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Working With COVID-191

André Vincent Henry (PhD)
Director of Cipriani College of Labour and Co-operative Studies)
henrya@cclcs.edu.tt
Abstract
The international medical fraternity and national governments have acknowledged that Covid-19
will not undergo the same trajectory of its virulent predecessors such as Ebola and SARS. Rather,
the virus will continue to mutate and evolve and be a fact of life for the foreseeable future. During
the acute phase of the Pandemic, the disruptions overwhelmed health sector, and concomitant,
economic and welfare implications placed small countries like those in the Caribbean under
significant stress. As the virus enters the endemic stage, the issue of its management remains open
for consideration. This paper proposes a risk-based approach that could be specific to economic
sectors. Moreover, given its complexity, it is proposed that this risk-based approach should be
enriched by a process of social dialogue at the national and enterprise level.
Key Words: social dialogue, occupational safety and health, risk management worker protection,
resilience
The Reality of “Long”2 Covid
The consensus in the scientific world is that COVID-19 will not disappear. According to McKinsey
& Company, “a world that has been fervently hoping for a clean break with the COVID-19
pandemic may be disappointed”. i Countries therefore must learn to live with it and work with it.
To that end, this is a call for action for workplace collaboration and increased productivity while
ensuring worker protection in the face of COVID-19.

1

This work has its genesis in as a contribution to returning to work after the initial acute stage of the Covid-19
Pandemic. I collaborated with Leon Ryan, Cristian Mora and Christophe Kjell Henry in that exercise, and I am very
grateful for their contribution. I am also especially grateful to Barry Parasram, Programme Dean, Occupational Safety
and Health at the Cipriani College of Labour and Co-operative Studies for his guidance on some of the OSH details.
2
I have taken some liberties with the term “long Covid”. I am aware that it applies to persons who experience the
effects of Covid for long periods after contract the virus.
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During the initial acute periods of COVID-19 (the pandemic phase), countries in the Caribbean,
as in the vast majority of jurisdictions, sought to balance lives and livelihoods. The early emphasis
appeared to be on “lives”, as most countries were engaged in management practices of varying
levels of severity. These took the forms of restrictions and lockdowns. Lockdowns included
suspension of all economic activity, closure of public services, except for essential services, and
the implementation of various types of curfews. These lockdowns came at a steep cost for most
countries. Governments sought to mitigate the hardships of the lockdowns by significantly
increasing welfare and social protection provisions. The cost of these programmes had serious
consequences on national budgets as countries saw their national deficits mushroom at
astronomical rates. In the case of Trinidad and Tobago, the budget for fiscal year 2020 was
estimated at TT$53.036 billion with a deficit of $5.287 billion. However, according to the Minister
of Finance Budget Statements 2020 and 2021, to address the impact of the pandemic, the
government spending increased in the vicinity of seven billion dollars.
Table 1: Impact of Covid-19 on Tourist Arrivals in the ECCU
Country
Anguilla
Antigua
and
Barbuda
Dominica
Grenada
Montserrat
St
Kitts
and Nevis
Saint Lucia
St Vincent
and
the
Grenadines
ECCU

Quarter Ending
Mar
June
2019
2019
49,952
43,252
149,595
87,078

Sep
2019
36,956
330,492

Dec
2019
36,192
353,616

Mar
2020
38,897
2,825

June
2020
25
12,751

Sep
2020
0
28,590

Dec
2020
2,081
23,421

Mar
2021
4,509
36,507

June
2021
3,824
36,507

Sep
2021
7,971
54,818

Dec
2021
12,392
137,472

165,339
252,387
9,120
506,486

43,909
69,781
3,504
224,777

25,381
47,297
2,216
138,595

100,237
157,492
6,136
331,996

142,519
208,403
7,843
298,799

54
622
15
11

1,061
1,1917
167
462

2,243
5,925
275
1,414

2,108
2,510
198
2,825

2,855
8,700
327
3,564

6,881
13,741
402
5,822

54,320
46,910
670
110,244

494,152
189,595

225.851
52,935

178,628
26,527

387,373
135,040

412,959
144,093

0
290

10,479
3,823

31,970
6,622

20,407
3,840

46,585
3,092

67,307
6,909

167,277
26,619

2,152,932

813,603

542,678

1,464,958

1,607,129

3,842

30,750

79,120

59,818

105,454

163,850

556,004

In the Caribbean, where most countries are heavily dependent on the tourism industry, the impact
could be described as devastating. Taking the Eastern Caribbean Customs Union (ECCU) as an
example, the tourism industry accounts for more than thirty percent of GDP in some countries. As
a result of the initial lockdown, the tourism sector suffered considerable losses. As seen in Table
1, the quarter ending March 2020, there were just under 413,000 tourist arrivals in Saint Lucia;
that number fell to zero in the quarter ending June 2020. This reality makes clear that complete
lockdowns were unsustainable and forced many countries to reopen their borders to tourists even
2

in the face of the on-going pandemic. Governments attempted to put in place provisions that could
reduce the risk of transmission and create safest possible working environment in the
circumstances.
The COVID-19 pandemic caused a ‘sudden stop’ of all but the most essential business activity
across the Caribbean, as in most of the rest of the global economy. The disruption brought into
stark focus both the interdependence and fragility of the economic system nationally, regionally,
and internationally. Moreover, the disruption exposed major weaknesses in the social support
systems of virtually all CARICOM Countries. Very few private sector firms were spared the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. MSME’s which account for between 70% and 85% of the
number of enterprises, account for between 60% and 70% of GDP and for approximately 50% of
employment have been particularly vulnerable. ii As noted, government operations with the
exception of essential services ground almost to a halt.
From Pandemic to Endemic
Writing as recently as 7 April 2022, Eleanor Lutz and Amy Schoenfeld Walker noted that “while
some American and European leaders have been predicting that the pandemic will soon become
endemic, we are still in the acute phase of the pandemic COVID-19 in its endemic phase remains
a mystery. Endemic diseases can take many forms, and we do not know yet where this two-yearold disease will fall among them”. iii
In his presentation of the third strategic plan for COVID-19 on 30 March 2022, the Director
General of the World Health Organization (WHO) offered the following three scenarios for the
further evolution of the virus:
i.

“… the most likely scenario is that the virus continues to evolve, but the severity of
disease it causes reduces over time as immunity increases due to vaccination and
infection.

ii.

Periodic spikes in cases and deaths may occur as immunity wanes, which may require
periodic boosting for vulnerable populations.

iii.

In the best-case scenario, we may see less severe variants emerge, and boosters or new
formulations of vaccines won’t be necessary.
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iv.

In the worst-case scenario, a more virulent and highly transmissible variant emerges.
Against this new threat, people’s protection against severe disease and death, either
from prior vaccination or infection, will wane rapidly.”iv

McKinsey & Company emphasizes that what is taking place is not unusual. They noted that
“Epidemics end in one of two ways—either we close off all chains of transmission and drive cases
to zero, as with all Ebola epidemics to date; or the disease becomes an ongoing part of the
infectious-disease landscape, or endemic, as tuberculosis is today”. v It appears that the second
scenario is more likely to materialise, given that few locations are likely to achieve herd immunity.
The debate on the virus has been complicated (or confused) by the presence of social media.
Naturally, as the novel virus started to manifest itself, knowledge about it was imperfect and
sometimes statements that were made authoritatively had to be retracted. Almost everyone with
an opinion had a ready platform on social media, and the resulting impact fueled skepticism. As
the science evolved, even what now became ‘scientific fact’ was questioned. Moreover, the speed
with which vaccinations developed and the prevailing environment have contributed to doubt
whether the vaccinations, perhaps the best defense against infection, could be trusted.
Moreover, the discouraging levels of vaccination hesitancy, vigilance fatigue, and a general sense
of resignation and acceptance, all contribute to the prospect of COVID-19 becoming a part of life.
Additionally, due to the logistics of international travel, it is virtually impossible to seal-off
countries from imported transmission. Given the Caribbean’s dependence on international tourism,
the risk of imported cases is inarguably the norm for the foreseeable future.
Table 2 shows the rate of vaccinations in the Caribbean and demonstrates the level of vaccination
hesitancy in the region. It must be noted that vaccination availability is not an issue. Indeed, some
countries have had to dispose of vaccinations due to low demand and short expiration dates. The
reasons for vaccination hesitancy need not detain us here, but raise the issue of the risk of ongoing
transmission among the population.
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Table 2: Covid 19 Vaccination Rates in the Caribbean
Country
Anguilla
Antigua and Barbuda
Bahamas
Barbados
Belize
Dominica
Grenada
Guyana
Jamaica
Montserrat
St Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
St Vincent and the Grenadines
Suriname
Trinidad and Tobago
Worldwide
Source: Our World in Data

Total Does Given
23,126
126,000
336,000
313,000
471,000
66,321
87,590
897,000
1.41M
4,229
60,467
119,000
69,895
505,000
1.55M
11.5B

% Fully Vaccinated
65.4%
63%
39.8%
52.8%
52.9%
41.8%
33.9%
46.2%
23%
36.5%
49.4%
29.1%
27.3%
40.5%
50.8%
59.2%

According to the United States Centers for Disease Control (CDC), “Endemic refers to the constant
presence and/or usual prevalence of a disease or infectious agent in a population within a
geographic area”.vi
There are some dissenting voices concerning whether COVID-19 will become endemic, where
some researchers advance a view that it could be episodic. Robert Gottlieb of the Baylor Heart and
Vascular Hospital is of this view and suggests “I think it is going to be an episodic disease with
episodic variants emerging.”vii
A related view is held by Dr. Eric J. Topol, who noted that:
“The SARS-CoV-2 virus is still with us and is adroit at finding new ways to infect us at scale. As
it evolved from the original strain in late 2019, and progressed to the Alpha and Delta variants, it
became more virulent and infectious, not less. There is a misconception that the virus is destined
to evolve to a more benign form. If we’ve learned anything from the pandemic, it’s that the virus
has an extraordinary ability to adapt — and it is unpredictable.”viii
In the final analysis, whether endemic or episodic, COVID-19 will most likely be a presence for
the foreseeable future. The chances of surges and the related illness, hospitalisations, and death
will be a reality. Health care systems, social protection systems, familial units and workplace
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environments will continue to feel the brunt of this virus as it becomes integrated into our lives.
There is a growing consensus across the world that repeated shutdowns in response to spikes of
infection are unsustainable, have questionable value, and negatively affect businesses and the
workers who depend on them for employment. It thus becomes imperative to develop frameworks
that could assist in operating in the COVID-19 environment.
Increasingly, it is clear that governments will be very reluctant to engage in the kinds of stringent
and disruptive lockdowns that marked the early part of the acute phase of the pandemic. In Trinidad
and Tobago, the CARICOM country with one of the longest periods of severe restrictions, with
in-person secondary and elementary school banned for more than two years, with exceptions for
examination classes, the Government has finally decided to fully reopen society with the
acknowledgment that the country must learn to live with COVID-19.
Across the Caribbean there has been significant relaxation of COVID-19 restrictions. In Grenada
for example, the government has removed all Covid-specific protocols for entry – no negative
tests, no proof of vaccination and no quarantines. Other countries in the region are moving in the
same direction. As a result of lockdowns and other restrictions on work, total output and according
to anecdotal accounts, productivity, have declined in the region. One of the imperatives for
recovery is the creation of risk management strategies for COVID-19 episodes and surges to
minimise the impact of already vulnerable regional economies. In this regard, a risk-based
approach, enriched by social dialogue, is proposed.

Risk-Based Approach to Working with COVID-19
Risk and Risk Management
Risk can be defined as an uncertain event or condition that if it occurs, has a positive or negative
effect on an organisation. In the case of COVID-19, the risk to the workplace is almost totally
negative. An outbreak of COVID-19 in an establishment, especially MSMEs, can be catastrophic
and can mean the difference between survival and closure with the consequences for productivity
and employment.

6

The science of occupational safety and health (OSH) is based on risk identification, risk assessment
and risk mitigation. These principles are normally integrated in OSH legislation. Trinidad and
Tobago’s legislative framework (Occupational Safety and Health Act (2006) Chapter 88.08),
imposed a general duty on every employer “to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, the safety,
health and welfare at work of all his employees” (OSHA 6. (1). The common thread of this section
of the Act is the articulation of the duty of the employer to minimise risk to the safety and health
of the employee. This emphasis is common.
In Spain, for example, the legislation is actually called the Occupational Risk Prevention Law
(Law 31/95), which expressly aims to “to achieve the highest degree of physical, mental and social
welfare of workers possible with regard to risks and the work environment”. The Spanish Law is
itself based on the principles for the protection of health and safety at work articulated in the
European Framework Directive 89/391/EEC, and its subsequent individual directives.
Occupational safety and health frameworks normally include the following precepts:
i.

the avoidance of risks;

ii.

the evaluation of risks that cannot be avoided;

iii.

the minimization of risks at source;

iv.

the adaptation of the work to the individual, especially regarding job design, the choice
of work equipment, and the design of working and production methods;

v.

the consideration of technical progress;

vi.

the replacement of dangerous conditions with those involving little or no danger;

vii.

the development of prevention plans, which must integrate technological
considerations, the organization of work, the working conditions, the social
relationships, and the influence of environmental factors;

viii.

priority to collective protective measures over the individual ones; and

ix.

provision of appropriate safety instructions to workers.

The Risk of COVID-19
COVID-19 is a hazard to the health and safety of the workplace. The ILO notes that “as the
pandemic evolves and the situation across countries and regions continues to change, employers
have had to constantly revise and update both their OSH measures and their individual privacy
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responsibilities with respect to the protection of workers”.ix Further, Lund et alx noted that 83% of
respondents in a global survey indicated that they would ramp up hires of health and safety
personnel.
A hazard is a “situation that in particular circumstances could lead to harm, where harm is the loss
to a human being (or to the human population) consequent on damage and damage is the loss of
inherent quality suffered by an entity (physical or biological)”. xi
Risk management includes the identification and assessment of risks, and development and
implementation of strategies to mitigate the effect of occurrence of risk on the organisation. In the
case of the COVID-19 pandemic the major risks identified included infection and death because
of the coronavirus. The risk management process must assess the likelihood and impact of these
risks. Given the realisation that COVID-19 is a reality that we will have to live with for the
foreseeable future, it is proposed that a risk management strategy consistent with existing law
provides the best approach to addressing this issue.
A risk management-based approach will recognise that one size does not fit all, and that there is
uniqueness of some places of work, which will determine which measures should be used and how
they can and should be implemented.
The interventions should be premised on basic criteria which seek to balance:
i.

The to return to normalcy with safety of workers and citizens at large

ii.

Sustaining industries while preserving livelihoods

iii.

Individual rights with collective wellbeing

iv.

Established terms and conditions of work with the employers’ duty of care to provide
a safe environment

v.

