaid sectors, largely within the informal economy and are more
likely to be the caretakers of children, elderly parents, and extended family members, and often
are food producers (planting and processing of food).
To compensate for negative socio-economic effects of COVID-19 containment measures is to
adapt, adjust and/or strengthen the social security system through the increase of cash transfers
instead of in-kind help, and to use electronic/online platforms for the delivery of public transfers
and for schooling. Both are problematic to apply in the case of indigenous households given the
high number of households without electricity, limited access to internet, low digital literacy, and
lack of possession of the relevant hardware and software. The digital divide is a key issue to be
recognised in these communities.lxvi
The survey found that the largest majority of indigenous peoples preferred some form of in-kind
assistance compared to cash-based assistance. A significant number of respondents were interested
in cash-for-work or food-for-work programmes. Public investment programmes and public works
represent key government policy instruments to promote productive employment opportunities
and generating pro-poor growth. In the case of indigenous peoples, such investments could
represent an opportunity to tackle both unemployment and structural problems of inadequate
electricity, potable water, sewerage, and neighbourhood roads. By applying employment-friendly
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technologies in as many infrastructure sectors as possible results is a win-win strategy as it not
only boosts overall economic productivity and job creation but also has significant economic,
social, and environmental impact. As a large proportion of those seeking jobs identified training
as a desired option, this could complement present and future infrastructure projects.lxvii
The circumstances of the Indigenous Peoples warrant the adoption of the transformative social
protection approach, which defines social protection as the set of right-based to act in the
determinants of the poverty, with particular care on reacting to the shocks produced by political,
socioeconomic, or environmental factors, aiming to implement initiative that will go beyond to
reestablish the wellbeing of the vulnerable populations to the level previous to the shock. That
approach seeks to use resources and to create social attention to reduce exclusion, and equip the
vulnerable populations to develop capabilities for improving their wellbeing.
Further, implementing social protection programmes in small remote interior villages where highly
vulnerable populations live, remains problematic given geographical and logistical challenges,
high administrative costs, and the almost complete absence of infrastructure and transport
opportunities.lxviii Innovative solutions should be found to addressing the geographical and
logistical challenges in implementing social protection programmes in IP villages in the interior,
such as the use of telephone banking, as most areas in the interior are already connected to the
wireless telephone network, and collaboration with other institutions which have regular
operations in the hinterland or are permanently represented in the interior, such the Ministry of
Regional Development and Sport, and the Medical Mission for Primary Health Care. lxix
As part of the “financial inclusion” initiative under the RP, the first Cashpoint ATM was placed in
the village Guyaba, Upper Suriname Region, in the Sipaliwini District (Interior) on 31 July 2021.lxx
The pandemic exacerbated social inequalities and structural shortfall of basic services. Although
the country has taken immediate actions, such as closing its borders, prescribing social distancing,
and instituting (both partial and full) lockdowns to manage the situation nationally, the coverage
with regards to information dissemination, sanitary facilities (for handwashing) and facilitation
such as testing and provision to quarantine facilities in case of a full outbreak in the hinterland, are
not adequate (or are absent in some areas) due to various factors including: limited national
capacity, scarce financial resources, limited media reach and language barriers. The already
vulnerable position of the ITPs as a result of a myriad of challenges ranging from continuity of
health services, no local presence of medical doctors, limited access to health workers, distance to
nearest emergency health facilities, and limited means of transport, have come under further
pressure with emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Conclusions and Recommendations:
This socio-economic impact assessment (SEIA) of the Covid-19 pandemic on Suriname’s
indigenous populations offers an invaluable source of information for evidence-based policymaking, institutional support, and programmatic interventions targeting the most vulnerable
households as per the leaving-no-one-behind and reaching-the-furthest-behind-first pledges of the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
Impetus to employment will require productive and labor policies to promote labor insertion,
especially on the part of women and young people; spearheading of sectoral policies for the
53

reactivation of productive activities that were severely affected by the crisis (such as commerce
and tourism), extending and deepening support programmes for micro, small and medium-sized
enterprises (MSMEs); and strengthening of the care economy.lxxi
Respect for indigenous peoples’ culture and identities must go hand in hand with their meaningful
participation, as full and equal members of society. Social cohesion should be enhanced through
the promotion of inclusive social dialogue, and increased investment community response systems.
The Indigenous Peoples are indispensable partners and contributors to achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Their livelihoods and traditional knowledge, passed-on through intergenerational transmission, contribute to the protection of biodiversity and mitigation of climate
change, and can also positively contribute to building a successful COVID-19 response and
recovery. As this the first ever socioeconomic assessment of the Indigenous Peoples in Suriname,
the RD SEIA should not be a one-off exercise. The data collected serves as a baseline and can be
used to designing the respective policies and interventions. It is essential that follow-up studies to
monitor and measure progress.
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Appendix - Survey Results
The results of the study, captured in an extensive technical report, were presented during an official
online launch event together with the Data Dashboard on August 13th, 2021. This study, regarded
as ground-breaking, represents the first dedicated study on socio-economic impact of COVID-19
on Indigenous Households in Latin America and the Caribbean region, and the study helps to
address the data gap on Indigenous Peoples in Suriname and contributes to better policy
formulation. It is also the first survey conducted digitally among Indigenous Households in
Suriname.
Among others, the survey inquired about the three dimensions of the labour market participation;
status as of December 2019 (Table 1) of the household head, their economic sector of employment
(Table 2), and the type of ownership (Table 3) where employed. There was a high proportion who
did not identify employment status, economic sector, and type of ownership. Note that there were
high non-responses for these questions. About 15% of household heads were either unemployed
or out of the labour force and another 9% were unemployed and looking for a job with a higher
percentage for female headed households, 15% compared to, 5%, of male headed households. The
three major categories of employment were full-time (26%), part-time (15%), and self-employed
(16%). The largest sector was agriculture (16%), rising to 22% for female headed households and
39% for the Trio (concentrated in the deep south).lxxii
Table 1. Employment Status in December 2019 (Percentage)
All
Business with employees
Family worker
Full time
N/A
Not working/Not looking for a job
Part time
Self-employed (self-operated business)
Unemployed (and looking for a job)

2.4
0.7
25.6
16.3
14.9
15.6
15.9
8.7

Male HH
3.7
1.1
29.8
17.0
12.8
16.5
13.8
5.3

Female HH
0.0
0.0
17.8
14.9
18.8
13.9
19.8
14.9

Kalina

Lokono
6.3

33.3
3.7
13.6
21.0
16.1
12.4

23.4
13.5
18.0
10.8
19.8
8.1

Kalina
10.0
5.7
11.4
2.9
4.3
2.9

Lokono
22.0
5.5
8.8
2.2
2.2
1.1

2.9
2.9

2.2
1.1
2.2
8.8
1.1
2.2

Other
4.7
34.9
25.6
16.3
11.6
2.3
4.7

Trio

Wayana

13.3
36.7
13.3
26.7
10.0

8.3
29.2
4.2
45.8
8.3
4.2

Table 2. Sector of Employment (in percent)
Agriculture / sale of crops
Arts and crafts (painters, sculptors,..
Civil servant
Construction
Discipline/security forces
Domestic work
Education
Factory worker
Financial sector
Fisheries
Forestry (timber and nontimber forest..
Health-care
Livestock/sale of animals
Mining
N/A
Other services
Other, Specify
Small retail (including stores and ca..
Tourism
Transportation (air/ground/water)
Workshop (carpenter, blacksmith)

All
16.3
4.5
8.1
1.6
2.0
1.6
0.4
0.8
0.4
2.4
6.9
2.0
2.0
1.6
26.0
6.9
8.5
2.4
2.4
0.4
2.4

Male HH
13.4
1.2
9.8
2.4
3.1
2.4
0.0
0.6
0.6
3.1
8.5
0.0
3.1
2.4
26.2
7.3
7.9
2.4
1.8
0.0
3.7

Female HH
22.0
11.0
4.9
0.0
0.0
0.0
1.2
1.2
0.0
1.2
3.7
6.1
0.0
0.0
25.6
6.1
9.8
2.4
3.7
1.2
0.0

2.9
20.0
4.3
14.3
4.3
2.9
1.4
7.1

19.8
6.6
6.6
3.3
3.3

Other
5.6

Trio
38.5

Wayana
4.4
8.7

11.1

2.8
2.8

2.8
2.8

7.7
3.9

2.8
41.7
16.7
11.1

38.5
3.9
3.9

4.4
17.4
13.0
8.7
8.7
30.4
4.4

3.9

1.1
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Table 3. Type of Ownership (in percent)
International agency
N/A
National/local government/ public sec..
Nonprofit institutions, NGOs, associa..
Other, Specify
Private employer
Privately owned enterprise (includes ..
Self employed
State-owned (fully or partly) enterpr..