Considerations for specific circumstances of individual workers, including exemptions,
within a broad company policy

The Risk of the Risk
During the early highly acute stages of the pandemic there was a visceral understanding and even
fear of the risk of infection. This was heightened by what appeared to be unstoppable and
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snowballing deaths, made even more real by television and other media reports and images of long
lines of hearses, mobile morgues and multiple funeral pyres.
The perception of the risk has been attenuated as a result of several factors. Vaccines have
drastically reduced the incidence of infection, illness and death. Perception and perspective are
critical in identifying, assessing and mitigating risk. This is particularly the case with COVID-19.
Perhaps as a result of the pervasiveness of social media and the easy of gaining a quick following,
COVID-19 has become an emotionalized phenomenon in ways that no other epidemic has.
In all areas of risk assessment, the confounding factor is perception. However rigorously a cost
benefit analysis is undertaken to reduce the bandwidth of uncertainty, the decision to proceed in a
chosen direction may be made or will certainly be influenced by how the risk is perceived. xii
Douglas notes that conspiracy theories concerning COVID-19 began almost simultaneously with
the appearance of the virus, and that “these conspiracy theories persist, and recently a vocal
minority of “antimaskers” in Western countries have protested against what they view as a direct
attack from powerful authorities on their civil liberties.”xiii Douglas also quotes other sources that
demonstrate the impact of conspiracy theories on the fight against COVID-19: that they have
negative consequences for people’s intentions to comply with government recommendations; were
negatively associated with perceived threat of the pandemic and taking preventive actions (e.g.,
wearing a mask), and intentions to vaccinate against COVID-19. The voices of conspiracy theorists
have been multiplied by their access to mainstream and social media. Some authors have pointed
out that people respond to the hazards that they perceive and that “if their perceptions are faulty,
efforts at person, public and environment protection are likely to be misdirected”. xiv
Starting at the height of the pandemic and continuing until early April 2022, the Government of
Trinidad and Tobago implemented several public health policies and guidelines to mitigate the
risk of contracting COVID-19. These included requirements for sanitising and physical distancing
in public places such as supermarkets, stores and eating places. Management in many
establishments installed plex-glass shields at customer service stations as a protective measure for
their staff. On the relaxing of the public health requirements and the removal of the mandatory
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observation of some of these requirements, such as hand washing, many establishments have been
observed as having removed washing stations and removed the plex-glass barriers.
These actions are not withstanding the relatively low vaccination rates in the country and the
infection with COVID-19 remains a hazard and will continue to do so. One may surmise that the
removal of these precautions may fuel perception in the society that the dangers of COVID-19
have disappeared.
This could certainly be fuel to the fire as there was already a significant level of virus scepticism,
as evidenced in social media, television, newspapers and even protests. Karen Douglas notes that
conspiracy theories concerning COVID-19 began almost simultaneously with the appearance of
the virus, and that “these conspiracy theories persist, and recently a vocal minority of “antimaskers” in Western countries have protested against what they view as a direct attack from
powerful authorities on their civil liberties”.xv The author also quotes other sources that
demonstrate the impact of conspiracy theories on the fight against COVID-19 that may have
negative consequences for people’s intentions to comply with government recommendations.
Further, it has been suggested that there were negative perceptions associated with threats of the
pandemic and taking preventive actions (e.g., wearing a mask), and intentions to vaccinate against
COVID-19. The voices of conspiracy theorists have been multiplied by their access to mainstream
and social media. Accordingly, it would appear that there are mutually reinforcing factors that
would further reduce the perception of the risk of the hazard of COVID-19 and reduce the ability
to respond to the worst case, but not unlikely, scenario advanced by Gottlieb and Topol and which
was referred to above.
Working with COVID-19 Through Social Dialogue
Responding to COVID19 and mitigating the risks presented by the hazard in both the pandemic
and the endemic (or episodic phase) is an intersection of a complex set of safety and health issues,
privacy issues, productivity and work organisation issues, industrial relations issues, psychological
and social issues. Addressing these in the workplace

superimposes a layer of additional

complexity as employers, (both government and private sector) workers, and their representatives
adjust to the new reality.
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At the level of the workplace, communication will be critical. Indeed, this is recognised from the
perspective of the disciplines of medicine xvi

xvii

industrial relations xviii

xix

(Institute of Labour

Relations School, Cornell University 2021); occupational safety and health (OSHA 2021, National
Safety Council (USA) 2021); and business effectivenessxx

xxi

among others. The nature of

communication, however, is not uni-directional. Indeed, dialogue and collaboration are key to
solving complex issues, especially complex social issues which were highlighted by Kahane, xxii
xxiii

Baylock and Allen,xxivle Roux and Sande, xxv Taborga, xxvi and Obeid and Moubaiddin.xxvii

Kahanexxviii noted that “Collaboration is often imperative and usually challenging. And the more
we need it, the more difficult we find it.” As noted, the decision arena for COVID-19 is a complex
one. There are issues of workers’ rights, employers’ rights, privacy, religious persuasion, biomedical ethics, evolving science and knowledge of the virus, balancing lives with livelihood,
conspiracy theories, pseudo-science, and fear, among others. It is in this context that on-going
conversations on risk identification, risk assessment and risk mitigation of COVID-19 must take
place and proactive policy at the national and workplace level must be developed.
What is Social Dialogue?
According to the International Labour Organization, it is “all types of negotiation, consultation or
simply exchange of information between, or among, representatives of governments, employers
and workers, on issues of common interest relating to economic and social policy”. This author
has noted elsewherexxix that social dialogue does not have a very strong practice in the Caribbean.
The best practice is found in Barbados, which has an industrial relations framework that is based
on volunteerism. It has been able to establish an institutionalised social dialogue process that has
spanned more than thirty years and has survived several changes in government administration.
The system in the Caribbean tends to be somewhat adversarial and becoming more so, as the
countries and the social partners grapple with the stresses of the international economic
environment. That notwithstanding, the chances of managing the risks presented by the hazard of
COVID-19 will significantly enhanced if it could be done collaboratively at the national and
organizational levels.
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The ILO has identified at least five enabling factors that support a social dialogue process. These
are:
i.

Freedom of social partners to engage.

ii.

Capacity of the social partners

iii.

Political will

iv.

Mutual respect

v.

Appropriate institutional support

Ideally, a facilitative national system of social dialogue would be a plus for any process at the
workplace level. In this way, the workplace dialogue would benefit from the experience of a more
conducive pattern of interactions which could be transferred to the individual workplace. However,
as noted, the Caribbean does not have a strong history of national social dialogue. As a result, it
falls to the individual workplaces to create the environment to address the risks of working in the
face of the hazard of COVID-19.
In the present circumstances, however, there is a role for government, through ministries of labour,
to facilitate the articulation of a framework for social dialogue as part of its interventions to
mitigate the risk of COVID-19. Indeed, it has been found that crises have been the impetus to many
successful national social dialogue processes, as was the case of Barbados in the early 1990s;
COVID-19 might be the kind of low-risk/high-reward issue that could initiate a sustainable social
dialogue process.
Initiating the Process
The first issue is the establishment of the initiator of the entire process. At the national level, the
initiator can be any social partner or combination of them. In the case of Barbados, for example, it
commenced with the leadership of the trade union movement and the private sector with the
Government coming on shortly thereafter. Within the enterprise, the initiator may come from either
management or labour and can actually come from any level of the enterprise. However, whoever
the initiator is, she or he should be convinced about the case for addressing the risks of operating
in the context of the risks presented by COVID-19.
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The person initiating the process should have the required information to make an initial case for
investment of time, personnel, and money needed for such a programme. The more junior the
initiator is in the enterprise; the stronger will have to be the business case that is made. The data
and analysis produced by the International Labour Organization xxx and the United Kingdom’s
Investment in People Association will provide an adequate basis for making such an initial case.
These sources use a combination of case studies and survey data to demonstrate the effect of the
principles on enterprise performance. If the initiator is someone that is not at a strategic decisionmaking level of the enterprise, it is normally best that the baton should be passed as soon as
possible to someone at the highest level of the enterprise.
COVID-19 Workplace Risk Management Framework
The minimum standard for managing COVID-19 in the workplace is the public health regulations
implemented by a government. No employer or workplace can impose on its workers any lower
standard. At the start of risk management, the employer and workers’ representatives should have
clarity the standards set by the government
Organising for Dialogue
Each dialogue process is contextual and must be framed within the situation facing a workplace.
The ILO has pointed out that in organizing workspaces in the context of COVID-19, “the
configuration of this highly depends on the company, the sector, and the context”.xxxi The ILO also
references Lund et al, who pointed out that “returning to the workspace is not simply about opening
a door, but rather constitutes part of a bigger and systematic reconsideration of what exactly the
office brings to the organization”.xxxii
In a dialogue process at the level of the workplace, the first determining issue is whether the
workplace is unionised. If it is unionised, then dialogue takes place between the employer and the
workers’ union. If it is a non-unionised environment, it would be necessary to ensure that the
workers’ representatives are recognised as legitimate by their peers. Determining who are
legitimate representatives of the workers in a non-unionised environment should be carefully
considered. This may be done in different ways, for example, by canvassing the views of workers
on a departmental basis or engaging with persons who have been identified as leaders in the
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establishment. A consideration might also be whether there is an existing OSH committee in the
establishment.
The partners should also address or agree to defer outstanding matters that may contribute a less
favourable negotiating environment. It is not unusual for a social dialogue process to be affected
by issues not directly related it. It is useful in such instances for the parties to acknowledge these
matters and to agree to lay them aside in order to address the current problem.
Partners need to agree on the terms of reference for the dialogue. Depending on who the initiator
of the process is (the employer side or the worker side), terms of reference should be established.
It will also be important to keep the dialogue as focused as possible. As tempting as it might be to
try to link the COVID-19 dialogue to other issues, which may be important, that temptation should
be resisted. Partners should agree to hold those other issues in abeyance. As noted above, the
success of the COVID-19 discussion might actually serve as a confidence-building platform for
other matters.
It would also be useful for the partners to have a preliminary discussion on the prevailing mood
and general orientation about COVID-19 in the workplace. As noted above, very strong views are
held about the virus in the wider society. No doubt, this has seeped into many workplaces and the
issues have become emotional and volatile, even as the best science is rejected.
Risk Identification
Risk is measured on two dimensions: likelihood and impact. Likelihood is the possibility of an
event occurring. Impact is the potential effect of the risk on the business if it manifests. In this
case, the risk is a worker or workers would become infected with COVID-19 and the contingent
add-on risks of serious illness, death, disruption of business continuity, etc. The actual likelihood
of the events and results vary depending on several factors. The nature of a business and the type
of business operations is a factor. ILO/WHOxxxiii provided some guidance in this regard. The
agencies identified the following workers as having an increased risk to contracting COVID-19:
•

Service and sales workers

•

Cleaning and domestic workers
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•

Education workers

•

Meat-processing workers

•

Hospitality workers

•

Drivers and transportation workers

•

Public safety workers

•

Construction workers and the people in social service occupations.

WHO/ILO also identified the following conditions as increasing the risk to infection workplace
with:
•

Physical person-to-person contact

•

Inadequate ventilation

•

Common eating areas

•

Shared work accommodations

•

Share travel

As part of its context and situation assessment, a workplace should be guided by its risk appetite,
that is, the amount of risk the organization, or subset of it, is willing to accept. Organizations which
have a high-risk appetite would probably view the hazard of COVID-19 as less of a threat than an
organisation with low-risk appetite. The danger is that an organsiation might have a high risk
appetite but a low risk capacity. Risk capacity is the maximum amount of risk that an organization,
or subset of it, can bear, linked to factors such as its reputation, operations, human capital, etc.
Risk Assessment
In assessing the risks related to COVID-19 in a workplace, there are at least two dimensions that
should be considered. First is the nature of the business and second is the configuration of the
actual workspace.
OSH legislation and regulations normally make provisions for specific kinds of risks that might
be inherent in the operations of a workplace. In the case of COVID-19, given the way the virus is
transmitted, there are some operations that create a heightened risk. ILO/WHO listed some of these
as noted above. As a special note is the hospitality sector, which is the mainstay of many countries
in the Caribbean. Risk is further heightened by the configuration of specific workspaces and the
ability of employers to adjust those workspaces. Many workspaces are constrained by fixed
15

building sizes, internal walls, the number of employees required on-site for business continuity,
the ability of the company to allow remote work and other relevant factors. Each workplace will
therefore have to assess its risks, taking these factors into consideration. Additionally, it could be
necessary for employers to consider individual employees who may be individually more
vulnerable to infection for COVID-19 and who may require special working conditions.
Second, each sub-sector’s initial exposure to these risk factors should be analysed and measured.
Mitigation strategies should then be recommended to mitigate the effects of the exposure. In some
cases, mitigation strategies for some firms would have already been in place. However, these
sectors would have to evaluate whether the measures are adequate, taking into consideration an
increase in the volume of clients seeking to access their goods and services. Using these risk
factors and possible mitigation strategies, one can determine the preparedness of each industry to
handle the COVID-19 impacts, and as a result of that, determine a possible ranking and sequence
for reopening business. The following risk management framework would be used and adapted for
this project.
Risk Management Process
This step-by-step process for managing COVID-19 risk in the workplace is suggested once an
establishment decides that there is a sufficient likelihood of a COVID-19 infection or outbreak and
that if it does occur, the impact on its operations could be sufficiently serious and has decided to
use a risk management-based approach to manage the potential hazard in the workplace.
If the workplace is unionized, and there is joint OSH committee in place, this would most likely
be the best location for the collaboration in the fight. If there is no established joint mechanism,
then it is suggested that the partners should establish such a mechanism; and upon the formation
of the mechanism, there should be a process to finalize the terms of reference. The first item of
work for the consultative mechanism must be the risk assessment. The assessment will determine
the risk capacity of the workplace. The assessment should start from the perspective of the risks
inherent in the nature of the business activity and be drilled-down to the risks specific to the
workplace. For example, there are inherent risks for transmission in the hospitality industry, but
these risks will be heightened for someone offering personal service within a hotel.
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It is suggested that part of the risk assessment should include the pulse of the workforce. That is
to say, while an enterprise might have a low-risk appetite, the employees might have a higher risk
appetite which may be cause some of the factors identified earlier – vaccine hesitancy, COVIDfatigue, social media “research”, etc. This will help to inform the important communication
programme that will have been a part of the risk management strategy, since the perception of the
risk will determine the appetite for the risk.
The next step is the design and implementation of the risk management plan, including monitoring
mechanisms. The design should have at least two components – preventative measures to be taken
to forestall the occurrence of COVID-19 at the workplace and the protocols to be used in the event
of infections. A critical element of the risk management strategy will appropriate two-way
communication in which workers get an opportunity to voice their concerns and frustrations, if
necessary. Finally, the plan should include a process for open monitoring and adjustment if
required.
Conclusion
Life must go on, notwithstanding the continuing presence of COVID-19. There remains the
constant risk that governments, employers, workers and their representatives, and society at large
would drop their guard. At the same time, there is the risk that the virus could continue to mutate
and new and more virulent variants may emerge. Large countries have an inherent advantage in
combatting epidemics. Their systems tend to be able to absorb disruptions based merely on scale.
The countries of the Caribbean, especially the very small states, many with populations of less
than one hundred and fifty thousand, do not enjoy that privilege to negotiate such crises.
The recommendations contained in this paper may appear to some as onerous and even an overreaction, especially as new variants, while more contagious, are proving to cause less severe illness
and less death. However, if the mechanisms are set up transparently and in good faith, they would
most likely prove to be easy to operate and efficacious. Social dialogue and collaboration in the
workplace may be a challenge at first, but if it is approached openly, the benefits can be significant.
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Abstract
The Caribbean is a dynamic, multicultural region that despite the progress made in some areas,
continues to experience a plethora of challenges. Globalisation is one such challenge that has
contributed to exacerbating the inequalities experienced by many developing countries, the
Caribbean included. The Caribbean has also been particularly impacted by the ongoing COVID19 pandemic as a result of the restrictions placed on international travel. These restrictions have
led to a significant decrease in economic activity in the tourism industry, which is a major revenue
earner for many countries in this region.
Additionally, a major challenge currently being faced the world over, from which the Caribbean
is not exempted, is the changing nature of work. As a result of the changing labour landscape,
countries are presented with the challenge of responding to these changes to ensure that the Decent
Work Agenda continues to be promoted. The future of work has been accelerated and impacted by
both past and present challenges, bringing to the forefront the main drivers of the changing nature
of work. The key drivers of the changing nature of work i.e., the principal factors which are causing
the transformations being observed in the world of work include, changing technology and
digitalisation, climate change, the increased prevalence of Non-Standard forms of Employment
(NSE) and demographic shifts. It is important to note, that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic
has to some extent, accelerated the changes observed in the world of work, that is, the pandemic
has brought forward the future of work.
Recognising that as a result of the aforementioned drivers, the global labour landscape is changing
and will continue to change significantly, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) identified
the future of work as the theme for its centenary, which was commemorated in 2019. As part of its
centenary activities, the ILO established the Global Commission on the Future of Work (FoW)i.
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The Commission’s report entitled ‘Work for a Brighter Future’ presents a framework for managing
and leveraging the transformations being driven by the changing world of work. This framework
proposes a human-centred approach for the future of work and consists of three overarching
measures that relate to: promoting investment in human capital; strengthening the provisions
pertaining to the institutions of work; and further supporting investments in decent and sustainable
work.
The goals of this paper are to examine the drivers of the changing nature of work and assess the
extent to which the framework articulated in the ILO’s FoW report would be a relevant roadmap
for Trinidad and Tobago in addressing the future of work, thereby promoting a sustainable
Caribbean society, based on a re-imagined new normal. In light of the foregoing, this paper seeks
to consider the following research questions:
1. What are the factors that are driving the changes to the nature of work?
2. What policy recommendations are articulated in the ILO’s Global Commission Report on the
Future of Work to the issues?
3. To what extent does the report present a relevant roadmap for Trinidad and Tobago in addressing
the impacts of the changing FoW?
In light of the foregoing research questions, it is envisioned that the contribution of this paper to
the existing literature on the FoW would be a country-specific analysis of the applicability of the
areas of action recommended in the Report of the ILO FoW Global Commission for addressing
the impacts of the changing nature of work.
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Drivers of the Changing Future of Work
Employment is a critical part of each economy and the workforce plays an integral role in the
development of these economies. Work is important for many. “It is how we meet our material
needs, escape poverty and build decent lives. Beyond our material needs work can give us a sense
of identity, belonging and purpose. It can expand our choices, allowing us to glimpse optimistically
into our own future” ii. In recognising the importance of work, not just for the individual but also
for the state, it is critical to note that the future of work is changing. New forces are emerging
which are changing the world of work as we know it, and the future of work is at the centre of
several discussions globally and to better understand this, the drivers of these changes and the
resulting impacts need to be understood.
Technology
The first driver to be considered in this analysis is technological innovation. Technology, as we
know it, is constantly changing. “Technology is not only set to change the world, but also impacts
organisations, their policies, as well as their strategies”iii. This is an important factor in the
changing future of work. Several benefits can be derived from new and emerging technology,
which include new job opportunities, enhanced training, and increased development in various
sectors, to list a few. “New technologies provide windows of opportunity for emerging economies
to catch up in diversification, productivity, and complexity, and to leapfrog into advanced
technologies and industries. We know from previous waves of technological change that some,
but not all, developing countries could take advantage of such opportunities” iv. Developing
countries such as those in the Caribbean region experience challenges accessing the benefits of
technological advancements. Some of the reasons for this include the cost associated with the
development and attainment of new technology, as well as the required training.
An Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) report entitled “The Future of Work in Latin
America and the Caribbean” presented the impacts that technology has had on the Caribbean,
noting that the region is susceptible to the effects of technological advancements. “Some major
barriers make it difficult for Latin America and the Caribbean to absorb this technological tsunami
rapidly. This is because, compared to developed countries, the region does not have the necessary
capacities, skills, and infrastructure to fully accommodate this technological revolution”v. In
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addition to this, the digitalisation of sectors also poses several benefits and drawbacks. While
efficiency and productivity can be increased through technology, in some cases it can also lead to
negative impacts on efficiency and productivity in organisations. System errors and other
technological glitches can leave organisations vulnerable, further, it is of importance to note that
while technology can benefit many, it can also contribute to job losses.
It is arguable that all sectors are affected by changing technology. Using the banking sector as an
example, traditionally, to conduct a transaction, there was the need to physically go into the bank,
engage tellers and have them conduct the transaction on your behalf. Today, through technology
and digitalisation, individuals can now conduct most transactions on smart devices, inclusive of
wire transfers, accessing bank statements and payment of bills, among others. This trend towards
an increased use of automated processes in the workplace can result in the need for fewer
employees to conduct a given work task. Additionally, this trend is by no means limited to the
finance sector, but can be seen across several sectors. To address this there is the need to reskill
and upskill the workforce to adapt to the changing future of work, and to ensure that persons
impacted by the increased use of technology in one job/sector can transition to employment in
another job/sector.
In the context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (with increased measures to limit personal
interactions), there has been an increased thrust towards incorporating technology into work
processes, evidenced in many cases by onsite work shifting to remote work.
Demographic Shifts
Demographic shifts represent another key driver of the changing nature of work, as indicated in
the ILO’s Work for a Brighter Future report that states the future will be marked by strong
demographic changes that will have a significant impact on the economy. Globally, there has been
a decline in the number of women giving birth and this can have consequences particularly as it
relates to the future work force. According to a 2018 report by the British Broadcasting
Corporation (BBC), the main factors that have contributed to the decrease in fertility rates
include:1. Greater access to contraception and 2. More women in education and work vi.
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As a result of declining fertility, driven by these factors, it is likely that the future labour force
would decline. Therefore, “projections of future global employment needs due to demographic
changes and technological developments are of central importance for economists, policymakers,
and the wider public”vii. It should be noted that while global trends reflect declining fertility rates,
according to the Tenth Actuarial Valuation of the Trinidad and Tobago National Insurance System
which was published in 2016, the local total fertility rate (TFR) stood at 1.70 in 2011 and projected
the same figure for 2045viii.
In addition to declining fertility, another important current demographic trend is that older persons
represent an increasing proportion of the population. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) notes that:
“Since 2010, the large baby boomer cohorts have been reaching older ages and successive generations are of smaller
size or grow at a slower pace. By 2050, the share of the population aged 50 and older will increase from 37% in 2020
to 45% on average in the OECD. Similarly, the old-age dependency ratio – a demographic indicator that measures the
size of the population aged 65 and over relative to that of people at classic working ages 20-64 – is projected to increase
by two-thirds in OECD economies, from 30% in 2020 to 50% in 2050”ix.

People are living longer than before therefore resulting in a growing old age population. Data for
Trinidad and Tobago is consistent with this trend as according to the aforementioned Actuarial
Report, in 2016 the local population was comprised of 215,855 persons who were above age sixty
and this figure is projected to increase to 342,720 in 2036, with further projections of increasing
to 408,806 in 2066. Such trends in turn create a situation where a country now has to care for its
elderly for longer periods, and this warrants adequate programs and infrastructure which may take
the form of social programs such as pension plans, welfare benefits, health care services and
retirement care. In this regard, it should be noted that, amongst other things, the Tenth Actuarial
Report for Trinidad and Tobago highlighted the importance of ensuring that contribution levels are
sufficient to meet current and future pensions payments, in part as a result of the prevailing
demographic trends. Further to this, a larger retired population is likely to result in a greater
demand for elderly care, and as such, necessary skills training will be required to ensure that there
are sufficient persons with the relevant skills to fill the jobs available in this sector. This will
include an adequate number of healthcare professionals, and educators to provide the professional
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training required.
Climate Change
Climate change is another important driver of change in the world of work that requires
examination. “Humanity’s influence on the Earth system, which has been accelerating since the
1950s, has led to unprecedented rates of biodiversity loss, the emission of novel entities, damage
to the ozone layer, soil degradation and changes to global biogeochemical flows, and has altered
the Earth system on a worldwide, and in certain cases irreversible, scale”x. Human consumption is
having a negative impact on the environment. “Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions and
pollution have been on the rise, caused by economic growth patterns based on overexploitation of
natural resources and fossil-fuel energy generation. Global carbon dioxide emissions grew by 1.7
per cent in 2018 to a record-high level”xi.
Environmental degradation, loss of biodiversity, desertification, rising sea levels and changing
climate patterns all affect the ways we live, work and earn. In many countries, including the
Caribbean most of the economic activity, and the jobs that depend on them, are linked to the
extraction of natural resources.
“Since the mid-1990s, specifically since the 1994 UN Conference on Small Island Developing States, increasing
numbers of people in the region have come to recognise that our economies are dependent on natural resources, and
that more attention would need to be paid to environmental practices in areas such as agriculture, fisheries, forestry
and tourism that would protect these resources in order to guarantee their sustainability” xii.

Authors claim that “the world of work and the natural environment are linked”xiii, the dependence
on natural resources however is seriously threatening the planet. “Fossil fuels comprise 80 per cent
of current global primary energy demand, and the energy system is the source of approximately
two thirds of global CO2 emissions”xiv. To address this there has been a shift from fossil fuel to
more sustainable forms of renewable energy, such as wind and solar power requiring a “greening
of the economy”. As a result of this shift, there is a need to ensure that the skills required for these
emerging “green sectors” are available.
Recognising the importance of climate change, in 2010-2011 the ILO commissioned a global
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research project to investigate the skills needed for greener economies as part of the Green Jobs
initiative. Another research project was conducted in 2017-2019 to include countries and regions
which were not included in the previous Green Jobs initiative, entitled “Skills for a Greener
Future”. The report emanating from this project identified major gaps in and shortages of skills for
green jobs, addressed the alignment between skills, environmental policies and institutional
arrangements and identified policy response strategies and good practices.
The world is quite aware of the effects climate change is having and it has since become a global
issue engaging all states. In 2015, the United Nations 2030 Agenda and its seventeen (17)
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change and
environmental degradation marked a significant leap in addressing this issue. More recently, a Just
Transition Declaration was adopted during the 2021 United Nations Climate Change Conference
(COP 26) which is geared towards mitigating job losses as countries move away from fossil fuels
and towards renewable energy sources. These key agreements will profoundly shape the future of
work, given the close link between economic activity and the natural environment. For example,
the shift from fossil fuel to more sustainable forms of energy including wind and solar power will
have a ripple effect on the future of work. This shift has created and will continue to create some
unemployment in the fossil fuel sector however, it also presents the opportunity for the creation of
new, greener and more sustainable jobs. As a result, there is the need for reskilling and upskilling
in the energy sector, and in other sectors of the economy to facilitate employment in climatefriendly jobs.
Climate change will affect almost all jobs, requiring training to adapt to a more sustainable
environment in response to the effects of this phenomenon, and currently, skills and training are
being developed to reflect a greener economy. While shifting to a climate-friendly approach may
be economically costly, it has the benefit of creating a more sustainable environment for
generations to come. Recognising that the response to climate change would have impacts on
several areas, including employment related impacts, work is underway to develop a Just
Transition Policy for Trinidad and Tobago. As its name implies, this policy is geared towards
mitigating the negative impacts of transitioning towards becoming a low carbon emissions
economy, through the creation of employment opportunities. Therefore, this policy would provide
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an important framework for Trinidad and Tobago as it seeks to address employment-related
impacts of climate change. With a view to ensuring that employment in low carbon sectors is
promoted, it is envisioned that this policy would inter alia support ‘green’ business models,
promote investment in environmentally friendly sectors and ensure that the skills required for
employment in these emerging ‘green’ sectors are developed.
Non-Standard Forms of Employment
The final driver of the changing nature of work to be contemplated in this paper is the increased
prevalence of Non-Standard forms of Employment (NSE). According to the ILO, NSE “also
referred to as diverse forms of work – is an umbrella term for different employment arrangements
that deviate from standard employment. They include temporary employment; part-time and oncall work; temporary agency work and other multiparty employment relationships; as well as
disguised employment and dependent self-employment”xv. With the aforementioned forms of
employment which are not permanent, the period of engagement is not open-ended, but is for a
defined contract period or is task-based, which increases job insecurity.
Over the years there has been an increase in NSE. This is due to several factors including
demographic shifts, technological changes and labour market shifts, to identify a few. This impacts
the future of work as there will be an increase in these types of employment arrangements. This
trend is even evident today as there is now a rise in temporary work, contract employment, parttime and on-call work, relative to permanent employment.
Technology and the resultant digitalisation of work has a direct link to non-standard forms of
employment (NSE). As mentioned earlier, technology has facilitated the digitalisation of many
sectors and as such has transformed the nature of work. For instance, the emergence of the ‘gig’
or ‘platform economy’ has resulted in significant shifts in the way in which work is undertaken.
“An important component of the platform economy is digital labour platforms which includes both web- based
platforms, where work is outsourced through an open call to a geographically dispersed crowd ("crowd work"), and
location-based applications (apps) which allocate work to individuals in a specific geographical area, typically to
perform local, service-oriented tasks such as driving, running errands or cleaning houses”xvi.

27

The ILO World Employment and Social Outlook 2021 highlights that digital labour platforms have
increased five-fold worldwide in the last decadexvii. While this trend of increased platform work
may have benefits, it can also be detrimental to the future of work, as it may lead to more precarious
work. As a result, this type of work does not meet the criteria of decent work, as it entails
employment relationships that are neither wage employment nor own-account work, and in most
cases is not covered by labour legislation.
The prevalence of this type of work can create the impression that it is acceptable and can therefore
be perceived as the norm, thereby leading to work arrangements becoming increasingly risky for
future generations. “This not only results in worse quality employment, but may also contribute to
at least some segments of the population increasingly seeing precarious working conditions as the
norm in Latin American labour markets”xviii. Platform work or gig economy has the potential to
reshape the future of work into new and accepted forms while compromising the decent work
agenda; and this trend is visible in Trinidad and Tobago.
In addition to generating insecurity, the shift towards increasing NSE can also impact worker
representation. In light of the changing employment relationship, the existing structure for worker
representation, based on Recognised Majority Union status for workers at a specific workplace,
may not be entirely adequate to ensure representation for workers engaged in NSE. Additionally,
a major negative impact of the increased tendency to NSE relates to social protection, “as
employees in NSE are sometimes excluded from social security coverage”xix. As a result, current
employees often do not contribute to social protection funds, thereby negatively impacting the
sustainability of these funds, which could place the livelihoods of current pensioners in jeopardy.
As these employees are not always formally enrolled in work-place based social security
arrangements, such as occupational pensions, their ability to sustain a decent standard of living
upon retirement may be questionable.
The current COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the importance of strong social protection
measures, as those who were most severely impacted were often not covered, or not adequately
covered by a social support net. In order to provide support to those groups which were impacted
by the pandemic, but were either not covered or insufficiently covered by social protection
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programmes, the Government of Trinidad and Tobago made various forms of financial assistance
available. These included social support grants in the form of rental assistance and public
assistance provided through the Ministry of Social Development and Family Services. Salary
Relief Grants was also made available to those affected by the Ministry of Finance. It should be
noted that the latter was administered by the National Insurance Board of Trinidad and Tobago
(NIBTT). In addition, the Ministry of Finance also provided fiscal support to promote business
continuity. These measures included further decreasing the lending rate to 6%, providing a onemonth moratorium on loans, the provision of TT$50 million to be made available through a grant
facility to hoteliers and the provision of a Liquidity Support Loan Programme valued at $TT100
million to be administered through Credit Unions, amongst others. In light of the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on Medium, Small and Micro Enterprises (MSMEs), the government also
took measures to assist these types of businesses. The measures which targeted MSMEs included
TT$30 million in grant funding through the National Entrepreneurship Development Company
Limited (NEDCO), as well as ‘soft loans’ to the value of TT$300 million to small and medium
enterprises through First Citizens Bank.
Applicability of the Work for a Brighter Future Report for Trinidad and Tobago
As indicated above, recognising that the changing nature of work would have significant impacts
going forward, the ILO put forward the future of work initiative. In 2013, the ILO Director-General
proposed the future of work as one of seven centenary initiatives. In 2017 the Global Commission
on the Future of Work was established by the ILO to, inter alia, develop recommendations for
social partners to respond to the challenges presented by the future of work. Following
deliberations over a one-year period, the report entitled “Work for A Brighter Future: Global
Commission on The Future of Work” was produced. This report presents a roadmap to address
matters related to the future of work through a human-centred approach which focuses on the three
following areas of action.
“First, it means investing in people’s capabilities, enabling them to acquire skills, reskill and upskill and supporting
them through the various transitions they will face over their life course. Second, investing in the institutions of work
to ensure a future of work with freedom, dignity, economic security and equality. Third, investing in decent and
sustainable work and shaping rules and incentives so as to align economic and social policy and business practice
with this agenda”xx.
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The ILO notes that “we need to seize the moment, provide credible responses to people’s concerns
and unlock the countless opportunities that these changes bring. In this lie the seeds of
transformation, the dynamism and possibility to craft an agenda for action that will improve the
lives of people around the globe”xxi. Each of the areas of action identified in the ILO Global
Commission Report may be relevant for addressing several of the FoW drivers considered in the
preceding section of this paper. That is, it is not the case that the aforementioned action areas
should only be utilised to address the impacts of a specific driver, but could be suitable to mitigate
the impacts of several of the drivers of the FoW identified above. Therefore, the relationship
between the drivers of the FoW and the response measures set out in the ILO report is not linear.
Figure 1 below, seeks to correlate the measures recommended in the ILO FoW Report to the various
drivers of the FoW, thereby identifying which of the action areas would be applicable in responding
to the different impacts of the FoW, as brought about by each of the drivers discussed above
Figure 1. The Correlation between the Global Commission Report Action Areas and
the Future of Work.
Drivers