All
1.6
30.9
12.2
1.2
14.2
9.4
7.3
17.9
5.3

Male HH
2.4
25.6
13.4
0.6
14.0
11.0
9.8
17.7
5.5

Female HH
0.0
41.5
9.8
2.4
14.6
6.1
2.4
18.3
4.9

Kalina
18.6
14.3

Lokono
3.3
30.8
12.1

12.9
12.9
7.1
30.0
4.3

12.1
7.7
13.2
16.5
4.4

Other

Trio

33.3
11.1
2.8
30.6
13.9

46.2
15.4
7.7
15.4

Wayana
4.4
47.8
4.4

8.7
3.9
3.9
7.7

8.3

30.4
4.4

Source: UNDP. 2021. Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname

The survey also inquired about employment of household’s members (Table 4). In about 23% of
households, only the household head was employed, while 44.3% had one other person working
in addition to the household head, and 25.3% with two additional members. Households by gender
and tribe had these three numbers although with different ranking regarding second and third
category. The survey also collected information on the three dimensions of employment that could
facilitate estimating diversity of income source by household. However, high non-response rates
precluded such a calculation.lxxiii
Table 4. Percentage of Households Members Employed
0
1
2
3
4

All
23.5
44.3
25.3
5.9
1.0

Male HH
20.7
40.4
29.8
8.5
0.5

Female HH
28.7
51.5
16.8
1.0
2.0

Kalina
16.1
49.4
32.1
2.5

Lokono
19.8
37.8
28.8
10.8
2.7

Other
27.9
41.9
23.3
7.0

Trio
46.7
46.7
6.7

Wayana
29.2
58.3
12.5

Source: UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname

A relatively small number (7%) answered to the question regarding if they sought other
employment opportunities (since the outbreak of COVID-19, had the household done anything to
compensate for a loss of income or in preparation for potential loss of income?).
However, when asked directly if a member of the household was seeking a job, the majority
answered in the affirmative (41%), with higher rate for female-headed households (61%),
compared to male-headed households (56%). More detail was found in the answer to the question:
“In order to supplement the household income, how many in the household started working or
incremented their weekly working hours since the outbreak of COVID- 19?” The largest increase,
(33%) was related to men aged 18 to 64 followed, followed by, by women of a similar age range
(24%). However, school age (5 to 13-year-olds), males responded at 6% and girls responded at
4%. For the Trio and the Wayana tribes these figures increase significantly to approximately 10%
and 20% for boys and girls respectively.lxxiv
The survey also asked what kind of support would be most useful for those seeking a job. The
majority (58%) responded that they wanted to get training for new skills, followed by
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unemployment benefits (39%); and this ranking was fairly consistent among tribes. However, it is
important to note that 68% of female-headed household supported for the training option compared
to only 54% of male-headed households. Conversely, only 31% of female-headed households
supported unemployment benefits, compared to 43% for the male-headed households.lxxv
The Livelihoods and food security dimension was also addressed by the survey. This dimension
was very rich in terms of the number of questions comprising each indicator and the range of
factors considered. It relied on fourteen questions from the survey. As regards employment status,
it considered self-employed, part-time employment, and no employment before the pandemic, as
well as family members looking for a job. Income was analysed from the perspective of a decline
in household monthly revenue of more than 25% since the beginning of the pandemic, and the
increase of working hours or active search for employment as a coping strategy to deal with the
income loss. The highest deprivations are found for the Food security (with 86% of deprived
households), the Education (81%), the Assistance (78%), followed by the Savingslxxvi (75%),
Income (70%) and Employment (69%) indicators.
A significant number of respondents were interested in cash-for-work or food-for-work
programmes. Public investment programmes and public works represent key government policy
instruments to promote productive employment opportunities and generating pro-poor growth. It
was also established that a large proportion of the workers in the construction industry were
unskilled. In the case of indigenous peoples, such investments could represent an opportunity to
tackle both unemployment and structural problems of inadequate electricity, potable water,
sewerage, and neighbourhood roads. By applying employment-friendly technologies in as many
infrastructure sectors as possible results is a win-win strategy as it not only boosts overall economic
productivity and job creation, but also has significant economic, social, and environmental impact.
As a large proportion of those seeking jobs identified training as a desired option such could
complement infrastructure projects.lxxvii
Another response was to attempt to compensate income loss by seeking assistance or increasing
the households’ labour supply. The negative effects of loss of income and reduced real income
could be mitigated by social assistance. Assistance type, distinguishing between cash and food, is
summarised in Table 5. About 34% reported receiving no support, while 42% received assistance
in form of food, be it food for work, food transfer, or food subsidy and 12% in cash (that included
cash-for-work and cash transfer). Female headed-households received more support (39%)than
male-headed households (32%).
Table 5. Type of Social Assistance Received
Food for work
Cash for work
Cash transfer
Food transfer
Food subsidy
Other in-kind
Other
No support received

All
4.8%
8.4%
4.0%
7.5%
29.5%
8.4%
16.3%
33.9%

Male HH
4.6%
9.9%
4.6%
9.2%
32.2%
8.6%
13.8%
31.6%

Female HH
5.3%
5.3%
2.7%
4.0%
24.0%
8.0%
21.3%
38.7%

Kaliña
9.4%
0.0%
1.6%
1.6%
43.8%
6.3%
28.1%
25.0%

Lokono
0.0%
11.1%
4.4%
7.8%
40.0%
5.6%
12.2%
30.0%

Other
0.0%
2.9%
0.0%
0.0%
2.9%
28.6%
22.9%
42.9%

Trio
13.6%
31.8%
9.1%
13.6%
4.5%
0.0%
0.0%
54.5%

Wayana
12.5%
6.3%
12.5%
37.5%
6.3%
0.0%
0.0%
43.8%

Source: UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among
Indigenous Households in Suriname Where HH signifies headed household.
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Partially reflecting social cohesion of the communities, the second major source of assistance was
from friends and relatives (17%), for female-headed households and male-headed households but
rising to 20% for the Wayana (Table 6). No support was reported by 22% of households (26% for
female-headed households compared to 19% of male-headed households). Non-assistance
received by tribe ranges from the low of 19% for the Lokono to a high of 54% for the Trio.lxxviii
Table 6. Source of Social Assistance Received
Local Government
National Government
International Non-Governmental
Organization (INGO) / Non-Governmental
Organization (NGO)
Community organizations
Friends / relatives
Other
Not sure
No support received

All
15.2%
50.5%

Male HH
12.8%
52.7%

Female HH
19.8%
46.5%

Kaliña
16.0%
55.6%

Lokono
6.3%
65.8%

Other
46.5%
37.2%

Trio
3.3%
20.0%

Wayana
12.5%
25.0%

4.8%
9.7%
17.0%
3.1%
8.0%
21.5%

4.8%
8.0%
18.6%
4.3%
8.5%
19.1%

5.0%
12.9%
13.9%
1.0%
6.9%
25.7%

4.9%
18.5%
18.5%
0.0%
2.5%
21.0%

2.7%
7.2%
13.5%
6.3%
3.6%
18.9%

2.3%
0.0%
23.3%
2.3%
11.6%
18.6%

20.0%
13.3%
13.3%
0.0%
23.3%
26.7%

0.0%
4.2%
20.8%
4.2%
20.8%
33.3%

Source: UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname. Where HH signifies headed household.

The data were also used to conduct a comprehensive vulnerability assessment through the
construction of a suite of Multidimensional Vulnerability Indices (MVI). The indices account for
the main direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic on indigenous households, as well as these
households coping strategies and capacities. The results were extremely worrying and revealed
widespread, high levels of multidimensional vulnerability. It was found that 79.2% of indigenous
households to be multidimensionally-vulnerable, and 29.1% of households to be severely
multidimensionally-vulnerable. The intensity of multidimensional vulnerability is estimated at
57%, meaning that, on average, indigenous households are deprived in 57% of the 14 weighted
indicators. Further, the average intensity of severe multidimensional vulnerability was found to be
at an alarming rate of 67.6%. lxxix
Deprivations in terms of indicators composing the Livelihoods and Food Security dimension (i.e.,
food security, availability of savings and stability of income, and unemployment and vulnerable
employment), contribute to nearly half of the value of MVI. Challenges pertaining to access to
education, sanitation, water, and energy are also acute with the Education, living standards, and
basic services dimension contributing to 33% of multidimensional vulnerability, while access to
health and adequate social protection further contribute 8.2% and 4.3% to vulnerability
respectively. Among the respondents, 59.9% were very concerned over their household livelihood
conditions for the upcoming months, 12.9% were unemployed, and 41.9% of the households had
at least one member looking for employment. The majority of the population does not have savings
for covering expenses in one month, 77.1% have noticed food price increase during the pandemic,
and 86.9% worry do not have enough food by the end of the month.