Measures to address the future of

work

Investing in People’s
Capabilities

Technology and Digitalisation

Climate Change
Increasing Investments in the
Institutions of Work
Non-Standard Forms of
Employment (NSE)
Increasing Investment in
Decent and Sustainable Work

Demographic Shifts

Policies related to investing in people’s capabilities are relevant in responding to the changes in
the world of work which are driven by technology, climate change and demographic shifts.
Response measures which are geared towards increasing investment in the institutions of work
could prove to be particularly impactful in addressing developments in the labour landscape which
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result from technology, climate change, increasing NSE and demographic trends. Initiatives
related to increasing investment in decent and sustainable work would represent an effective
response to those impacts of the FoW which have been caused by climate change and NSE. Having
established the measures which would be suitable for addressing the various impacts of the
changing FoW, in the following section of the analysis, each area of action identified in the
aforementioned report will be considered, to assess the extent to which it is relevant for addressing
matters related to the future of work in the Trinidad and Tobago context.
Investing in People’s Capabilities
The first area of action articulated in the Work for a Brighter Future Report is increasing
investments in people’s capabilities. This means “enabling them to acquire skills, reskill and
upskill and supporting them through the various transitions they will face over their life course”xxii.
Lifelong learning encompasses formal and informal learning from early childhood and basic
education through to adult learning. To achieve this, governments need to ensure financial as well
as infrastructural support to encourage lifelong learning particularly in those fields where there
will be an increasing demand for particular skills going forward.
To address this, Trinidad and Tobago has several mechanisms in place, such as lifelong skills and
training spanning from early childhood to tertiary education. Universal education is available at
the primary and secondary school level, while subsidised tertiary level education is available for
eligible citizens through the Government Assistance for Tuition Expense (G.A.T.E.) program, with
limited resources also available to fund tertiary education through government scholarships. In
addition, skills development courses are available through the Youth Training and Employment
Partnership Programme (YTEPP), as well as the Community Education (Skills Training)
Programme; and the Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) program under the
purview of the National Training Agency (NTA) plays an important role concerning reskilling
and upskilling the labour force.
The On-the-Job Training (OJT) program which specifically targets young persons and is geared
towards facilitating the ‘school to work’ transition is also noteworthy. These programs promote
workforce development through, among other things, lifelong learning and prepares individuals
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for transitioning from one skill set to another. In the context of the future of work, reskilling and
upskilling would be particularly important to support workers impacted by increased automation
in the workplace, those transitioning away from the fossil fuel sector, as well as to ensure the
availability of sufficient care and health workers to support the ageing population. As opportunities
for reskilling and upskilling are available through the aforementioned programs, it can be
concluded that appropriate structures are in place to develop the skills required to respond to the
future of work. Increased coordination amongst the government training providers, the employers
and worker representatives will increase the effectiveness of these programmes facilitating the
transitions being driven by the changing future of work.
Increasing Investments in the Institutions of Work
This element focuses on investments in the institutions of work, and calls for establishing a
Universal Labour Guarantee, expanding time sovereignty, revitalising collective representation
and technology for decent work, as these are an important factor in the future of work and each of
the drivers identified above has a direct impact on the institutions of work.
As indicated above, factors that are impacting the labour landscape are leading to the emergence
of new sectors and the expansion of existing sectors. As a result of technology, new jobs are being
created, and in addition, as a result of climate change, sectors related to renewable energy are
constantly expanding. The predominant demographic trends and the increased prevalence of NSE
are also contributing to the expansion of existing sectors. In the face of these changes, every effort
must be made to ensure that workers’ rights are not sacrificed as jobs are being transformed. These
new sectors and jobs should include mechanisms for worker representation, collective bargaining
and/other mechanisms which would facilitate the protection of workers’ rights.
Additionally, management serves as an important facilitator in this process as there is the need for
structures to be implemented, including, but not limited to, the right to union representation and
Organisational Safety and Health (OSH) standards in the workplace. It may be argued than in light
of the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic, sufficient resources may not be available
for companies to invest in the institutions of work. However, recognising that such investments
would have significant positive impacts for instance on productivity levels, it would be important
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to engage in this type of investment, notwithstanding the challenges which have resulted from the
ongoing pandemic. Particular attention has to be placed on increasing investment in the institutions
of work, in the context of the increasing prevalence of non-standard forms of employment. Under
these new forms of work, the established structures for the protection of workers such as trade
union recognition, collective bargaining and social protection, are not always included. Efforts
must therefore be made by organisations to build-in structures which would protect workers’ rights
where the traditional measures for this are absent.
As such, the call for revitalised collective representation under this element of the Global
Commission Report which focuses on the need for Government, Employer and Worker
organisations to address the social contract, is especially important. It is noteworthy that key
features of this are collective representation and social dialogue. A reinvigorated social contract
through collective representation and social dialogue could prove to be particularly useful in
ensuring that workers’ rights continue to be protected in the face of the changing nature of work.
In this regard, it should be underscored that the Government of Trinidad and Tobago considers
consultation with the social partners, including the private sector, labour and civil society, to be
integral to good governance. In doing so, they engage with the relevant stakeholders on labourrelated issues, as evidenced through the participation by representatives of the social partners on
several bodies which fall under the purview of the Ministry of Labour.
Most countries, if not all, possess labour laws that promote fair and decent work. Trinidad and
Tobago is no exception. To address labour-related issues the Industrial Relations Act 88:01 sets
out, inter alia, laws on basic working conditions, as well as safe and healthy workplaces. To ensure
that legislation related to labour and employment are adequate to address the various facets of the
contemporary labour market, the Ministry of Labour has embarked on an exercise to amend
various pieces of labour legislation.
In light of the ongoing work at the national level regarding labour legislation reform and the
continued engagement of the social partners through various consultative mechanisms, it would
be appreciated that efforts are being made to invest in the institutions of work. These efforts would
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in turn contribute towards mitigating against several challenges which are resulting from the
changing nature of work.
Increasing investment in decent and sustainable work
The third and final action area articulated in the Work for a Brighter Future Report is that of
increasing investments in decent and sustainable work. Decent work is not just a goal, rather it is
a driver of sustainable development. “The major economic transformations underway involving
new technologies, demographic shifts and climate change, will have both disruptive and
transformative effects on our economies and work”xxiii. To address this, the approach prescribed
under this element of the Global Commission Report focuses on the following two components transforming economies to promote decent and sustainable work; and shifting incentives: towards
a human-centred business and economic model. Decent and sustainable work is not only of
importance to the ILO but is also part of the United Nations (UN) 2030 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). In this regard, it would be recalled that goal eight (8) is “inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, employment and decent work for all.”
To address the drivers of the changing nature of work which were discussed above, there is a need
to take advantage of opportunities that are presented for growth. These include tapping into
industries such as care and agriculture to promote sustainable work, using technology to bridge
the digital divide and offer greater opportunities for growth and promoting financial incentives in
areas that promote decent and sustainable work. Additionally, shifting incentives towards a
human-centred business and economic model calls for the reshaping of business incentive
structures, as well as additional indicators of progress towards well-being, environmental
sustainability, and equality. To do so, the private sector should play a critical role. As stated above,
technology contributes to promoting NSE that are not always sustainable and are not always
compliant with the tenets of the Decent Work Agenda. The approaches put forward under this
action area call for reshaping business incentive structures and long-term investments in the real
economy could stimulate the kind of economic activity which would facilitate compliance with
the Decent Work Agenda, thereby mitigating against some of the negative repercussions which
arise from the changing world of work such as NSE.
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With respect to the recommendations associated with this element of the human-centred approach,
it would be important to note that the Government of Trinidad and Tobago has taken, and continues
to take steps to increase investments in decent and sustainable work. This has been achieved in
part through the implementation of the SDGs at the national level. Additionally, “Vision 2030 The National Development Plan” is a relevant framework for pursuing decent and sustainable work
within the local context. Through the implementation of the SDGs, as well as Vision 2030, it is
envisioned that the development path pursued by Trinidad and Tobago, would promote businesses,
that are well placed to offer employment opportunities based on decent work. As a result,
notwithstanding the changes in the labour landscape being driven by technology, demographic
shifts, climate change and the prevalence of non-standard forms of employment, decent work
would still prevail.
Having considered the factors which are driving the changes being observed in the world of work
and the possible response measures, as articulated in the ILO Global Commission Report, the
aforementioned drivers are invariably influencing the FoW. In order to mitigate the negative
impacts of these drivers and capitalise on the positive impacts, policy responses are required. Such
responses need to be implemented as soon as possible and not deferred to a later date. As illustrated
in Figure 2 below, while the drivers are impacting the FoW, at the same time policy measures are
required under the areas identified in the Global Commission Report to also influence the FoW. By
implementing response measures now, while the world of work is being impacted by the various
drivers and not delaying this action to the medium- or long-term, the fallout from the changing
FoW can be minimised and the benefits to be derived can be expanded, thereby facilitating a FoW
which is rooted in Decent Work
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Figure 2-The Future of Work Drivers and Response Measures Simultaneously
Influencing the Future of Work.
Drivers
1.
2.
3.
4.

Technology and digitalisation
Climate Change
Non-Standard Forms of Employment
Demographic Shifts

Future of Work

Measures
1. Investing in People’s Capabilities
2. Increasing Investment in the Institution of
Work
3. Increasing Investment in Decent and
Sustainable Work

Future Research
The response measures identified in the ILO Global Commission Report could be very useful in
responding to the changing FoW, however, the situation is dynamic, and in this regard new trends
would continue to emerge. Therefore, in order to ensure that appropriate policy responses continue
to be identified in the face of ongoing developments, future research would be important.
Recognising that the informal economy continues to expand, and that there may be an increasing
importance of the care economy, and the continued need to ensure that gender related issues are
adequately addressed in the context of the FoW, it would be critical to ensure that future research
is conducted in these specific areas.
Additionally, given that across countries and regions the national context varies, it may not be
feasible to adopt the actions recommended in the ILO Global Commission Report in a homogenous
manner, as the needs of developing countries will differ to those of developed countries. In this
regard, future research on tailored response measures to take into account specific national and
regional contexts would be critical. Additional work done in these areas would prove to be
36

beneficial to all.
Conclusion
Having examined the various drivers of the changing future of work including, technology, climate
change, demographic shifts and NSE this paper identified the ways in which each of these drivers
is impacting the future of work. In light of the changing future of work, a framework to mitigate
against the challenges being presented by these shifts is required. The Report of the ILO Global
Commission on the Future of Work entitled Work for a Brighter Future, proposes a human-centred
approach to addressing the future of work, based on three overarching measures. As illustrated by
this analysis, the elements contained in this particular framework can be very useful to address the
various challenges presented by the changing nature of work.
As also indicated in the above analysis, several of the measures prescribed within the
aforementioned report are currently being implemented by Trinidad and Tobago. Therefore, this
country appears to be well placed to address the challenges being brought about by the changing
world of work. Further, the future of work is upon us and it presents an opportunity to transform
and revitalise the economy. Implementing the recommendations presented in the ILO Work for a
Brighter Future Report can have a significant impact not just for developing countries such as
Trinidad and Tobago, one but countries all for the world over.
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Abstract
The argument for trauma informed pedagogical practices in the online learning environments was
justified during the ERTL period of the Covid-19 pandemic. As the pandemic slowly becomes
integrated into our lives, the consolidation of such practices to promote equity in online and
traditional classrooms cannot be underestimated. This move is of key significance to learners who
hail from the informal sector and whose access to learning resources and tools is often at best
provisional and unstable. Learning environments shaped by trauma informed pedagogy benefits
all learners. A review of such practices in pre-pandemic and ERTL periods provides the foundation
for the creation of classrooms, virtual and face to face, that truly demonstrate the principles of
equity and social justice for all learners, particularly the vulnerable ones in the informal sector.
Keywords: Covid-19 pandemic, trauma-informed pedagogies, online learning environments,
vulnerable students, higher education sector.
From March 2020, higher education institutions were ushered into an unprecedented period of
teaching and learning now commonly referred to as emergency remote teaching and learning
(ERTL). According to the International Association of Universities, two thirds of responding
institutions worldwide replaced the face-to-face classroom with distance learning.i In this time,
these societies of higher learning sought to ensure the continuity of their students’ academic
progress via online learning management systems (LMS) and applications. Crucial to this effort
was the implementation of certain pedagogies and teaching principles which largely belong to the
framework of trauma informed care (TIC), but for this conversation should be more aptly
categorized as “pandemic pedagogies” given the diverse scope of these strategies and methods
employed and the concomitant influence they had on faculty, students and institutions alike.
The TIC approach embodies six main principles: safety, transparency and trustworthiness, peer
support, collaboration and mutuality, empowerment and choice, and culture, gender and historical
issues.ii Where previously the TIC approach would have been applied exclusively to vulnerable
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niche minorities, the exigent pressures of the pandemic on all students led to a widespread embrace
of such principles by faculty members in many universities. The operation of these trauma
informed approaches within the online learning environment created pandemic pedagogies that
should inform the future learning environments for higher education, and in particular, the future
of a key stakeholder, the vulnerable student hailing from the informal sector, the marginalized
sectors, and those who faced different kinds of trauma during the pandemic. These pandemic
pedagogies provided opportunities for social protection and safety nets for vulnerable students that
are ordinarily governed by a mandate of medical disclosure and red tape, but which were
superseded by pandemic conditions. They provided a pathway for student success that can flourish
in post-pandemic campus life. In addition, the implications of such practices for higher education
institutions are significant particularly in conversations surrounding this sector’s resilience and
growth strategies within an environment of cyclic crisis and disaster.
The online learning environment by itself presented a cauldron of opportunities and challenges for
vulnerable students. On the one hand, there were the benefits of time flexibility, location
flexibility, increased accessibility to courses and course content and finally, faster feedback
interaction times; however, such gains were often cancelled out by their tenuous living conditions
that the pandemic had now cast into the spotlight. This included, but was not reserved to, issues
such as unequal access to ICT infrastructure, poor or non-existent levels of digital literacy, the
exorbitant costs of technology and concomitant obsolescence, in other words, a deep dive into the
digital divide.iii Such challenges were also extended to the institutions which suffered from
technical infrastructure and accessibility issues, were staffed with faculty who lacked competency
in distance learning pedagogies, and were hampered with adaptability issues for various fields of
study. iv
Despite these hurdles, the role of online learning environments in higher education’s
organizational resiliency plans cannot be understated. Prior to the pandemic, other universities that
had suffered setbacks due to natural disasters and events, had found e-learning tools indispensable
and invaluable to their academic recovery.v In addition, the collaborative potential and
international outreach such a system affords cannot be ignored in a time when higher education
institutions are plagued by high attrition rates and other enrollment challenges. For instance, in
April 2020, the Cipriani College of Labour and Co-operative Studies, Trinidad and Tobago,
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(thereafter CCLCS) capitalized on the opportunity to revamp its regional connections in the
Caribbean by enrolling Grenadian students who were now able to access its programme offerings
via online modality. This created further opportunities for future regional outreach initiatives for
the College in terms of enrollment and collaborative research. Given that higher education
institutions exist in a world defined by crisis in perpetuity, their survival and resilience is
increasingly dependent on securing the needs of its most important stakeholder, the students, and
it is a mission that online learning is best suited to accomplish.
It is instructive that the online learning environment’s limited reach to the vulnerable student
population due to earlier highlighted challenges was successfully mitigated through the infusion
of TIC principles in the online learning environment. Together, this collaboration was the
foundation for many pandemic pedagogies that can provide a blueprint for supporting vulnerable
students who exist perpetually within crisis, but still want to achieve their academic goals. Though
varied, these pandemic pedagogies share certain key features which will be discussed in turn: their
popularization of TIC approaches, their structural elasticity and flexibility, their comprehensive
scope, their adaptability to e-learning tools and systems, as well as their contribution to creating a
resilient student, faculty mentor, and institution that is prepared for a world upended by crisis and
conflict.
During the pandemic, trauma informed pedagogy gained traction on an unprecedented scale. While
TIC principles and approaches were not new to the classroom environment, their applicability in
this period was unparalleled. In addition, whereas on previous occasions TIC approaches were
applied on a case-by-case basis, governed by strict mandates and guidelines, with the pandemic,
mental health issues mushroomed in higher learning. In September 2020, the American NGO
Active Minds did a survey charting the impact of Covid-19 on student mental health. The results
were disturbing. Out of the 2051 students who responded, 75% reported worsening mental health
whereas almost 56% of respondents saw a decrease in their daily level of physical activity. On the
other hand, the survey also noted student resilience in the face of pandemic, with 77% declaring
optimism about their future, with 64%, 82% and 49% having access to mental health resources
courtesy different institutional channels.

vi

This accessibility and widespread institutional

communication drive may have initiated the disavowal of that medicalized disclosure mandate

41

surrounding TIC approaches, but what galvanized its presence was the popularization of the
discourse to faculty (on a global scale) and its subsequent uptake and reshaping by this group
throughout the pandemic.
In the early months of 2020, trauma informed pedagogies, mainly confined to American
universities, now began expanding its audience via higher education professional networks
operating through online modalities. One such network, Magna Publications, organized for its
members a free webinar on trauma informed pedagogy led by neuroscientist Dr Mays Imad in May
2020 in an effort to equip faculty with the basics of TIC approaches to their newly transitioned
online environments. Dr Mays Imad’s discussions focused on the impact of trauma on the brain
and the learning processes as well as strategies to mitigate this impact. All the information was
freely shared to network members.vii This was a follow up of her initial discussion of TIC
approaches being applied to the online learning environment. Strategies included the use of
frequent emails to students and community discussion forums to create virtual communities, the
use of optimistic and non-threatening language, the need to be flexible and understanding with
respect to coursework, and finally, creating a safe space for them in these classes.viii
One month later, Dr Imad continued her advocacy for trauma informed pedagogy in higher
education circuits, and incorporated more strategies that were best suited for the online learning
environment. Some examples included students creating online journals to document their
quarantine experiences and mental health management strategies as a means of ensuring student
emotional safety; the creation of strong ties and student engagement which were vital for students
in virtual classrooms to foster community ties; the use of webinars on stress and anxiety being
made available to students on the LMS; and finally, the commitment for faculty members to
respond to microaggressions in the online environment to prevent retraumatizing already
vulnerable students in the virtual classroom.ix

Further popularization of trauma informed

approaches through social media platforms such as You Tube and other platforms such as
TedTalks have given TIC approaches an extraordinary global reach and opportunities for
execution previously unheard of within the academic environment. This increased awareness and
implementation of such strategies redounds favourably for the vulnerable student, for whom such
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assistance would have ordinarily been restricted and largely private, but now had become widely
accessible and accepted due to the exigencies of the pandemic.
The structural flexibility of TIC approaches within the pandemic extended beyond and created a
feedback loop within the classroom. At the outset, the operations of many institutional emergency
response plans during the pandemic came under interrogation, in particular, for their malleability
to the crisis. As N.K. Turner observes, the waiver of the disclosure mandate that normally governed
such plans (as everyone was experiencing some form of crisis) was a crucial adjustment that needs
to become standard rather than a contingent procedure in the learning environment.x The
justification for this move lies primarily in the recognition that the regularity of crisis and descent
into vulnerability by students does not end with the pandemic, but rather operates on a continuum.
The waiver of the disclosure mandate also had positive implications for classroom management.
Many restrictions were dropped as faculty implemented new deadlines, waived late penalties or
moved to asynchronous instruction that gave students a measure of much needed flexibility in such
precarious times. Other implications included students not having to address issues of legitimacy
surrounding their vulnerability, a problem that often has punitive consequences for them, including
being retraumatized. xi In effect, this disclosure waiver via a trauma-informed approach moved the
focus away from “what’s wrong” to a more stable support system for vulnerable students, offering
the latter certain kinds of protections that prevented their academic journeys from becoming
jeopardized.
The TIC approach was also used accentuate focus on the vulnerable student during the pandemic
in the form of a feminist-based TIC pedagogy or what was termed a “feminist pedagogy of care”.xii
The alignment was based on the disavowal that feminist practice advocates between “real life” and
scholarship, one that is most appropriate for our crisis. Practitioner Jill Woods believes that the
entire package of students’ humanity must be embraced within the classroom, particularly when it
comes to vulnerable and marginalized students; they are not students first and people second.
These are individuals whose crisis-ridden lives influence the quality of their education and their
learning and that must be acknowledged by faculty and administration.xiii The exigencies of the
pandemic revealed the façade of such compartmentalization and exacerbated matters further for
already vulnerable students. In addition, the focus on “care” in this pedagogy is meant to engender
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capacity development in vulnerable students to negotiate their situational ambiguities and ongoing
adversity. In this way, practitioners like Woods find pathways to promote high academic
expectations and inspire confidence in such students as opposed to a paternalistic protection that
keeps trapped within the mindset of victimhood.
This feminist pedagogy of care also resets the classroom power dynamics between faculty member
and vulnerable student. This is done through explicit statements of care: the concern for the
student’s welfare, the advocacy for student matters with the campus administration and the
facilitation of student support services and resources. This notion of care is extended using TIC
approaches as the perceptual lens through which student behaviour is interpreted. Behaviours that
would ordinarily be dismissed as disruptive and rebellious are now re-interpreted and correlated
within a narrative of trauma has now been exchanged for a base of understanding and cooperation.xiv Re-setting the classroom dynamics and shifting perspectives through this notion of
care is a profound acknowledgement by the faculty member, and extension, the campus, to the
harsh realities that constitute the life of vulnerable students, a paradigm shift that needs to be
normalized in these uncertain times.
As laudable as this acknowledgement may appear, the feminist pedagogy of care takes matters
further in assisting students to reassess their precarious situation in relation to their external
contexts. For Wood, helping students understand where their personal narratives exist within larger
systems repositions such histories of inequity to move them beyond the victim blaming and
shame.xv While it is true that removing the burden of shame is crucial for negotiating with their
adverse situations, it can be argued that real freedom comes when the vulnerable and marginalized
can move beyond the binary of victim and oppressor, seize the moment of recognition that this
pedagogy of care extends to them, and enact and re-write their own identity narratives for selfrealization and empowerment.
A final benefit of this pedagogy of care is its ability to re-ignite the social engagement factor within
an online environment especially in a time when pandemic protocols emphasized social distancing,
lockdown and isolation. Woods’ practices included personalized emails, frequent check-ins for
trauma responses, and sharing support and resources via online channels. Such methods allowed
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students a measure of control to dictate the terms of engagement with her as their instructor and to
create a safe, supportive, trusting environment in which they could function as students and as
people.xvi She also notes that it was the small things that mattered, such as the palliative effects of
laughter, flexible dates for assignments, sharing vulnerable and resiliency strategies, and most
importantly, enforcing the caring for and caring philosophy with all students. These measures
along with those mentioned earlier allowed her to recognize their vulnerability without sacrificing
her academic expectations.xvii It is clear that this feminist pedagogy of care, grounded in the
realities of vulnerability and crisis, has the potential to reshape the dynamics of the higher
education environment if the latter wants to achieve resiliency in these uncertain times.
It is easy in these discussions about the benefits of TIC approaches to forget that such vulnerability,
trauma, and crisis extends both ways, with the students and their faculty instructors. In a survey
commissioned by The Chronicle for Higher Education, it was found that faculty burnout was
rampant, with 74% of female faculty and 63% of male faculty complaining about the decline of
their work-life balance since the start of 2020.xviii Teaching during the pandemic brought with it
new and unexpected challenges along with emotional baggage that for which no one was prepared.
Thankfully, some practitioners realized the importance of acknowledging their own humanity in
this pandemic and the changes they had to make as faculty. By recognizing they too were
undergoing and processing a traumatic event, these practitioners turned TIC approaches onto
themselves which then informed their personal pedagogies.
One of these personal pedagogies that merit discussion is the concept of transparency in the
classroom. Katherine McCarthy credits this practice as crucial for propelling her personal
resilience and that of her students during this difficult time.xix Transparency involved shifting her
traditional compartmentalization mechanisms to one of permeable boundaries, changing her
expectations of her students, recognizing her own and student vulnerability, collaborating with her
students on online course design, and most significantly, prioritizing her safety and wellbeing.
This model of transparency had overwhelming results in terms of improved student-faculty
relationships, greater trust in online learning and the authentic connections it had the potential to
generate in terms of collaboration and mutuality in addition to providing her with a model for
which her students could use in their futures beyond the classroom. xx Her recognition of the
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importance of self-care fostered concerns about improving equity in her classroom.xxi All of these
outcomes redound favourably for the student, particularly vulnerable students for whom crisis is
continuous. While the pandemic may have had adverse effects on faculty, for some, the crisis
propelled them into new heights of awareness with respect to vulnerable students, and more
significantly, the solutions they were able to generate to build their capacity for resilience and
growth in the face of adversity.
Other faculty members who were also trained in TIC approaches found that it provided them with
a wider scope for understanding not only their students and themselves, but also their colleagues,
particularly those who were resistant to the changes trust upon them. Using compassion-centric
approaches to teaching during the pandemic, that is to say, practices that advocated inclusiveness,
sensitivity, and mindfulness to the experiences of others; that one is working with were invaluable
to revealing some important tensions within the academic community.xxii Such practitioners found
that their student-centric TIC training brought them into conflict not only with prioritizing for
self-care but also into conflict with colleagues and institutions that were resistant to the changes
incurred by remote learning. While the TIC faculty practitioners were largely focused on studentcentric practices, their resistant counterparts continued to advocate for a faculty-centric approach
to teaching and learning in the pandemic.xxiii It was also a lesson in acknowledging issues of
privilege and inequity. The practitioners admitted to the advantages their prior training and
experience in online learning and TIC approaches gave them in this pandemic and more
importantly, the need to view with compassion and empathy those who lacked both. xxiv Indeed, it
is clear that the benefit of this compassion-centric approach, while it may have elucidated new and
pre-existing tensions among students, staff, and the institution, is the fostering a disposition of
understanding and flexibility in its practitioners that is invaluable to conflict management between
students, colleagues and administration that occurs on a regular basis within campus walls.
Yet, even as TIC approaches and online learning creates a paradigm shift in student, faculty and
institutional relationships, it has also led to a rethink on course assessment practices. The
movement to remote online learning left many faculty members with the problem of re-designing
their courses to suit this new modality, especially with respect to assessment. While some
recognized the importance of implementing TIC approaches to course re-design, they realized its
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success was also dependent on other factors. It was found that authentic assessments provided the
answer to effective assessment while being sensitive to the needs of vulnerable students. Authentic
assessments can be defined as those practices that allow the student to directly apply the skills and
knowledge to different scenarios and situations. In other words, meaningful learning can only
occur when abstract knowledge is situated or embedded in the social and physical contexts in
which they are to be used.xxv Examples include performance tasks, journals, portfolios, exhibitions
and demonstrations. The online learning environment and its concomitant technologies afforded
faculty the opportunity to create authentic e-assessments, a benefit that was especially appreciated
given the health protocols that characterized the pandemic. A video demonstration by a student
discussing conflict resolution in the workplace created with a video application such as Flipgrid
that is synchronized with the institution’s learning management system (LMS) is one such example
of this adaptation.
Authentic assessments also need to be created with cognitive load in mind, that is, the amount of
information that students can handle in light of their memory and schema constraints. Students
functioning under a pandemic were operating under difficult circumstances, so reducing the
number of e-tools per course and providing clear succinct instructions for use, coupled with models
and exemplars, helped to construct the template for effective assessment.xxvi While authentic
assessment practices are not new, their adaptability within online learning, the avenues for
creativity and their ability to build student engagement can ensure its popularity in the post
pandemic period. Of even greater significance is that the situated nature of authentic assessment
translates its relevance for the student who may encounter similar circumstances in their not-toodistant futures. In other words, employing a TIC approach to assessment design can contribute to
student resiliency and growth.
Overall, the application of the TIC approach or trauma informed care approach to the online
learning environment by faculty practitioners has important implications for the way higher
education can serve its vulnerable student demographic as it cautiously moves out of the Covid19 pandemic. The validation of TIC approaches as the default coping mechanism by higher
education institutions with the onset of the pandemic led to its widespread application beyond its
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American borders. This increased popularity increased the parameters of support for students who
would have ordinarily accessed such assistance through rigid administrative procedures.
The uptake in TIC approaches has led to changes with respect to institutional policy and also
classroom management practices. The waiver of the disclosure mandate and the enhanced
flexibility that followed in its wake revealed an unprecedented level of structural elasticity and
malleability that needs to become normative if higher education wants to be honest about the
mental health of its most important stakeholder in the aftermath of a pandemic.
The application of TIC approaches to the classroom deserved further consideration given its
renewed focus on student vulnerability. One such laudable attempt has come in the form of the
feminist pedagogy of care, a slate of practices that caters for the vulnerable student in several
contexts. Its resetting of power dynamics, the movement away from a punitive structure to a more
empathetic one on classroom management remain some of its most significant contributions to the
future of classroom power politics. At the same time, its ability to foster limited awareness in the
vulnerable student with respect to social inequities and generate community building in period of
lockdown due to the clever application of online tools should not be forgotten.
TIC approaches, when undertaken in a self-reflexive manner, strengthened relationships between
staff, student and institution through attitudes of transparency, trust and shared vulnerability. At
the same time, it also demonstrated the ability to enhance compassion and empathy in its
practitioners while sensitizing them towards important inequities that existed within and without
campus walls.
Finally, TIC approaches also had the ability to improve the effectiveness of assessment design
under the pandemic through its collaboration and embedding within authentic e-assessments that
allowed for constructive relevant learning to take place while being cognizant of student
limitations within the pandemic.
Taken together, this embedding of trauma informed care approaches to teaching and learning
created pandemic pedagogies that have practical application outside of the circumstances that gave
rise to them. Their creative and practical solutions for supporting student vulnerability provides
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higher education with a framework for building student resiliency and growth that can in turn feed
into their own recovery management programs. These pandemic pedagogies are a roadmap that
can assist all students with their academic progress but which at the same time are malleable and
adaptable to suit whatever crises await in the future.
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Abstract
The global labour landscape and its informality boundaries are undergoing major revisions.
Informational Communication Technology and technologically empowered solutions have
facilitated novel methods for structuring, organising and coordinating work and workforces, which
have expedited the rise of nonstandard work. Further to this, the COVID-19 pandemic and shifting
worker career expectations have amplified and normalised gig-work. While this new virtual space
creates more opportunities for economies and workers, it has also increased the growth of informal
and precarious labour positions beyond the conventional economic spheres which have shaped the
foundation of nonstandard-ness and informality. This discussion paper reveals that there is some
level of paradigmatic convergence in relating informality with the growing trend of diverse forms
of nonstandard work in the contemporary labour market. It suggests that when Nonstandard
Employment Relationships are understood as manifestations of modern informality, they represent
the significantly heterogenous and resilient, but also evolving nature of the phenomenon. A new
perspective begins to take shape, in that, the internet-fueled gig economy is ushering in a new era
of informalisation of work that is not exclusively a peripheral phenomenon, but situated in the
formal economy, challenging our understanding of formal labour markets, work, and worker
insecurity.
Keywords: labour, nonstandard work, gig-work, informality, precarity