58

i

WHO-China Joint Mission., Report of the WHO-China Joint Mission on Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19), WHO, 2020
<https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/who-china-joint-mission-on-covid-19-final-report.pdf>.
ii
World Health Organization, COVID-19 Strategy UpDate - 14 April 2020 (Geneva, 2020).
iii
Mirage news. 2021. Latin America and Caribbean Will Grow 5.9% in 2021, Reflecting Statistical Carry-over Effect that Will
Moderate to 2.9%. https://www.miragenews.com/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-5-9-in-623259/, cited 1 September 2021
iv
https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-59-2021-reflecting-statistical-carry-over-effect
v
Mirage news. 2021. Latin America and Caribbean Will Grow 5.9% in 2021, Reflecting Statistical Carry-over Effect that Will
Moderate to 2.9%. https://www.miragenews.com/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-5-9-in-623259/, cited 1 September 2021
vi
https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-59-2021-reflecting-statistical-carry-over-effect
vii
International Labour Office. World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social Protection at the Crossroads – in Pursuit of a Better
Future. Geneva: ILO, 2021
viii
International Labour Office. World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social Protection at the Crossroads – in Pursuit of a
Better Future. Geneva: ILO, 2021
ix
Mirage news. 2021. Latin America and Caribbean Will Grow 5.9% in 2021, Reflecting Statistical Carry-over Effect that Will
Moderate to 2.9%. https://www.miragenews.com/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-5-9-in-623259/, cited 1 September 2021
x
https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-59-2021-reflecting-statistical-carry-over-effect
xi
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/03/11/na031221-how-the-caribbean-can-avoid-becoming-a-covid-19-long-hauler,
cited 01 September 2021
xii
PAHO SUR. 2021. Sit Rep #80 Suriname
xiii
PAHO SUR. 2021. Sit Rep #80 Suriname
xiv
Starnieuws. 2020. https://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/58023, 08 April 2020. cited 28 August
2021
xv
https://www.dna.sr/nieuws/wet-uitzonderingstoestand-covid-19-goedgekeurd/
xvi
https://www.dna.sr/nieuws/wet-uitzonderingstoestand-covid-19-goedgekeurd/
xvii
https://www.dna.sr/nieuws/wet-burgerlijke-uitzonderingstoestand-covid-19-met-een-maand-verlengd/
xviii
https://www.dna.sr/nieuws/wet-uitzonderingstoestand-covid-19-verlengd-met-eenjaar/#:~:text=De%20Wet%20Uitvoering%20Burgerlijke%20Uitzonderingstoestand%20is%20in%20de,maanden%20verlengd%2
0en%20gedt%20tot%207%20augustus%202021.
xix
J. Khadan (2020) “Macroeconomic Effects of Commodity Shocks in a Small Resource Dependent Economy” IDB, Unprocessed.
He uses a vector error correction model and a trade weighted commodity price index to analyse the 2016 shock
xx
World Development Indicators, World Bank.
xxi
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/04/29/pr21116-suriname-imf-reaches-staff-level-agreement-with-suriname-on-3year-program-under-eff cited 27 August 2021
xxii
https://www.dna.sr/nieuws/staatsbegroting-2021-en-herstelplan-2020-2022-goedgekeurd/ cited 29 August 2021
xxiii
http://www.finance.gov.sr/themas/herstelplan/ cited 28 August 2021
xxiv
https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/04/29/pr21116-suriname-imf-reaches-staff-level-agreement-with-suriname-on-3year-program-under-eff cited 27 August 2021
xxv
https://www.starnieuws.com/index.php/welcome/index/nieuwsitem/65834, cited 1 September 2021
xxvi
United Nations. 2020. Socio-Economic Impact Assessment and Response Plan for Covid-19 in Suriname.
xxvii
International Labour Office. World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social Protection at the Crossroads – in Pursuit of a
Better Future. Geneva: ILO, 2021
xxviii
VSB: COVID-19 en het Surinaams Bedrijfsleven (June, 2020).
xxix
IDB Online Survey, carried out between April and July 2020.
xxx
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
xxxi
P. Harvey, R. Holmes, R. Slater, and E. Martin. 2007. Social Protection in Fragile States. London: Overseas Development
Institute.
xxxii
S. Devereux and R. Sabates‐Wheeler. 2007. “Editorial Introduction: Debating social protection.” IDS Bulletin 38 (3): 1-7.
xxxiii
ILO (International Labour Organization). 2011. “Successful Social Protection Floor Experiences.” Sharing Innovative
Experiences 18:14-15.
xxxiv
J. Hanlon, A. Barrientos, and D. Hulme. 2010. Just Give Money to the Poor: The Development Revolution from the Global
South. Sterling, VA: Kumarian Press.
xxxv
Bob Deacon, Isabel Ortiz, and Sergey Zelenev. 2007. “Regional Social Policy.” Working
Paper No. 37., UNDESA, New York.
xxxvi
U. Gentilini, M. Honorati, and R. Yemtsov. 2014. The State of Social Safety Nets 2014. Washington DC: World Bank .
xxxvii
O. IVASCHENKO, The State of Social Safety Nets 2018 REPORT OVERVIEW (Washington D.C., 2018)
<www.worldbank.org>.
xxxviii
Stephen Devereux and Rachel Sabates-Wheeler, Transformative Social Protection. IDS Working Paper, 232. (Brighton, 2004)
<www.ids.ac.uk/ids/bookshop>.