Introduction
The world of work is adjusting to a less rigid and traditional format. In recent decades, work has
become more unstable and fragmented with the Standard Employment Relationship (henceforth
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referred to as the SER) being outflanked by models outside of it. i With pressures from a
progressively unpredictable environment, firms have strategically intensified their utilisation of
Non-Standard Employment Relationships (henceforth referred to as NSERs).ii Yet, a more diverse
workforce has also demanded more flexible work structures to reflect changing attitudes and
lifestyle choices.iii An escalation and diversification of nonstandard-ness now cuts across regions,
sectors, industries, and workersiv and while this modern work ecosystem creates more
opportunities for labour mobility and firm agility, it also creates more informalised labour
positions beyond the characteristic low-economic spheres. Against the backdrop of technological
innovation, the pervasiveness of informality has been concretised in the contemporary global
labour market, through the introduction of the gig economy which has facilitated the digitisation
and further flexibilisation of work,v especially in the COVID-19 era.
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These diverse, and progressive nonstandard forms of work unfettered by traditional boundaries
may serve to further shift risk onto the worker vi across context, facilitating the establishment of
informality as a dominant structure in the contemporary labour landscape.
What this paper advocates, is that the conventional informality discourse, which has traditionally
situated itself in low-scale economic and marginal spheres, is outmoded. Instead, research points
to diversely skilled workers entering informalised employment relationships, in formal
organisations, by choice.vii Extensive nonstandard-ness in the formal contemporary labour market
reveals that informality should not be treated as an anomaly, but instead act as a catalyst to revise
academia’s conception and understanding of informality (and its parameters). To navigate these
issues, this discussion paper attempts to organise critical research on nonstandard work and its dual
partner of informality. It will briefly discuss the concept of informality and follow with an
understandably limited review of the NSER literature and its empirical prevalence. In
acknowledging technology’s role in the evolution and spread of nonstandard-ness, this paper
attempts to situate the gig economy as a potential virtual space for opportunity and informality for
the contemporary worker. As a whole, it offers an insight into how the traditional informality
paradigm must shift and potentially expand its limits with the existence of newer NSERs in the
formal economy.
The Traditional Conceptualisation of Informality
Informality as a concept and phenomenon has secured a context‐specific form, grounded in a
uniquely flexible, grey environment, where the flow of its goods and services are governed by
informal rules rather than formalised relationships. viii Broadly speaking, theorists have established
informality as a consequence of economic delay. As the International Labor Organization (ILO)
defines the informal economy, as “all economic activities by workers or economic units that are
… not covered … by formal arrangements”ix concentrated on “small-scale economic activities,
consisting of the self-employed”.x Accordingly, the informal economy is typically centred on
forced micro-entrepreneurship as a direct response to poverty.xi Parallel to this, academia has
consistently conceptualised the phenomenon as a temporary economic phase to be resolved by a
transition from a traditional economy to a modern, industrial one. xii As such, the literature has
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conveniently restricted the pervasive nature of informality to developing countriesxiii owed to their
negative economic growth and development. xiv
Informality has been viewed as a peripheral space for both firms and workers. In terms of firms, it
can represent a labour surplus of unregistered, micro-scale enterprises with insufficient capacities
and inefficient operations xv and within this frame, workers are viewed as forcefully excluded from
the formal economy, and so participate in survival-based activities in the informal market.xvi
Consequently, informality has been presumed to be in absolute opposition to formal and legal
frameworks and business practices, xvii and this has led to the conclusion that informal actors
engage in the direct evasion of competitive markets and formal regulations.xviii For decades, based
on these assumptions, informality has been theorised as the basis for lower and unstable wages,
lack of security benefits and general labour instability in many countries across the developing
world.xix By equating informality with the peripheries of economic activity, the conventional
narrative has reinforced that informality has no connection to the formal economy and is a
challenge that must be overcome.
However, what happens to conventional conclusions when formalised firms intensively utilise
informalised labour arrangements, and diverse workers actively choose to engage in them? In
reality, formal firms are leaning towards more agile organisational structures which pull them to
the utilisation of NSERs, without traditional employment responsibilities. xx This progressive
informalisation of the employment relationship in the formal economy is consequently challenging
the representativeness of traditional conceptions of informality. In particular, the growth and
diversification of work outside of the ‘standard’ has led some to perceive informality as a central
feature of the contemporary employment landscape.xxi This change forms the basis for a
reconstruction of perspective when approaching informality, with a revisionist focus on expanded
risk to the worker rather than employment status.
Understanding NSERs as Informalisation in the Contemporary Labour Market
There has been a shift to more fragmented structures of work in the global formal labour market.
NSERs represent this fracturing of work and are conceptualised as any work arrangement outside
the stability and security of the SER, which is work that is full time, indefinite, and part of a
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subordinate relationship between an employee and an employer. xxii It is this standard model which
allows the worker to access a range of statutory protections, and entitlementsxxiii and so NSERs are
typically framed outside of the standard and its benefits, and encapsulate temporary work, shortand long-term contract work, agency work, and gig-work.xxiv Academia has founded this
fragmentation of work on ideological, economic, and socio-demographic global shifts in the 1970s
and 1980s,xxv but has firmly advancedxxvi that the destabilisation of the employment relationship
is a direct result of firms in the formal economy facing increasing (transborder) competition and
saturated supply chains. It is easy to see why some have referred to the NSER as informalised
employment in the formal economy xxvii as access to an externalised pool of contingent labour
allows firms to effectively respond to shifting (volatile) demands and enhance competitiveness.
This enhanced flexibility in labour can stimulate the dismantling of traditional notions of the
employment relationshipxxviii because it represents an opportunistic, strategic action by formal
firms to circumvent traditional responsibilities and obligations. However, this firm-shift
propagation of new flexibilities in work structures has also echoed modifications (loosening) in
labour regulations and demands by a diverse labourforce in favour of more alternative work. xxix
However, the universalisation of this so-called shift in labour and work arrangements has been
challenged by more Southern-based scholars who have recognised nonstandard-ness as intrinsic
to the fabric of their societies. So, while this shift to nonstandard-ness in the developed world has
revived debates on the very idea of a formalised ‘standard’ model, some scholars, xxx have argued
that an absolute model of formality has always been a Western-manufactured concept. Instead,
informality and nonstandard-ness are viewed as the global standard, structured from varied
historical traditions, and as such, work across contexts have always presented contradictory labour
positions for workers.
Contemporary NSERS: expanding informalised employment beyond traditional spaces
The global expansion of NSERs and the rapid change in the structure of the economy have led
some academics to theorise the decline of formality and permanency, and the rise of informality
and nonstandard-ness. In particular, Ulrich Beck postulated a shift from the SER to a series of
insecure jobs for all workers, with “novel patterns…of downward mobility” xxxi which has also
been advanced by Guy Standing xxxii and supported by Jacob Hacker.xxxiii Understandably, NSERs

55

create multiple permeations of the employment relationship and by taking this view the SER
becomes unfastened as the standard, with clear empirical evidence to support this claim. Global
estimates of NSERs are significant as they always have been, but what is surprising is that they
are also growing across region where informality is usually viewed as foreign, and it is this growth
that may be a signal of modern informality. In particular, across Europe NSERs have increased
across all countries, xxxiv with temporary and part-time employment increasing from 11.2% in 2002
to 13.2% in 2018 and from 14.9% in 2002 to 18.5% in 2018, respectively xxxv and in the United
States of America (USA), there has been a range of estimates for NSERs, from a low 15.8%xxxvi
to a high 40%.xxxvii However, what makes this growth even more interesting (and worrying) is that
nonstandard-ness has also shifted across worker and economic segment.
Contemporary informalisation covers a range of labour activities and worker profiles, and recent
studies have revealed that NSERs have cut across industry and occupation. This transitive shift
has especially been seen in the middle-class occupations in Australia, the USA and the United
Kingdom (UK);xxxviii while across the Caribbean region, NSERs have also allowed informality to
penetrate the formal market with intensive usage in the public sector in Trinidad and Tobago, and
in the hotel and food industries in Jamaica.xxxix Based on recent works, it is verified that
nonstandard-ness has taken a foothold in more stable occupations. While more marginalised
workers like ethnic minorities, the unskilled, women and migrants have historically been seen as
forced out of the formal labour market and into lower quality informal labour arrangements, xl
contemporary research has proven that this vulnerability no longer solely occupies the peripheral
workforce.xli This is even seen in the Caribbean, in one 2020 study carried out by the ILO in
Guyana, as it was revealed that 20% of all salaried workers in mid-level occupations were on
(cyclical) temporary contracts.xlii This could provide some evidence that formal firms have been
attempting to override the tide of formality in employment relations by utilising more flexible
labour arrangements. Looking at the diverse skill structure of workers across NSERs also reveals
a nuanced picture, as the prevalence of workers with advanced degrees and varying skill levels xliii
has continued to refute the traditionally accepted stereotype that NSER workers are primarily
under-educated and low-skilled. Due to the sustained diffusion of nonstandard-ness across its
traditional bounds, this may signal a transformative labour market shift to greater informalisation.
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The Evolution of Informality: The Gig Economy
The gig economy is viewed as a transformation point in the global labour market. More recently,
various forms of NSERs have become repackaged under the signature of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) innovation,xliv and this sophistication in ICTs has been viewed
as a disruptor of work especially relating to the structuring and organising of the gig economy
which flouts traditional boundaries of time, distance and (traditional) space. The phenomenon of
the gig economy has its origins in the USA just after the financial crisis of 2008–2009 and has
been perceived as a signpost for the fourth industrial revolution. xlv Of significance is the structure
of this novel labour and/or market ecosystem, as it is a demonstration of complex multi-party
interactions, where work is rooted in digitally-structured, flexible contracts and selfemployment,xlvi but organised by means of open-source platforms acting as intermediary links in
the provision of labour, goods and services.xlvii Although it can be seen as a space for enhanced
economic capacities and opportunities across region, by its natural configuration, the gig economy
normalises the contracting of independent workers for on-demand work, where workers perform
a series of tasks without an ongoing relationship with a single employer. Consequently, gig-work
automatically falls under the NSER-umbrella because of its natural divergence from the ‘standard’
structure of work.
The Rise of the Platform
Gig-work is intensifying its reach and range of form and while there are no official statistics on
the gig economy, there has been work done to assume its vastness and diversity. xlviii On a global
scale, an estimated 48 million workers are registered for online work, xlix with projections of up to
60 million active gig workers in the Global South l and a general global an upward trend and
demand from these workers for more remote gig-work.li Across regions the same is observed, as
it was revealed that in 2013, gig workers represented 22% of workers in the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries lii and in the USA, it was found that
in 2017 over 40% of all workers earned at least part of their income from online work, with
projections for further growth.liii Moving away from the West, other countries including Kenya
and Nigeria,liv are also increasing their gig engagement, signifying a potential global gig-shift to
respond to a rising demand for digitally-enabled temporary labour. Still, there also exists a

57

significant level of heterogeneity in gig arrangements, as research has found that digital platforms
can facilitate the accomplishment of extremely specified tasks with varied degrees of complexity lv
for different workers. Although still relatively embryonic, the gig economy can provide expanded
opportunities for economies and workers by reducing barriers to facilitate a networked
convergence of work, workers, firms/ employers, and customers/ end-users. In this way, while the
gig economy can capture traditional market activity, it also presents an opportunity for workers to
choose between traditional and/ or virtual spaces of work.
The New (non-standard) Normal: COVID-19 as a catalyst for gig-work
The COVID-19 pandemic can be treated, in part, as an evolutionary catalyst of NSER
transformation, changing how work is structured and performed. Certainly, there has been
evidence that pandemic has compelled and accelerated nonstandard work, as mandatory
restrictions have encouraged the reliance on remote modes of work, with most countries including
the Caribbean making steps to deepen their digitisation investments and efforts.lvi Research has
already revealed that technological development has been, and will continue to be one of the most
significant promoters of labour market transformation, inclusive of the decline and rise of industry,
and the organisation of work and worker. lvii However, the pandemic has essentially produced a
push to rethink the structure of traditional forms of work, and the value of gig-work, and there is
little doubt that there will be further novel changes to employment and structures of work into
digital spaces. In framing COVID-19 within the broader picture of the future of work, the
pandemic may be seen as the tipping point for new phases of nonstandard growth outside of the
firm’s tangible boundaries, with the gig economy mobilising a new niche in informality.
NSERS as Informalised Labour Positions
The alignment of NSERs with informality is reflected in the enhanced risk transfer to, and the
perceived subjugation of, the worker. As a distinguishing characteristic of the modern economy,
researchers are still exploring the consequences of NSERs, because even when flexibilisation is
associated with job creation and growth, it also synonymises itself with insecurity. On a qualitative
level, NSERs innate informalised employment structures defy guaranteed stability and security for
all modern workers. As the scholarship consistently warns of NSER-risk in the form of
unfavourable working conditions and limited protections,lviii which are typically compounded with
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scarring effects, where NSERs can function as cyclical traps involving long unemployment spells
and lowered wages over the life cycle. lix Consequently, NSERs seemingly embody unstable labour
positions and can at times function as ambiguous spaces, whereby workers must consistently
navigate uncertainty and unpredictability.
The multifaceted diversification of NSERs have been largely compressed as precarious spaces.
Unfortunately, with the growth of NSERs, many researchers have advanced that this also means
the further precaritisation of the worker. lx Precarity, as used in this paper, is narrow in scope and
strictly focused on employment precarity, defined by extreme worker insecurity based on job and
income instability, poor working conditions, and limited access to social protections.lxi Thus,
precarity encourages uncertainty, unpredictability, and enhanced risk in the worker, with a
retraction of power and opportunity for a decent livelihood. However, this does not mean that all
nonstandard workers are vulnerable to precaritylxii as there may be important differences between
various types of NSERs, ranging from more secure to exploitative contracts. Still, as the structure
of work continues to fracture, more workers will theoretically be exposed to more precaritised
informal spaces and these shifts could be a major concern in the contemporary socio-economic
landscape, intensifying societal divides.
Digitally-enabled precarity
The gig economy introduces nuance to larger discussions surrounding the informalisation of
employment and insecurity of the worker. These more recent variations in the labour market
continue to blur the nature of work and since the gig economy centres on its diversions away from
traditional employment definitions and boundslxiii it is typically discussed within the NSER frame.
Informality and insecurity are inherently displayed in platforms, which allow firms to tap into a
flexible external-to-the-firm workforce hired on-demand, for defined short-term periods.lxiv There
is merit here in aligning informality with the gig economy, as previous research has concluded that
platforms can enable the global generation of piecework workers in digital sweatshops.lxv
Consequently, gig-work poses a distinctive enigma, raising both theoretical and practical questions
because it again positions the worker in a grey space, typically located at the margins of the labour
market. Noting this, the precarity scholarship also needs a renovation, especially when work in
this new system is premised on worker-replaceability to be adjusted to maximise firm efficiency
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and immediately respond to market demands. The argument here is that while the NSER represents
a clear direction to more informalised employment in the formal economy, gig-work can be a force
to facilitate and normalise informality in the wider global economy.
The gig economy generates a dualistic space for workers and allows for the further
commodification of labour, which is also seen in NSERs. Central to the academic debate is worker
misclassification (and related security deficits), on account of the platform’s ability to complicate
the employment relationship and enable not only the rejection of employer obligation but also the
misconception of work and worker.lxvi Accordingly, platforms are characterised by ambiguity and
circumvention of traditional regulatory systems, where the worker can be exposed to a variety of
employment insecurity risks. Some academics lxvii have related popular informality assumptions to
the gig economy, underscoring the ‘outsider’ nature of gig-work and the security complications
that platforms pass to the worker. These are sound interpretations because although workers are
employed on/ through platforms, gig-work is conventionally sold as a source of entrepreneurial
activity.lxviii However, this refurbishing of gig-work as a space for entrepreneurial opportunity,
emboldens the treatment of workers as independent, enabling similar informalised fissures.
Considering the absence of the tangibility and visibility of platform work, workers can experience
unstable incomes and lack of representation with no access to sick leave and health insurance; lxix
this enables the possible vulnerablisation of the worker through the evasion of employer-specific
social and regulatory responsibility. This means that tentatively, platforms fragment work without
fulfilling traditional work functions essentially undermining the SER, with obvious parallels to
more traditional connotations of informality through the amplification of risk to the worker. In this
way, gig-work can be an unprotected space for its workers and present unique challenges lxx, and
so academia and policy makers must look beyond gig-work as simply a shifting channel of labour,
but into the reformatting and restructuring of social protection and welfare systems to adequately
support workers. This progressive development of gig-work under the NSER-umbrella without
appropriate worker protection serves not only as a reinforcement of increasing labour market
ﬂexibility, but also a drive toward boundaryless informalisation of employment relationships.
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Choice as a New Element in the Informalisation Debate
It is necessary to remove outdated notions of informality as the concept of choice within the NSER
literature makes an interesting divergence from older views. As new research has shown that
workers voluntarily enter NSERs in search of more autonomous and flexible worklxxi instead of
involuntarily via exit and exclusion. Workers may also view NSER as an economic opportunity to
supplement existing income or because of higher-than-average pay,lxxii while from a gender
perspective, NSERs offer an opportunity for women to overcome work-life balance constraints. lxxiii
Further, research has provided evidence that shifting expectations for work and individualised
lifestyles in the higher-skilled workerlxxiv are contributing to growing informalised work structures
in the formal labour market, as high quality NSERs have been used as means of attracting higherskilled workers lxxv who can take advantage of these labour spaces. However, there is also growing
evidence that some higher-skilled workers still suffer traditional insecurity deficits from these
informalised spaces, and sometimes are not proactively positioned lxxvi in higher quality NSERs.
While the scope of this paper is limited, it is still necessary to reiterate that informalised spaces
without appropriate policy can engender insecurity and precarity in the worker regardless of
profile. While this area is still under-researched and this paper makes no clear conclusion
concerning causality in this regard, in a very general way, there seems to exist a workforce
demanding new standards of work, with similar movements seen in the gig economy.
The boundarylessness of the gig economy allows for more labour market penetration by diverse
workers and presents itself as an opportunity for diversity of job-task, greater flexibility, and
autonomy, and in some instances, higher income. lxxvii This is especially true for the younger
generations of workers, namely Millennials and Generation Z, who perceive the gig economy
model as a clear avenue for flexibility and freedom, as research has shown that younger cohorts
with their strong connection to the digital world lxxviii are drawn to gig-work. As seen in traditional
conceptions, informal employment is conservatively represented in worker margins, contributing
to a shadow economy, and cementing the path to inequality; and although this may be true for
some segments, this narrative produces and strengthens a blind spot in academia. Newer empirical
contributions begin to decentralise the informality discourse, in that, contemporary workers may
have the ‘space’ for expanded opportunities in the gig economy to be proactive agents of change
and enterprising drivers of nonstandard-ness, and not simply be swept into informality. Thus, a
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varied cross-section of worker, exercising volition and choosing more nonstandard work, provokes
modifications to outmoded informality suppositions.
A New Model of Informality
Conceptualising the NSER as a new form of informality reveals informality’s significantly
heterogenous, crosscutting, and resilient nature. Some authors have contended that the diversity
and persistence of informalised employment in the contemporary world signals that this is and will
continue to be the norm of employment. lxxix The progressive informalisation of the employment
relationship and the socio‐economic diversity of informality across markets and workers in the
formal economy, are dispelling dated peripherality conceptions and challenging the
representativeness of the SER. However, the pervasiveness of nonstandard work accelerated by
digital platform transformations (especially considering the COVID-19 pandemic), requires a
newer perspective on informality, to reanalyse and reformulate the tacit boundaries and conditions
established by traditional research.
Increased labour market flexibility through progressive development of gig-work serves as a
reinforcement for the fracturing of formality. The appearance of the gig economy is seen as a
manifestation of evolving informality because it represents a great unbundling of labour (and
traditional ideas of work), and the virtualisation of informality across all traditional bounds. It is
assumed that internationally, both firms and workers can now capitalise on the digital
disintermediation of job tasks and that the distinct variegation in gig-work (reflected in a multitude
of online tasks performed by varied skilled workers across multiple gigs),lxxx denotes its
heterogeneity and spread. In this way, the gig economy can create mobility and flexibility potential
for an expansive cross-section of society, and with projections for gig growth,lxxxi also implies
further disintegration of formal standards, accelerated diversification of NSERs, and expansion of
informality’s boundaries and detachment from traditional worker groups.
Within the flexible economic space of the gig economy, informality persists and reveals its
durability in precarious novel work modes. Research has found that gig-work is structured,
organised and managed in the absence lxxxii of the SER, which has led to the conclusion that the
increase in digital work has led to its own gig-driven precarity,lxxxiii which will continue to intensify
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if platforms continue to detach employer responsibilities from the employment relationship.
Understandably, academics have warned that regulatory frameworks continue to be outmoded to
govern NSERs and gig-work,lxxxiv and without the necessary protective changes, these institutional
voids enhance the invisibility of gig-work and its workers, acting as conduits for precarity. It can
be assumed that as the gig economy grows based on increasing demand, the distinctiveness of gigwork’s relative invisibility in terms of operations and direct employment relationship, will bolster
informalised employment’s intractability. This digital disruption can consequently deepen
informality of work and employment practices and further externalise firm-to-worker risk, by
allowing capital to reorganise labour into a just-in-time commodity in the production process, not
bound by traditional spaces.
When confronted with the extensive evidence that nonstandard-ness has not only expanded, but
progressed in form, it is logical to conclude that wider discussions surrounding informality need
to be adjusted. The traditional view of informality saw the phenomenon as a temporary economic
phase equated with a pre-modern mode of production with no connection to the formal economy,
to be overcome by modernisation. lxxxv However, if NSERs are consistently utilised in the formal
economy by formal firms, across worker and industry, this hegemonic argument can no longer
stand; as seen in this paper, recent NSER literature disbands traditional beliefs, as informality has
integrated with its formal counterpart, contributing to the formal economy. By understanding the
NSER and all its gig iterations as new manifestations of informality, one can presume that
informality has expanded with modern, industrial growth and cannot be understood as an absolute
peripheral phenomenon. This is certainly true in the Global South where informality is a wellknown condition of labour, initially and consistently experienced and at times viewed as an
inherent part of capitalism, lxxxvi and not as a separate, parallel sector. Consequently, there is some
level of paradigmatic convergence relating informality with the growing trend of NSERs, as the
purported peripherality of informality and the North-centric notion of ‘standard work’ now has
less normative value across context. Traditional informality-based research is now faced with a
damning fact, that informalisation has not only endured despite positive economic growth but has
now diversified and crossed economic boundaries.
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Arguments presented in this paper have suggested that informality’s traditional boundaries are
becoming increasingly obsolete. With the global rise of NSERs and now the gig economy, the
structure of work and experience of employment security, may look drastically different than past
expressions. A contemporary view demonstrates that informalised employment is situated in the
formal economy and is a legitimate employment mode for formal organisations. Not only that, but
a diverse pool of workers, with a range of skills, actively choose to enter more informalised
employment because of its presumed benefits. There is certainly evidence to advance that
informalised labour relations can be perceived as a permanent and pervasive feature of the
contemporary global economy. In particular, the rapid expansion and evolution of the gig
economy reveals how technology may contribute to the progressive informalisation of labour
which has been accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent reliance on (and
intensification of) platform-mediated work. Despite conventional narratives, newer nonstandard
developments require us to revitalise our current understanding of informality and envision a
future where the formal economy has the capability to become a space for informalised work and
precaritisation of the worker.
Conclusion
Recent trends of expanding NSERs inside and outside of the gig economy highlight that the future
of work will be increasingly informal. By establishing NSERs as contemporary manifestations of
informality, it can be said that informality has expanded with modern, industrial growth and
accelerated by digital platform transformations, translating it across region, industrial sector, and
worker segment. This paper offered, in part, that the prevalence and diversity of contemporary
NSERs reflect the persistence and evolutionary trajectory of informality, and that the traditional
view of informality which relegates it to the margins, does a disservice to the extent to which
workers in the global labour market experience informality. In this understanding a revised
perspective becomes necessary in approaching contemporary informality, as the modern work
ecosystem is now simultaneously facilitating traditional nonstandard work with newer, more
diverse online work, deepening the integration of informality with formal structures.
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Abstract
In developing regions, such as Caribbean nations, there exists a large informal sector of workers.
These workers faced the highest job insecurity during the COVID-19 lockdown and social
distancing regulations. As a result, they faced many socio-economic issues which exacerbated
mental health issues. This paper examines the mental health problems resulting from COVID-19
and gives an overview of global and regional social protective systems used that may alleviate the
issues. The paper also proposes several barriers to these protective systems including lack of
infrastructure, exclusion of groups, complex processes and disruptions in existing health systems.
Recommendations are provided to be used when designing policies to ensure inclusion of informal
workers.
Keywords: COVID, social protection, Caribbean, informal workers, mental health

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic, and the countermeasures used to reduce its spread, has created
significant health, social, and economic issues worldwide. As of March 23rd 2022, there has been
over 450 million confirmed cases of the virus and over 6 million deaths.i Since the beginning of
the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an increase in mental health awareness owing to the
increased incidence of mental health concerns,ii and as a result, there has been a rapid development
in the literature focused on the issues and resulting consequences. iii Historically, studies have found
that after major economic crises and natural disasters, an increase in mental health issues tend to
follow.iv v Therefore, it is not surprising that in view of research, COVID-19 has also had several
negative social and economic effects that may be critical factors in the rise of mental health issues.vi
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), “Mental health is a state of well-being in
which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can
work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community.”vii Disruptions in
one’s mental well-being can negatively affect one’s lifestyle, leading not only to decreased
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functioning on an individual level, but also affect communities and societies at large, further
challenging development.
Across the globe, mental health issues, such as anxiety, depression and generalised distress, can
be found in all working populations.viii These issues have been linked to physical health issues
such as obesity, ix diabetes,x cardiovascular diseasexi and substance abuse, xii most of which are
leading causes of morbidity and mortality throughout the world

xiii,

and becoming incrreasingly

prevalent in the Caribbean.
Rigorous social distancing regulations would have had long and short-term mental health
consequences on the general population. xiv For instance, a systematic review of research done in
over in 200 countries, including Latin America and Caribbean territories, found that people in
places that had high infection rates and decreased mobility had the greatest increase of anxiety and
major depressive disorders. xv
The literature suggests that COVID-19 social distancing measures significantly impacted the
quality of life and psychological well-being of individuals.xvi Financial loss, loneliness, physical
inactivity, restricted access to essential services, decreased family and social support has been
prevalent, accompanied by increased risky behaviours like internet gambling and substance abuse
as ways to manage stress.xvii

xviii

The additional burdens on the health care systems for all non-

communicable diseases (NCDs) have created difficulties for those seeking proper treatment, and
the interruption of normal health services poses a threat to the health of those living with NCDs,
who are at a higher risk of severe COVID-19-related illness and mortality.xix
The economic repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic vary significantly among countries.
Major repercussions include unforeseen shifts in the labour market, fall in Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) levels and the disruption of key supply chains.xx Across the globe, lockdowns and social
distancing measures were enforced to curb infection rates, resulting in a reduced labour supply and
business closure. which in turn affected the livelihoods of billions of workers in both the formal
and informal sectors. This led to diminished earnings, owing to layoffs, unemployment, and low
levels of consumption and investment during this period.xxi As a result, workers that either earned
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low wages, belonged to insecure occupations, or were self-employed suffered considerably more
than the average worker. xxii Studies have shown that worry of losing one's job during the pandemic
was a primary issue contributing to negative emotional states, with all its manifestations. The
resulting consequences of job loss also have profound effects on psychological issues such as
depression, anxiety and stress.xxiii
According to the International Labour Organisation there are over 2 billion informal workers
worldwide and an estimated 1.6 billion possibly lost their jobs as a result of the pandemic. xxiv
xxvSome

vulnerable sectors, such as food services, retail trade, manufacturing, and other service

industry jobs, felt the brunt of the effects even if their employment was not directly affected.xxvi
xxvii

Generally, low-income workers who already had difficulties fulfilling basic needs, suffered

additionally from direct experiences with COVID-19, such as becoming critically ill and unable
to work.xxviii In developing countries, workers in the informal sector are crucial to the labour market
and play a major role in providing goods and services (ILO 2018). However, the literature shows
that the economic and social consequences created an environment for these workers in which
many determinants of mental health were exacerbated.
Protections
Social protective systems are the key to reducing the mental effects that have been brought on or
have been exacerbated by the pandemic, because they are designed to target the most exposed
groups in society and are aimed at reducing poverty and inequality. xxix During the pandemic,
governments across the globe acted quickly to reduce the harmful consequences of the crisis on
people's livelihoods. Although many of these systems intended to incorporate all affected groups,
there has been little information provided on the number of persons that have actually accessed
them. It has been argued that specific barriers may have hindered many vulnerable workers from
accessing the subsidiaries and other grants provided by government agencies due to administrative
and other factors.
In the absence of this data, this paper considers the possible barriers that can reduce access to social
security systems implemented during the pandemic. Despite a sense of concern from governments
across the globe, no emphasis has been placed on the adverse mental health effects the pandemic
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has had on informal workers when compared to that of essential service workers and workers
involved in the formal economy. Therefore, this paper aims to highlight the impact of COVID-19
on informal workers’ mental health amid the deficient research and provide some basis for policy
decisions.
Mental Health Consequences
In most countries, including the Caribbean, the informal sector is made up of enterprises or people
that operate outside of authorized commercial operations, labour laws and regulations. Informal
sector does not only comprise of unregulated jobs but can also include workers in the formal sector
that do not benefit from social protection payments from their employers or are refused paid sick
leave, among other violations; thus, increasing the levels of vulnerability for these individuals.xxx
According to the ILO, around 60% of the world's working population can be found in the informal
economy.xxxi Internationally, developing countries like Ghana, Thailand, South Africa account for
over 89%,xxxii 55%xxxiii and 30%xxxiv for all informal employment in each country respectively.
Caribbean nations such as the Bahamas, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago and
Suriname were reported to account for 20-45% of the informal economy indicating that informal
laborers account for a sizable share of the region's workforce.xxxv
Figure 1. Informal worker population for developing nations as percentage of total workforce
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Even before the pandemic, healthcare has always been a significant challenge for informal workers
in the Caribbean.xxxvi According to the numerous studies, mental health disorders have been
affecting the working population even before the current pandemic due to other economic crises.
xxxvii xxxviii xxxix

Mental health disorders have been previously linked to loss of employment xl and have been found
to be a frequent and a major source of impairmentxli as such, persons suffering from mental
illnesses may be at greater disadvantage as they have a greater chance of losing their employment
or maintaining gainful employment. Further, precarious jobs involving deteriorating work
conditions have also been linked to increased health risks to informal workers.