59

xxxix

UNDP, The State of Social Assistance in Africa., UNDP (New York, 2019).
Ingrid S.K. Krishnadath, Jerry R. Toelsie, and others, ‘Ethnic Disparities in the Prevalence of Metabolic Syndrome and Its Risk
Factors in the Suriname Health Study: A Cross-Sectional Population Study’, BMJ Open, 6.12 (2016)
<https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-013183>.
xli
Constitution of the Republic of Suriname, RESOLUTIE van 18 December 1987 no (gov.sr), cited 28 July 2021
xlii
Government of Suriname, National Development Plan 2017-2021
xliii
Ministry of Social Affairs and Public Housing, Policy Plan 2021-2026
xliv
United Nations. 2020.Socio-Economic Impact Assessment and Response Plan for Covid-19 in Suriname
xlv
http://atm.gov.sr/actueel/2021/persbericht-mbt-uitkering-covid-steun/ cited 29 August 2021
xlvi
International Labour Office.2021. World Social Protection Report 2020–22: Social Protection at the Crossroads – in Pursuit of
a Better Future. Geneva: ILO, 2021
xlvii
United Nations. 2020. Socio-Economic Impact Assessment and Response Plan for COVID-19 in Suriname.
xlviii
Pia Riggirozzi. 2015. Regionalism, activism, and rights: New opportunities for health diplomacy in South America. Review of
International Studies, 41, pp 407-428 doi:10.1017/S026021051400028X
xlix
Ruben Martoredjo. 2017S. "Regionalism and social policy in UNASUR: Widening the application of the Latin American model
of Conditional Cash Transfer: A case of Suriname." PhD diss., University of the West Indies.
l
https://www.undp.org/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-covid-19 cited 30Aug, 2021
li
https://www.undp.org/coronavirus/socio-economic-impact-covid-19 cited 30 August, 2021
lii
But also, because their relatives live in these legal and illegal mining areas across the border, which accentuates their vulnerability.
liii
See Amazon Gold Rush: Gold mining in Suriname, Amazon Conservation Team: https://www.amazonteam.org/maps/surinamegold/ and a good background document is: Molenaar B. (2007). Is There Gold in all that Glitters? Indigenous Peoples and Mining
in Suriname”. The Inter-American Development Bank.
liv
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lv
Khalatbari-Soltani, Saman, Robert C. Cumming, Cyrille Delpierre, and Michelle Kelly-Irving. "Importance of collecting data on
socioeconomic determinants from the early stage of the COVID-19 outbreak onwards." J Epidemiol Community Health 74, no. 8
(2020): 620-623.
lvi
Khalatbari-Soltani, Saman, Robert C. Cumming, Cyrille Delpierre, and Michelle Kelly-Irving. "Importance of collecting data on
socioeconomic determinants from the early stage of the COVID-19 outbreak onwards." J Epidemiol Community Health 74, no. 8
(2020): 620-623.
lvii
Martin, A., Markhvida, M., Hallegatte, S. et al. Socio-Economic Impacts of COVID-19 on Household Consumption and Poverty.
EconDisCliCha 4, 453–479 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1007/s41885-020-00070-3
lviii
Budd, J., Miller, B.S., Manning, E.M. et al. Digital technologies in the public-health response to COVID-19. Nat Med 26, 1183–
1192 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-020-1011-4
lix
Goha, Ahmed, Kenechukwu Mezue, Paul Edwards, Kristofer Madu, Dainia Baugh, Edwin E. Tulloch-Reid, Felix Nunura, Chyke
A. Doubeni, and Ernest Madu. "Indigenous people and the COVID-19 pandemic: the tip of an iceberg of social and economic
inequities." J Epidemiol Community Health 75, no. 2 (2021): 207-208.
lx
Goha, Ahmed, Kenechukwu Mezue, Paul Edwards, Kristofer Madu, Dainia Baugh, Edwin E. Tulloch-Reid, Felix Nunura, Chyke
A. Doubeni, and Ernest Madu. "Indigenous people and the COVID-19 pandemic: the tip of an iceberg of social and economic
inequities." J Epidemiol Community Health 75, no. 2 (2021): 207-208.
lxi
UNDP. 2021.Report of Systematization of Experiences of the Rapid Digital Socio-Economic Impact Assessment among
Indigenous Households in Suriname
lxii
UNDP.2021, Report of Systematization of Experiences of the Rapid Digital Socio-Economic Impact Assessment among
Indigenous Households in Suriname
lxiii
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lxiv
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lxv
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lxvi
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lxvii
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households in
Suriname
lxviii
IDB (Inter-American Development Bank)-Office of Evaluation and Oversight. 2011. IDB Country Strategy With The Republic
Of Suriname 2011–2015. Strategic plan, Washington: IDB
lxix
Ruben S. Martoredjo, 2017. "Regionalism and social policy in UNASUR: Widening the application of the Latin American
model of Conditional Cash Transfer: A case of Suriname." PhD diss., University of the West Indies.
lxx
https://vicepresident.gov.sr/actueel/2021/guyaba-beschikt-over-atm/, cited 1 September 2021
lxxi
Mirage news. 2021. Latin America and Caribbean Will Grow 5.9% in 2021, Reflecting Statistical Carry-over Effect that Will
Moderate to 2.9%. https://www.miragenews.com/latin-america-and-caribbean-will-grow-5-9-in-623259/, cited 1 September 2021
xl

60

lxxii

UNDP, 2021,Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households
Suriname
lxxiii
UNDP, 2021. Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname
lxxiv
UNDP, 2021. Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname
lxxv
UNDP, 2021. Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous
Households in Suriname
lxxvi
For ease of graphical exposition, the Financial security indicator is referred to as Savings.
lxxvii
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households
Suriname
lxxviii
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households
Suriname
lxxix
UNDP, 2021, Report Rapid Digital Socio-economic Impact Assessment of COVID-19 among Indigenous Households
Suriname

in

in
in
in

61

Displacement of Local Workers due to the Venezuelan Migration Phenomenon in Curepe.
Keri-Marie Cummings
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Abstract
There is a popular notion that Venezuelan migrants are displacing local workers in the Trinidad
and Tobago national economy labour market. The above underscores xenophobia in society that
is fueled in part by the dearth of information on the Venezuelan migrant population. This
xenophobia is infused with race, class and culture perceptions and are manifested in the blaming
of societal woes of crime, unemployment, and of late, the spread of COVID19 to a large extent on
these migrants. This paper will investigate the notion that Venezuelan migrants are displacing local
workers and will analyze the community’s perception of these migrants.
Keywords: Migrant workers, Local workers, Venezuelans, Trinidad, perception, SDGs

Introduction
Trinidad and Tobago’s history has been molded by colonialism, more importantly, its political,
cultural, economic and social evolution have been stimulated by migration. Undoubtedly,
Trinidad’s geographical location, mineral resources, political and economic stability only serve to
attract inter and extra regional migrants. Anatol et al acknowledge the above as they describe
Trinidad and Tobago as an “immigration magnet” that has become “the origin, transit and
destination country for immigrants”i.
The symbiotic migration relationship between Trinidad and Tobago and Venezuela pre-dates the
arrival of Christopher Columbus and consequent migratory patterns were fostered by geographical
proximity (the distance between the two countries via sea is 11 kilometers, this facilitates easy
access to unofficial ports of entry); common colonial masters (Trinidad and Tobago and Venezuela
were ruled by Spain for 3 centuries, 305 and 308 years respectively); cultural similarities, both
countries share similar religious festivals, music and language; and common natural and economic
resources (both countries possess oil, and natural gas and their economies are energy based).
According to Reis, Trinidad and Tobago can be regarded as “the most latinised of the Englishspeaking Caribbean islands” ii and this is directly attributable to the consistent migratory flow
between Venezuela and Trinidad. The drivers of this migration post-1960 are varied. Firstly, the
Oil Boom - although oil was discovered in both Trinidad and Venezuela in the 1920s, the effect
of its discovery continued into the 1980s. The boom not only facilitated employment but also
economic prosperity for both countries. Reis notes that while most Venezuelans sent their children
to Trinidad during this period to learn English in order to secure better jobs in the energy sector, a
“substantial number of Trinidadians of Chinese descent went to Venezuela as cooks, or to run
grocery stores, bakeries, laundries or haberdashery stores. The vast majority of these Trinidadian
migrants went as labourers in the petroleum industry in all capacities.”
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In her 2005 study, Reis confirmed that Trinidad and Tobago, in the early 2000s, was the most
popular destination for South American students (particularly Venezuelans) to learn English. In
fact, this industry was very lucrative, as evidenced by the increase in the number of private
language schools throughout Trinidad and the advertising of various all-inclusive educational
packages in the Venezuelan newspapers.
Thirdly, the Venezuelan Crisis is a political and economic one that has morphed into a
humanitarian one. The simplicity of this description does not adequately capture the ramifications
of the above, as the Venezuela crisis has far-reaching impacts for that country and the region
(including the Caribbean), that “neither international law nor existing multilateral institutions are
well equipped to handle”iii. The most visible result is the mass exodus of Venezuelans, UNHCR
estimates that 3 million Venezuelans have fled the country since 2015iv.
Indeed, Trinidad and Tobago has been affected to the extent that there is a pronounced distinction
from past migration waves in terms of its nature, intensity, as well as the current and future impacts
on this country. The effects of the influx of these migrants are mainly manifested in the labour
sector (predominantly service), the health care system as well as other parts of the economy, the
same sectors that in Venezuela that have been severely impacted due to the economic crisis. The
influx of these migrants has raised questions about the country’s migration polices and border
security. It appears as though the Venezuelans are trying to escape both the economic and
humanitarian crises that have emerged in that country. It has been posited that some of the
consequences of Venezuela’s economic situation include a drastic increase in poverty and
unemployment (87% of household are reported to be below the poverty line), severe food shortages
which paved the way for the creation of black markets; along with medical shortages, and it is
reported that there is limited access to medical supplies for cancer, renal failure and diabetes
patients is limited.v
Generally, there is a need for empirical research on the impacts of Venezuelan migration on
Trinidad and Tobago, and this paucity limits effective policy decision-making, and this fact is
emphasized in the literature. This study will therefore add to the body of migration data and serve
as impetus for other types of inquiry on migration in Trinidad and Tobago. It will focus on the
impact on the labour sector, more specifically the service industry in the community of Curepe,
and the popular notion of the displacement of local workers by Venezuelan migrants as well as the
community’s perception of these migrants. The importance of this study is echoed by its
international relevance as migration, and by extension its impact, contributes to a country’s
development and plays a key role in the realization of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. A 2018 ODI publication illustrates the correlation between migration and 15 of the
Sustainable Development Goals and “shows that migration is not a development ‘problem’ to be
solved (as is the subtext of SDG 10.7), but a mechanism or a strategy that can contribute to the
achievement of many of the goals.” vi
Methodology
There is a paucity of information on migrants in Trinidad and Tobago, more specifically
Venezuelan migrants, as migration is one of the most under-researched areas in Trinidad and
Tobago. This research aims to examine the claim that Venezuelan migrants are displacing local
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workers, to ascertain the community’s perception of these migrants and determine if they are
fueled by xenophobia. It will employ a qualitative approach as it will enable us to determine the
validity of the popular notion that Venezuelan migrants are displacing local workers, as well as
the community’s perceptions (via a separate survey instrument) of this issue. Data collection will
be achieved via the conduct of a community perception survey and interviews with various bar
owners in the community of Curepe.
Venezuela – From Migrant Receptor Country to Country of Origin, a Theoretical
Understanding.
Venezuela is no stranger to the migration phenomenon. In fact, Venezuela has experienced the two
sides of the migration coin - as recipient country and the country of origin. While Venezuela is
now a country of origin, historically it was, since the 1940s, a receptor country. This is attributed
to the economic prosperity it enjoyed as a petro-state.
The popular push-pull model of migration theory, which according to de Haas is a “prototype
version of neo-classical migration theories” that perceive migration as “a function of income and
other opportunity gaps between origin and destination areas” vii provides an explanation of
Venezuela’s former status (migrant recipient) as it explains the causes of this migration. The pull
elements of the aforementioned model comprise better economic opportunities, more jobs and a
promise of a better life for the migrants. These elements existed in Venezuela under Marco
Jiminez’s rule (1948-58) and continued for over 30 years after. During his reign, over one million
migrants flocked to Venezuela from countries such as Colombia, Italy, Portugal, Africa, Middle
East, Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Cuba and even Trinidad and Tobago. The 1936 Law on
Immigration and Settlement aided in facilitating this wave of migration and migrants were also
attracted by the availability of jobs and the wealth of the country’s oil reserves.
The push factors of this model include: economic, social and political hardships. In Venezuela’s
case these hardships are responsible for its 180-degree country migration status transformation that
was born in the 1980s with the Black Friday devaluation and climaxed in 2014 with a further
devaluation of the Bolivar. The aforementioned push factors are also the result of the of the
strategic interplay of politics and economics by two “Hybrid regimes”1– Chavez and Maduro,
whose execution of “autocratic legalism”2 is responsible for their increasing authoritarianism and
by extension Venezuela’s current state of affairs.
The Chavez regime engineered the framework for autocratic legalism by adopting a new
constitution, a new unicameral legislature and new name – Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.viii
The above simultaneously consolidated his power and equipped him with the instruments needed
to facilitate government repression. The Maduro regime used Chavez’s framework “to crack down
harder on opposition,”ix clearly seen by his successful attempt to block MUD deputies from taking
up office, depriving the opposition of their 2/3 majority and the assumption of legislative powers
by the Supreme Court – evidenced by blocking laws. Maduro also tightened the reigns on the
freedom expression. It is important to note that the political changes were being made almost
simultaneously with economic policies, which seemed to assuage the general public. Chavez
1

Also called ‘“competitive authoritarian” because, while the ruling party competes in elections (usually winning), the president is
granted an array of autocratic powers that erode checks and balances’ (Corrales, 2015 37).
2
This is the use, abuse and non-use of law in service of the executive branch of government (Corrales, 2015).
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invested extensively and heavily in social programs, in fact social spending as a share of GDP
increased from “28% to 40% between 2000 and 2013”.x The leaders of both regimes borrowed
against future oil exports, both failed to guard the economy against potential fall in oil prices.
Consequently, Venezuela has been plagued by unemployment, poverty, and political instability
that have morphed into a humanitarian crisis and a mass exodus from that country. While the pushpull migration model gives us an explanation for migration it fails to explain how structures such
as networks, family culture, and community shape migration behavior. In contrast, the migration
network theory addresses the above. Closely linked to the social capital concept, this theory is
defined as “a set of interpersonal ties that connect migrants with relatives, friends or fellow
countrymen at home who convey information, provide financial backups and facilitate
employment opportunities and accommodation in various supportive ways.”xi To a great extent
this explains the Venezuelan migrants’ gravitation to Trinidad and Tobago. Although these
networks enhance opportunities for other migrants there is a major limitation in that “strong
networks among a certain group of individuals exclude the entry of outside members to that
particular network.”xii
The neo-classical approach to migration explains the phenomenon on the macro and micro levels,
and is rooted in the economics of the supply and demand of labour. The macro-level states that the
workers gravitate with the current trend where they move from a low-wage region to a high-wage
region. In this regard “migration will cause labour to become less scarce at the destination and
scarcer at the sending state. In contrast, the micro-level focuses on the migrants as individuals
whose decisions are fueled by cost-benefit calculations – “they go where they can be most
productive, that is where they are able to earn the highest wages.” Although the Venezuelan
situation is the interplay of autocratic legalism and economics, both macro and micro levels are
applicable to this migration phenomenon. In the case of Venezuela, the decline in economic
activity resulted in a decline in the demand for labour and increases in unemployment. Between
2012-2017, unemployment almost quadrupled from 7.4% to 26%.xiii This directly correlates with
the mass exodus from Venezuela, which the UNHCR confirms is approximately 3 million from
2015 to present. While the neo-classical model assumes that everyone has access to information,
and expects people to go where they are most productive one of its limitations is that it ignores
that this is contingent on specific skills and structure of the labour market.
The proponents of the dual labour market theory argue that migration is a consequence of the
labour demands of the industrialized nations and that migration is the product of pull factors in
receiving countries. This theory ignores the crisis in Venezuela from which people are fleeing, and
in general it neglects the fact that many migrants who move do so on their own personal desires;
and further, it only accounts for migration to developed countries. There is no one single theory
that provides a comprehensive understanding and explanation for the Venezuelan exodus. This is
owed to the dynamic nature of migration and to the unique circumstances in Venezuela, and as
such the reader needs to be open to different interpretations and theories of migration as they relate
to the Venezuelan reality.
Literature Review
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“Migration is as old as humankind”xiv and is instrumental in the holistic development of a country.
On the flipside, the issue of migration is a divisive one as “anti-immigrant sentiments are
widespread across several countries and recent opinion surveys have suggested that the world has
become less accepting of migrants.” xv Migrants can be perceived as the soldiers in the battle
against the COVID-19 pandemic, often serving “in frontline jobs, guaranteeing continuity of
production of food, other goods, of distribution and delivery of goods, of care and other essential
services.”xvi Hence making them key ingredients to society’s adaptability to and recovery from
this pandemic. In spite of this, xenophobia against migrants fueled by the anxieties born from the
pandemic continue to spread like wildfire. Migration drivers range from the search for employment
(economic), to reuniting with family (social), and to escaping unfavorable political situation that
threatens life (political). Migration therefore impacts on all realms of development. The influence
of migration on the economic realm, more specifically the dimension of employment and wages
have received international, political and academic attention.
Studies on the impact of migration on local wages seem to be most popular. This was investigated
in Japan (in 2010), Turkey (in 2015), Colombia (in 2019), Ecuador (in 2020) Brazil (in 2020) and
Peru (in 2020), just to name a few. With the exception of Japan, one of the common denominators
of these countries is that they are all popular host countries for refugees. Turkey is classified as the
“world’s largest refugee hosting country” whereas the other aforementioned Latin American
countries represent the top destination countries for the Venezuelan refugees. Unlike the 2010
Japanese study, the other country studies were conducted in response to the impact of the
overwhelming inflow of migrants from Syria and Venezuela respectively (where the UNHCR in
2019 estimated that migrants from Syria totaled 13.5 million, equivalent to half of Syria’s
population).
The Japan study conducted by Nakamura published in 2010, appears to be the dissenter as the
study was not influenced by the surge of refugees, nor did it examine the wages of the informal
and formal labour sector. While its results deny the argument that acceptance of foreign workers,
(specifically skilled workers) results in lower wages for Japanese workers, Nakamura found that
the presence of foreign workers in the region’s labour force prompted Japanese workers to leave
that region, resulting in the ultimate preservation of the less productive sectors. In other words, the
foreign workers served as a buffer to rapid decline of less productive sectors “in the course of the
development of Japanese industrial structure.”xvii
It must be noted though, the country studies of Turkey, Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador and Peru all
agree with Borjas (2017) that “the effect on wage structure depends on the differences between the
skill distribution of immigrants and natives. The direct effect of immigration is most likely to be
felt by those who had similar capabilities.”xviii Simply put, the effects of migration on wages differ
across groups. Each study therefore examined the impact on one or a combination of: different job
categories and or skill and level of education, regions and even gender. The Brazil experience
simultaneously supports and contradicts the above. 62% of Venezuelan migrants in Brazil have
attained secondary education.xix This is correlated by directly proportional increases in the labour
force to the decrease in the hourly wages of workers who have completed elementary and
secondary education. The inverse was also observed via occupational downgrading. Venezuelans
with higher levels of education are accepting employment in low skilled jobs. A similar trend is
observed in Ecuador where Ecuadorian workers of low-level education (secondary and below)
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experience a 13% decrease in wages and the new pattern of occupational downgrading emerged
among the Venezuelan migrants.xx
Regarding the informal labour sector, Turkey, Ecuador, Brazil, Peru and (to some extent)
Colombia studies underscore that this is the most affected sector. In Turkey it is reported that the
informal sector was dealt a “well defined shock” as Syrian refugees are overwhelmingly employed
in that sector. The negative repercussions to this sector include; increased competition (direct
product of increased labour force), lower wages and displacement. Although the Colombian
experience reported that the informal sector was negatively affected it was careful to note that the
decrease in wages of this sector were “negligible” – “if a Colombian worker earns 10 dollars per
hour, the reduction in her salary would be of 2-7 cents of a dollar.”xxi
The repercussions of Venezuelan migration on the Trinidad and Tobago labour market have been
the preoccupation of nationals and the media alike. This preoccupation is manifested by the cries
of some locals that the Venezuelans are taking their jobs or in newspaper articles entitled “Imam
Wary Migrants Will take Local Jobs” xxii or “Venezuelans Taking T&T Jobs” xxiii and even the
statements of local anti-migrant proponents that “the 14,000-plus Venezuelans registered to live
and work in Trinidad and Tobago for one year, will take the jobs of locals.”xxiv The claim that
immigrants take the jobs of the local is not unique to Trinidad. In fact, this claim was investigated
by Constant 2014 in the countries of France, Germany, United Kingdom and the United States of
America. Public opinion polls were taken in 2011 and corroborated by evidence-based research.
The study revealed the contrary, more importantly it revealed that immigrants provide
opportunities for native workers to upgrade their occupation and specialize in higher skilled jobs.
Interestingly, the only workers who were negatively affected were those with similar skills and
background as the immigrants.
It is no secret that while immigrants infiltrate the local labour markets their life experiences in the
host country are tainted by xenophobia. The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
defines xenophobia as “attitudes, prejudices and behaviour that reject, exclude and often vilify
persons, based on the perception that they are outsiders or foreigners to the community, society or
national identity.” The UNHCR categorizes the victims of xenophobia as persons of concern
(PoC); refugees, stateless persons, asylum seekers and internally displaced persons and
acknowledges that it endangers their lives.xxv Unfortunately the xenophobia rhetoric has become
part of the migration dialogue that no country has escaped, its manifestations include: “broad
spectrum of behaviours including discriminatory, stereotyping and dehumanizing remarks;
discriminatory policies and practices by government and private officials such as exclusion from
public services to which target groups are entitled; selective enforcement of by-laws by local
authorities; assault and harassment by state agents, particularly the police and immigration
officials; as well as public threats and violence…that often results in massive loss of lives and
livelihoods.”xxvi
Indeed, the Venezuelan migrants have not been spared by the “tsunami of xenophobia” that
according to the IOM is now being fuelled by the pandemic. Xenophobic attacks against
Venezuelan migrants have been reported in Peru, Chile, Ecuador, and even Colombia. Colombia
may have been the last country to expect this type of attack from as they have been welcoming to
the Venezuelan migrants, in part because of the shared asylum experience. Venezuela was once a
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safe haven for Colombians in the 1980s during the guerrilla warfare. A January 2021 report from
WCBE highlights the changing attitudes toward these migrants from the President to the locals. In
Chile, Venezuelan immigrants have been blamed for violent protests; in Peru locals march against
Venezuelan migrants and leaflets were circulated demanding them to leave Peru; in Ecuador some
migrants were fired due to local criticizing of employers for hiring Venezuelan migrants. The
Colombian president announced that undocumented Venezuelan migrants will not receive the
COVID-19 vaccine and the Aguilas Negras - a paramilitary group distributed leaflets calling for a
“social cleansing” of Venezuelans.
This research focuses on the impact of Venezuelan migration on the service industry in relation to
the claim that local workers are being displaced, as well as the community’s perception to
determine the level of xenophobic that may exist. This study, unlike the ones cited, is smaller in
size and will be heavily reliant on the responses from the surveys as the dearth of local information
and data on the issue has been a major challenge.
Data Analysis
The data collected from owners of the bar states that 80% of the respondents indicated that at least
1 Venezuelan was employed, while 20% indicated that between 2 and 5 migrants were employed
in different capacities, and this was consistent with the employment status of the local workers.
In terms of the education of the workers, the data states that secondary-level education was the
most popular response for both locals and Venezuelan workers, 80% and 40% respectively. The
least popular response was primary and tertiary level education for local workers. It is interesting
to note that 20% of the bar managers indicated that the Venezuelan workers did not have any
discernible level of education.
In relation to work performance, the highest rating received by locals is ‘competent’ while the
highest rating of the Venezuelan workers is ‘very good’, thus suggesting some disparity in work
ethic or performance. The disparity in perceived performance is reflected somewhat in the pay
scales of the employees.
This finding is consistent with the fact that over 50% of the bar managers stated that the
Venezuelans were hired because they ‘work hard’. In relation to the Venezuelans’
legal/immigration status, 50% of the managers confirmed that the migrant staff were registered.
Further, the respondents’ statements highlight the fact that the Venezuelans were hired based on
the bar managers’ perception of them rather than standard requirements such as experience,
knowledge of the industry or English literacy. Regarding literacy, 20% of the managers indicated
that the Venezuelan workers are ‘literate’ while 60% reported that they are ‘barely literate’.
In an attempt to discern the community perception of the Venezuelan migrant worker, a
community perception survey was conducted. Random members of the Curepe community were
asked to rate statements about Venezuelan migrants ranging from their personal attributes, work
ethic, to wages and treatment on the job. Generally, the migrants were given positive ratings, in
fact some of the responses coincided with those of the bar managers. For instance, 70% of the
managers hired migrants because they ‘work hard,’ and a similar perception is shared by the
general public where 90% of the respondents indicated that the migrants are hardworking.
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Similarly, 90% of the respondents indicated that the Venezuelan migrants are ‘willing to perform
any job’, and upon probing, the respondents believed that this was because the migrants are poor,
and are more likely to accept work that locals may be reluctant to do.
Interestingly, the majority of respondents in the survey (75%) indicated that the Venezuelan
migrants were ‘honest’, while only 20% disagreed with the statement and 5% were neutral. It was
also believed that the migrants were paid less than their local counterparts despite the view that
they work harder and they have less options for economic assistance locally. While the
aforementioned is only a perception by the respondents, this view is confirmed by the bar managers
who underscored that there is a difference in the wages between locals and Venezuelans; while not
specifying or quantifying the differences. Further, 70% of the survey respondents indicated that
they felt the Venezuelan workers were underpaid, required to work longer hours and do more tasks
than would be required from a local worker.

Conclusion
This study sought to investigate the claim that Venezuelan migrants are displacing local workers
and analyze the community of Curepe’s perception of these migrants. According to the Cambridge
dictionary, displacement occurs when something is forced out of its original place. In this context
(workforce displacement), it implies that local workers are being forced out of their jobs, and a
number of variables will have to be occurring simultaneously in order for the above to occur. These
variables can range from redundancy at work, unfair treatment, unconducive work environment
and the like, all leveraged against the local worker. The results of this study indicate that this has
not happened and as such it can be concluded that the Venezuelan migrants have not in any
appreciable way displaced local workers in the area under investigation. Redundancy is not an
issue as the local-to-migrant worker ratio at bars is still relatively high; and in the context of
displacement, the work environment appears to be relatively fair. Bar managers reported that locals
and migrants perform different tasks and that they are paid different wages; and this can be
attributed to factors such as work ethic, perceptions of attractiveness and level of English literacy
and education (which this study revealed are not determining factors for hiring Venezuelan
migrants). Additionally, this study revealed that Venezuelan migrants were hired in bars based on
the employers’ perception of the migrants’ personal attributes, economic need and physical
features.
Although this study differs in size, methodology and availability of information on migrants from
the ones cited in the literature review there is a common observation that must be highlighted. The
trend of occupational downgrading is being practiced by Venezuelan migrants in Trinidad and
Tobago as bar managers reported that some of them have attained tertiary level education, and this
trend has also been observed other countries such as Brazil and Ecuador.
Regarding the issue of xenophobia, to a certain extent we can conclude that this appears to be
absent in the community of Curepe, as the respondents generally have positive perceptions of the
Venezuelan migrants. The community generally perceives these migrants as diligent, honest,
willing to do any job owing to their economic circumstance and victims of unfair treatment by
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their employers; and a certain degree of empathy is observed by the respondents to the Venezuelan
migrant population as they (respondents) sought to justify their ratings.
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Abstract
The Power Resources Approach (PRA) is a research heuristic which provides scholars with a
theoretical framework for analysing the strategic choices unions can make as actors. Despite trade
unions having engaged extensively with various forms of employee ownership internationally
often with mixed results, systemic and longitudinal analyses of these practices are lacking.
Applying the PRA to questions of employee ownership, buyouts, and cooperatives, is however
problematized in a number of ways largely stemming from the fact that such processes transform
workers (and unions) into owners, with different resources and strategic options. In order to
scientifically consider the conditions in which developing various forms of employee ownership
may strengthen or weaken union power resources, this paper will seek to outline the scholarly
debate in favour of, and opposed to, employee ownership, before presenting a coherent adaptation
of the PRA as a theoretical framework for future analysis.
Keywords: Employee Ownership, ESOPs, Cooperatives, Power Resource Approach, Union
Strategy, Buyouts, Hegemony
Introduction
Despite trade unions having engaged extensively with various forms of employee ownership
internationally, often with mixed results, systemic and longitudinal analyses of these practices are
lacking. With union decline so significant, that organised labour is now in many contexts unable
to “undergird a sustained revival of traditional progressive strategy”, responses to this have pushed
strategists into “broadly unchartered territory”i - including tentative alliances with various forms
of employee ownership. The Power Resources Approach (PRA) - a popular research framework
in the field of labour studies - when applied to increasingly relevant questions of employee
ownership and forms of employee buyouts (EBOs) is however problematized in a number of ways.
Worker Takeovers (WTOs), defined by Paton and Duhm as; “[cases] in which a business is
continued or created on the basis of the assets of an endangered or bankrupt enterprise”ii transform workers into worker-owners, challenging standard PRA conceptions of agency i.e., what
the union itself is and and what the members it represents are as well as how it relates to other
actors or the wider working class itself, an issue which arises from the PRA more broadly iii.
This paper posits that while the PRA remains an important research framework for labour scholars,
it requires a deeper consideration in a number of areas; distinguishing power from capacity, as
well as the need to develop an understanding of the social and political wider dynamics - deficits
in the standard PRA identified by Nowakiv. The transformation of workers to worker-owners
through the development of employee ownership challenges the PRA yet further, as it describes
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both a fundamental different type of ‘agent’ to that conceptualised in usual applications of the
model, as well as a different set of available power resources. Additionally, a question of whether
developing these different forms of agent and power are even desirable, must also be addressed.
This paper will present the standard PRA, a discussion of the relationship between Labour
Revitalisation Studies (LRS) and WTOs more generally, before presenting an adapted form of the
PRA for scholarly consideration.
The Power Resource Approach
The PRA has been described as an evolving research heuristicv which provides scholars a form of
theoretical framework suited for analysing the strategic choice deployments of power resources
unions can make as actors within a set of prevailing social and economic circumstances. Central
to this framework therefore is the conceptualisation of the union itself as an agent able to
“recognize and use power resources strategically”vi - a usage of power in line with Webers’vii
“power to” rather than Levesque and Murray’sviii “power over”ix
Evolving from particular discourses within Labour Revitalisation Studies (LRS) which looked
specifically at the possible strategic deployments of power resources available to a union as
potential pathways to renewal, the core power resources originally identified by Silverx and Wright
were successively expanded upon by later contributors, resulting in the contemporary formulation
of the PRA which identifies four distinct primary power resources a union may be able to deploy,
these are in summary;
1) Associational Power, the internal resources of a union, divided into; infrastructural power
which comprises the assets held by a union such as finances, membership numbers, and
cohesive power - the will of the union to organise to achieve a goal.
2) Structural power, the “position of wage earners in the economic system”xi, and can be
divided into; workplace bargaining power, the capacity for the union to negotiate on the
shop floor, marketplace bargaining power, the strength of union and its members in
relation to the wider economy and the jobs market and disruptive power, the capacity to
strike, blockade, or in other ways disrupt the flow of capital.
3) Institutional Power, is understood generally as the “legally fixed rights” unions can draw
uponxii
4) Societal Power, both refers to coalitional power - the ability for the union to form alliances,
as well as discursive power, the ability for a union to utilise a prevailing hegemonic
narrative, or create an effective counter-hegemonic narrative.
LRS on Worker Takeovers (WTOs)
While no systematic investigation into WTOs utilising the PRA has been conducted, analyses of
union engagements in forms of employee ownership have been prominent within LRS more
broadly. Scholarship within this field has been grouped by Dowxiii into two distinct periods; 1958–
1992, which saw both the first widespread use of ESOPs and an increase interest by labour in
utilising WTOs as a response to the breakdown of the post-war consensus, and the 1993–2021 era;
in which more was known about the general operations of various forms of employee ownership.
While contemporary scholars such as Wolffxiv, Olin-Wright, Alperovitzxv, and Blasixvi, have been
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among those championing various aspects of union-WTO strategic approaches as advantageous
either to direct trade union work or in building an alternative mode of production, both scholarly
arguments against union engagement in WTOs, as well as practical opposition from unions,
persist. Cornforth17 summarises this historical debate within labour scholarship as hinging on three
core disagreements;
Worker-owned firms do not improve working conditions.
Employee-owned firms are subjected to what Clark refers to as the “market constraints on
self-management”xviii - as firms must survive in a market economy, they may, and indeed
have, occasionally depressed their own wages and conditions to standards lower than those
prevailing in an industryxix. While this may seem undesirable from a union perspective,
such practices actually avoid unemployment potentially strengthening union power by
minimising the reserve army of labour - a strategy used by the USW who often conceded
6% pay cuts in order to leverage buyouts and successfully save jobs.
Additionally, far from being an argument against engagement, Conte & Svejnarxx noted
that union involvement in firms appeared to increase productivity and produce a greater
likelihood of sustainable business growth. Other theorists, building from the research of
Conte & Svejnar, concluded that while the relationship could be complex, and potentially
negative, “employee ownership and unionism are not mutually exclusive”.
Employee Buyouts and ownership are a diversion from core trade union work.
As it is not possible to advance all power resources simultaneously owing to their complex
interactionsxxi, Wheelerxxii argued that the primary task of a union is to improve pay and
conditions through collective bargaining with employers. Active engagement in projects
which have had damaging effects on unions, encourages an argument for unions to stay
within their field of expertisexxiii. Furthermore, questioning ownership arrangements
themselves may destabilize fragile good faith bargaining arrangementsxxiv. For example,
when workers in Nymboida, Australia sought to buyout the Australian Nymboida
Collieries Pty Ltd, the New South Wales Employers Federation “declared its opposition to
the whole concept of workers control”xxv- pressuring the union to disown the efforts in
order to preserve amicable bargaining relations more broadly.
There is a lack of a role for trade unions in resulting worker owned firms
The “ambiguity of workers’ status” as termed by Delgado, Dorion and Lalibertexxvi argues
that worker-owners may develop a tendency to identify more as owners than workers,
questioning the purpose of union representation in a firm which is either democratically
operated by the workers, or owned by them and developing separate class interests,
diminishing solidarity and internal cohesion within the unions.
Despite prominent failures which have seen significant losses in union powerxxvii, other cases such
as the USWs long term “investment bargaining” strategiesxxviii or the wave of workplace
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recuperations in Argentina in 2001xxix provide evidence that WTOs can increase union capacity,
though an open question remains as to whether this increases union power. In part, these successes
and failures have been determined by the attitudes of the union leadership themselves in attempting
to determine whether such practices are ultimately viablexxx on the basis of very limited
information.
The PRA from the perspective of ownership
Given the distinction between the power exercised by a union as an agent standing in opposition
to an employer, and the power which may be exercised from a position of employee-ownership, it
is necessary to distinguish between two layers of analysis when applying the PRA to questions of
employee ownership; Level one power therefore refers to the power resources required to
successfully acquire a firm - broadly consistent with previous applications. Level two power
considers the question raised regarding how worker owned firms might exercise power, and will
here be briefly summarised;
Structural Power
In terms of Marketplace bargaining power, previous uses of the PRA have often fixated on the
“reorganisation of spatial structures”, the “temporalities of Capitalism”xxxi, and the relocation of
production as key factors undermining union structural power in generalxxxii. Within this context,
the use of disruptive power; the capacity of a union to interrupt or restrict the valorisation of capital
through strike action, occupation or blockade, has been key to the current discourse. As the
relocation of production has undermined union structural power in generalxxxiii an argument can
be made that the legal conversion to a form of employee ownership may itself be seen as disrupting
deliberate efforts to undermine union structural power in a sector. However, such takeovers do not
necessarily interrupt the valorisation of capital itself so much as place it in the hands of the
employees of the firm.
Central to the development of marketplace bargaining power within the context of WTOs then is
the economic viability of the firm. Whether the objective of the union is short term job preservation
until another solution is found, or to develop long term employee ownership as a means of
developing something more sustained, such as the SMABCs efforts to build UNISOL - a worker
owned solidarity economy comprised of recuperated enterprisesxxxiv - firms which cannot survive
are not conducive to the development of structural power.
Workplace bargaining power - as the worker-owners are not able to take industrial action against
themselves, applications of the PRA to worker-ownership must focus on the capacity for the union
to implement CBAs, and address grievances through the existing internal processes of a worker
owned firm. Here the particular type of ownership arrangement is relevant, ranging from a nonunionised ESOP which may recreate standard patterns of employment on the one hand to the
union-coop as model on the other. Research has indicated that the role a union plays in choosing
to support or oppose a WTO during the conversion process may determine its role in subsequent
firm structuresxxxv
Associational Power
Infrastructural resources, in level one refers to the capacity and expertise of a union to successfully
engage in a WTO. As with any other standard application of the PRA, researchers will have to
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consider the financial assets, as well as technical capacity of personnel within the union in
determining whether a WTO can result in an economically viable firm.
Worker owned firms themselves however may be able to develop these infrastructural resources
further, such as the joint employee partnership investment fund managed by the AFL-CIOxxxvi or
the Caisse d'économie solidaire Desjardins - an investment bank established by the (CSN;
Confederation of National Trade Unions) in Quebec, to conduct feasibility studies of insolvent
firms and provide financial assets and business advice to branches seeking to engage in WTOs,
with the goal of building a solidarity economy. On the other hand, many successes are localised
and infrastructure not developed, in Germany, despite a local branch of IG Metall successfully
salvaging a forge from closure, saving several hundred jobsxxxvii the union has shown little interest
in developing infrastructure from this or applying this practice generally.
Internal cohesion is important in two stages of the process. Firstly, in relation to the willingness
and interest in both the union and its members to engage in a WTO together, as seeking to own
and operate a firm is a more significant personal and economic risk than taking industrial action,
and also in developing functional employee ownership models following the transfer of
ownership. The failure to construct internally coherent ownership models which integrate unions,
can in certain cases lead to the ambiguity of workers’ status in which workers are unclear how to
reconcile their multiple identities as both workers, owners, and union members. This can not only
lead to the failure of the firmxxxviii but may, even in successful firms, see worker-owners withdraw
from labour struggles and solidarity in general.
Institutional Power
Due to its function as a “secondary” form of power dependent upon and resulting from the
deployment of Associational and Structural power, just how many resources a union should
expend on achieving legal supports for WTOs is a seemingly core question. It should be noted
however that while unions’ traditional forms of institutional power are cyclical, employee
ownership legislation tends to remain stable, and is advanced by other actors, including by
traditional enemies of organised labour. In fact, the existing institutional frameworks conducive
to supporting employee ownership models and conversions are rarely the results of pressure from
organised labourxxxix,xl.
Considering then how this resource may be exercised, hypothetical formulations such as the Model
State Nexus or the ‘anchor institution’ model Alperovitz describe an idealised institutional
arrangement similar to the Cleveland and Preston models, provide areas of investigation developing these institutional arrangements may require costs in other areas. The PRA framework
nonetheless allows for an analysis of the interrelation between the union, the (usually distinct)
employee ownership movement, and the state at various levels.
Societal Power
Regarding coalitional power, deficits in technical and financial expertise can be compensated for
by working with sections of the employee ownership movement. However, when workers become
owners, an emphasis must be placed on sustaining a customer base. In the case of Republic
Windows and Doors, the employer, able to retain the name, forced the cooperative to rebrand as
New Era Windows, destroying its brand recognition. Employee-owned firms may integrate
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stakeholder representation into its business model, or invest in community projects to develop
wider societal power resources.
Discursive power represents a more complex resource for any discussion of WTOs as it may be
subjected to a number of critiques from both the left and the right. This owes in part to the
ideological ambiguity of employee ownership with support from both sides of the political
spectrum. Cooperatives, far from operating as “strategic battering rams for achieving socialism”xli
in line with particular interpretations of Marx, can themselves be a coherent part of a neoliberal
restructuring programmes. However, it should be noted that if employee ownership is integrated
into prevailing neoliberal discourse, even cynically, it can nonetheless create spaces for unions to
‘hijack’ the pre-existing underlying hegemonic structures of the public sphere as a means of
building forms of employee ownership.
Even in cases where employee ownership is not integrated into prevailing economic discourses,
popular attitudes toward the virtue of employee ownership may be tapped into by the labour
movement as well. While in the UK, the labour movement has diverged from the employee
ownership movement in favour of state intervention and nationalisation, in the US and Brazil;
popular ideas of worker control are either tied to national mythology of the yeomanry farmer
archetype or the social doctrines Catholic Church in building cooperatives, and provide a space in
which the unions may be able to maximise their discursive societal power.
These applications therefore provide a starting framework for considering the types of power
resource which may be attained or exercised by worker-owners, presented below (see Table 1),
though both the standard PRA as well as this proposed adaptation suited to WTOs both require
still a consideration of wider dynamics and entrenched strategies. In other words, is this form of
power desirable or preferable, and why would a union seek to develop it?
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Table 1 - Application of PRA to level two power
Structural
Associational Institutional
Applied in
A successful Worker
Referring to
the form of
firm
ownership
legally fixed
rights
At the level
of the
workplace

Market-rate
wages

Maintain
union
membership
in downturns
Union-Coops

At the level
of the
industry

Reduce
reserve army
of labour
(saving jobs)
Leveraging
suppliers
Beat
competitors

Raise wages
Lobby for
and standards industry
in the industry standards/changes
to law

At the level
of the
society

Develop
infrastructure
(development
banks)

Recognition of
structures

Societal
Interaction
with the other
social actors
or firms
Development
of social
solidarity
economy
Counterhegemony
Stakeholder
capitalism

Preston
Model/Municipal
socialism

Conclusion
While Level Two power considers how worker owned firms might exercise power distinct from
standard applications of the PRA, it still does not address why they may seek to exercise power in
this way. Therefore, to tie the role of worker ownership into the PRA, scholars should first consider
the specific ideological approach the union takes to employee ownership; distinguishing between
whether it views its’ engagement as either pragmatic, i.e, purely as a method of job preservation,
or transformative, i.e., as a method of building worker-ownership as a goal in and of itself.
Cooperatives, and the role of worker-owners in potential processes of transformation, have
occupied an ideologically ambiguous location within the political domain - remaining part of
socialistxlii, classical liberalxliii,xliv, and even fascist political discoursesxlv throughout history.
Identifying how the union, as an agent, places itself in relation to these broader theoretical models
is therefore important in grounding the approach within a particular home domain. The PRA may
not be able to tackle the two epistemological layers posed by research into WTOs effectively i.e.,
both how and why such practices may be desirable, without imbedding it within an analysis of
wider dynamics. It may however be possible to deploy this adapted PRA consistently regardless
of whether the union takes a pragmatic or transformative approach.
While there remains widespread hesitation on the part of unions to engage in WTOs or with worker
ownership more broadly; either because these efforts may fail to save jobs, fail to transform
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capitalist modes of production, or - conversely, because they transform them too much, such
engagements are nonetheless ongoing in the real world and deserve systematic and scientific
consideration within labour scholarship.
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