xlii

Work stresses

such as dangerous worksites (dumps, riverbanks, and roadsides), lack of safety equipment, and
unpredictable work hours have been argued to have negative impact on their mental health.xliii
Despite informal employees receiving less attention in studies, some researchers have recognised
the importance in investigating the effects the pandemic has inflicted on this vulnerable group. As
an example, a study in Bangladesh found that informal waste workers reported high levels of
anxiety and depression, social dysfunction and loss of confidence;xliv South African studies, stated
that people who kept their jobs during the COVID-19 lockdown had considerably lower depression
levels than adults who lost their jobsxlv and there were no differences in depressive symptoms
between men and women working in the informal sector. xlvi
Research has also found that mental health effects of COVID-19 are particularly prevalent in the
health and care industry, where women are overrepresented in informal jobs, and this included
domestic employees, and those who work in home-based small and medium companies. According
to a study of domestic workers in India, over half of the participants had such extreme anxiety that
their sleep habits were severely disrupted. xlvii Further, it was found that women who engaged in
caregiving activities were at greater risk for developing anxiety and depression.xlviii Therefore, it
is not surprising that many unpaid caregivers in the informal sector were reported to experience
“caregiver burdens”, a type of stress that takes a toll on their physical and mental wellbeing.xlix
These health inequities are further compounded based on their education, socio-economic status
and immigration status of the individuals, placing many of them in an even more vulnerable
position.
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Undocumented migrants are another major group that was disenfranchised by the crisis as they
made up a large portion of the informal sector workers across the globe, and increasingly so in the
Caribbean region, manifested in the mass exodus from Venezuela and settlement in the region.
These immigrants lack of social and legal protection, placing them in vulnerable and stressful
economic situations which in turn increases their risks of contracting the COVID-19 virus and
having increased mental health issues.l There has been some literature on the psychological
stresses that migrants faced internationally in countries like India, and these included distress,
depressive disorders, anxiety disorders, substance use disorders. Despite the lack of regional
research on this group, higher levels of depressive symptoms and serious psychological distress
were reported for Black Caribbeans due to social isolation from family and friends during the
pandemic.li

Social Protection and COVID-19 and Mental Health Services
Social protections or social safety nets (SSNs) refers to both private and public institutions that aid
individuals in sustaining a minimal standard of living.lii Examples of some SSNs can include cash
transfers, pensions, distribution of food rations, food feeding programs, health fee waivers and so
on (World Bank 2018).liii SSNs are usually non-contributory while social insurance programs
require payments that go towards a mandatory protective scheme like health insurance which is
usually set up by government.
These systems are typically established by developing nations to reduce the social impact of
structural adjustment measures on certain low-income groups. The lack of social protection can
inhibit inclusive growth, impair social fairness, and jeopardizes the fulfilment of human rights.
Increase in social protection has been linked to the facilitation of productive transformation and
productivity enhancement.liv
Governments in the region play a critical role in controlling the negative effects, alleviating risks,
and achieving transformational recovery from crises. Their strategic positions are meant to aid and
strengthen the social and institutional resilience of these protective systems as a way of handling
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any type of threat and play a significant role when it comes to protecting the most vulnerable
groups in society.
The increase of SSNs for vulnerable groups during the pandemic was seen as a preventative
measure to reduce economic stressors that may lead to mental health issues. As previously
indicated, globally collated reports have found increases in mental health issues amongst
vulnerable workers and governments sought to tackle the problem in a variety of ways, and this is
also evident in the Caribbean region. However, one must be cognizant of the fact that although the
increases in SSNs attempted to target the amelioration of psychological stresses among the target
groups, there has been some infrastructural hindrances in their rollout.
For instance, in response to the increased mental health issues, the National Department of Health
of Jamaica established mental health guidelines with the objective of bringing information to
safeguard and promote the psychological well-being of the citizenry, as well as raising awareness
about mental disorders and mental health problems that may arise because of the COVID-19
pandemic. The recommendations also instruct health care facility administrators, clinicians, and
informal caregivers on how to detect and address mental health problems that may occur as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic.lv
Surprisingly, despite the increase in anxiety and depressive symptoms, attendance at mental health
facilities was low.lvi This low attendance may be explained by the tremendous pressure places on
the public health systems and social isolation measures implemented during this time, thus
reducing access to public health system. lvii In a recent report, it was found that 22 of the 25
countries they surveyed (including several Caribbean nations) reported mental health and
psychosocial support systems (MHPSS) as part of their COVID-19 response plan. Despite this
impressive figure, only 12 countries guaranteed there was sufficient or partial funding, 5 countries
were unsure, and 8 countries had no funding whatsoever; suggesting that many of the countries
within the region remain under-sourced or have had their mental health systems overburdened.
Further, it should be noted that services and initiatives for mental health prevention and promotion
were negatively affected, and there were registered disruptions in psychotherapy and counselling
services throughout the region.
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In response to the increased demand for mental health care services, other countries developed
digital interventions such as telepsychology or telemental health as a way of continuing patient
care and services while limiting the transmission and spread of the virus. Telemental health can be
described as psychological service delivery via videoconferencing, telephone, or texting and may
include the assessment and diagnosis of mental illness.lviii A study in the US found that
telepsychology compromised more than 85% of psychologists work during the pandemic,
suggesting that it was a steadfast method of proving mental health care.

lix

Due to limits in

connectivity, along with other infrastructural and logistical issues, this approach has not been
adopted with high levels of success in the Caribbean region.
Importantly, the design and trial deployment of the first telepsychology program was launched in
a developing nation in the region, Haiti. lx The effort was aimed to give psychoeducational and
emotional assistance to community members and frontline health personnel. Based on preliminary
findings, telepsychology appears to be a potentially suitable and realistic method for increasing
mental health treatment availability in Haiti. Nevertheless, these programs are limited in different
nations, and not all health care facilities throughout the world may be prepared to meet this public
health need.lxi
Global Response
In the last two years, governments’ implementation of SSNs and social insurances have played a
critical role in the response to the COVID-19 epidemic and have been crucial in keeping many
families from falling below the poverty line. A report by Gentilini et al. found that there were over
3000 social protection measures implemented in over 200 countries with social assistance such as
cash transfers being the primary instrument.lxii Second to cash transfers were utilities and financial
obligation support waivers or postponements, and in relation to social insurance programs, waived
or subsidized social security payments were the most extensively used (245 measures), followed
by unemployment benefits (172 measures) and paid sick leave (134 measures).
In high-income earning countries like Canada, social protection and support were reported to be
rapid and comprehensive. Their levels of security were centered on safeguarding the workforce
through regulatory relaxation and the development of temporary subsidies to assist affected
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companies. For example, the Federal Government introduced the Canada Emergency Wage
Subsidy (CEWS), which paid up to 75% of an employee's wages for up to three months. lxiii More
importantly, crisis support for the unemployed led to the creation of the Canada Emergency
Response Benefit (CERB) which provided $500 a week for up to 16 weeks and at a later stage was
extended to included contract, part time and seasonal workers.lxiv
Similarly, in the United States, the Pandemic Emergency Unemployment Compensation (PEUC)
program was established to support Americans who had exhausted their unemployment benefits
by increasing the number of weeks they could collect benefits. Controversially, deliberate
misclassification of employees as independent contractors was done by businesses to avoid the
provision of basic labour protection and benefits.lxv Consequently, many workers who were part
of the informal sector, such as janitorial and Uber drivers, did not meet the criteria of these benefits
and would have fell through the cracks in the first instance. As a solution, the Pandemic
Unemployment Assistance (PUA) was designed to extended unemployment benefits to these
workers.lxvi This swift action was beneficial in reaching disadvantaged individuals and providing
economic assistance to over 5 million workers and their families who would have otherwise been
overlooked.lxvii
In comparison, the social assistance and insurance programs implemented throughout African
countries were diverse. For the period of their lockdowns, many African governments extended
cash handouts to accommodate newly impoverished and vulnerable households, and in South
Africa, greater payments on many social subsidies were issued for six months, directly benefiting
one-third of the population.lxviii It has been estimated that in excess of 30 million South Africans
benefitted from the initiatives. In nations like Cabo Verde, Mauritius, Morocco, Sierra Leone, and
Togo, temporary income support was targeted at low-wage informal workers and governments in
other countries, such as Botswana, Rwanda, and Uganda, choose to provide food security by
distributing food instead of cash.
Regional Response
According to the ILO, the Caribbean and Latin America's labour markets were significantly
disrupted, with over 26 million employees losing their employment between 2019 and 2020. lxix
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Governments responded by implementing broad-based public spending programs (often in the
form of subsidies and cash transfers) aimed at supporting public health systems, sustaining the
productive structure, in turn assisting populations that were affected.
In Jamaica, individuals who were either not formally employed or had just been unemployed
received a one-time monetary payment from the government. Other benefits from the state
included cash transfers (conditional and unconditional), in-kind transfers, and expanded nutritional
and psychological support as part of the state's social policy measures.lxx In Barbados, cash-based
transfers were also used to assist the most vulnerable families via the Vulnerable Family Survival
Programme identified by the social service agencies.lxxi
The COVID-19 relief programs offered by the Government of Trinidad and Tobago also included
social support systems. This included temporary school feeding programmes and income and
rental support grants for up to 3 months which were up to $1500 TTD. lxxii These subsidies,
according to the Minister of Finance, were supposed to benefit up to 100,000 people and cost up
to $400 million. In addition, the Ministry of Labour and Small Enterprise Development
collaborated with the Chief Personnel Officer to establish a National Policy Guidelines on
Preparing Workplaces in Trinidad and Tobago for COVID-19;lxxiii which contained measures to
keep employees, including workers in the informal sector, safe and healthy in the workplace, hence
decreasing viral transmission.
Barriers of Access
Evidently, governments’ responses to the pandemic and the resulting consequences have varied,
and although many acted quickly to protect their working populations, it has been argued that to a
large extent, the most vulnerable groups were overlooked. In many cases the pandemic revealed
the lack of strong national infrastructures and weak SSNs that could guarantee protection to all
vulnerable groups. This lack of integrated and robust infrastructure gives rise to barriers that
prevented access to SSNs and MHPSS during the pandemic.
One of the most common barriers reported is exclusion or ineligibility for SSNs. The 2021 report
by Gentilini et al noted that the actual number of beneficiaries were less than the expected number
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of individuals who received these grants, suggesting that not all groups that were affected directly
would have applied for these subsidiaries.lxxiv The first proposed barrier could be the difficulty in
accessing the provided grants due to social exclusion. For instance, informal employees may not
qualify for SSNs because their employer is unregistered or operating without proper
documentation. Since they tend to fall outside of the categories of persons regularly registered with
governments, informal laborers can be hard to identify and approach.
For instance, the Trinidad and Tobago’s National COVID-19 Policy did not provide mandatory
aid to all workers. Although the policy was meant to include informal workers if they contract
COVID-19 and their employer cannot extend paid sick leave, the policy suggests that the employee
must formally request loss of earnings through NIS. However, as many informal workers are not
part of this contributory insurance program, it is likely they will be ineligible. Additionally, many
undocumented migrants who have not been regularized would have been excluded from SSNs.
Similarly, in an Australian study, over 67% of undocumented migrants interviewed stated that
disqualification due to visa status was the primary barrier to accessing support, while 100%
reported some difficulty accessing basic services such as medical care, food, housing, or monetary
support.lxxv
The second significant barrier to the SSNs may be found in the process itself. Although not all
informal workers are uneducated, it is commonly thought that the majority of the people that make
up this sector have attained low education levels. lxxvi Informal workers who are illiterate or
innumerate may find difficulty utilizing information about government aid programs, or they may
be unable to fill out applications, thus discharging themselves from the benefit altogether. The
third barrier workers in the informal sector may face is the failure of the delivery systems, as has
been document in Uttar Pradesh, where many workers did not receive any rations as promised by
the Government leaving them in a precarious position as several families could not sustain
themselves.lxxvii
Further, disruptions in the health systems have proven to be a main impediment when accessing
mental health care.lxxviii Many nations have claimed that their mental health preventative and
promotion programs have been harmed or disrupted, most likely because of economic pressures.
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Those with existing mental issues risk increased symptoms since they rely heavily on clinical
support, which was negatively affected since the onset of the pandemic; lxxix and this lack of proper
clinical support can possibly lead to the poor management of stress and other mental disorders
emerging.
Conclusions and Policy Recommendations
With respect to mental health and psychosocial support systems, there is the need for communitybased mental health system reform. To better manage the increased mental health issues among
informal workers, reallocation of resources should favor community-based and primary care
services. Resources allocated specifically for public mental health institutions should increase for
there to be considerable improvements in early diagnosis and treatment. The use of telemental
health should be explored more as a reliable method of providing mental health care. However,
we must be cautious of rapid digitalisation of these services, as many informal workers may not
have access to reliable internet services.
Vulnerable populations, such as workers in the informal sector, should be integrated into existing
healthcare and social support structures. as a rule, regional governments should not wait for
another crisis to emerge before strengthening they systems to safeguard their populations. Caution
should be taken, as evidenced by the case of South Africa, which has a considerably longer history
of social assistance, as the foundation of its social protection system, than most other emerging
countries.lxxx Nevertheless, the South African social assistance programs prior to COVID-19
mostly benefitted workers in formal employment. It is being suggested (as in the case of Caribbean
countries) that social protection programmes must evolve to be more inclusive of informal
workers, especially as they contribute to such a large portion of the workforce and are among the
most vulnerable.
Similarly, Trinidad and Tobago has steadily expanded the coverage of contributive and noncontributive services for the entire population in the pre-COVID era, however, these measures do
not focus on protecting a large portion of the working population. Accounting for around 20% of
the Trinbagonian population, self-employed workers, many of which fall under the informal sector,
have relatively little access to the available social security benefits. lxxxi Furthermore, while these
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benefits are intended for formal workers, 50% are not associated with social security systems,
implying that this sector is also significantly neglected.
Accessible information is another important component of these systems to consider ensuring no
one is deterred or incapable of completing applications for available SSNs. The information
offered (such as forms) should be easy to obtain, and the instructions should be simple and easily
comprehended, and assistance needs to be made available to assist the filling of these forms to
people who are illiterate. Further, proper dissemination of information is also needed to guarantee
that as many people as possible participate in SSNs. It may be beneficial to increase the number
of geographical access points or to employ digital technologies with proper channels for seeking
assistance.
Identifying and reaching vulnerable workers is not a simple task for governments, as they are not
formally registered or documented. It is being suggested that the responsible authorities should
create or expand the existing system to allow for the documentation of informal sector workers.
For instance, if informal workers are included in relief programs, governments can utilize the
opportunity to create a database of these groups through the gathered data. This process has already
commenced in certain countries where they are financing improvements of social registries
through the non-contributory cash transfer programs (Robles and Rossel 2022).lxxxii
Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the existing issues faced by informal workers such as
increased mental illness and has highlighted the need for social protection as a crisis response
mechanism. In the same light, it has also revealed gaps and deficiencies in existing and newly
implemented social protection systems. Due to potential barriers, disadvantaged people in society,
such as these informal workers, may have been denied or hindered from accessing many of these
SSNs. This paper has identified social and economic factors that increase the risk of mental illness
among informal workers and has highlighted the existing barriers which have been identified and
require significant new policy considerations. New and policy design for SSN can contribute
significantly to reducing the vulnerabilities faced by these groups in Trinidad and Tobago.
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Abstract
The COVID-19 virus is a global public health catastrophe. However, there are tangential economic
effects caused by the virus. As it relates to small-island developing States, there is a need to
recognise that pre-COVID-19 there were already groups in society that struggled to earn a living.
The global pandemic has only worsened the status quo which mirrored the economic gap.

This

is particularly felt by those who exist in the informal economy and characterised as being informal
workers. This type of work is unregulated and more susceptible to abuses by employers and even
policy-makers. This is clearly evident in the impact of the Public Health Regulations which were
implemented by the Government of Trinidad and Tobago in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic.
In more accessible terms, the policy measures implemented which affected employment had a
disproportionate impact on those persons who survive by means of informal work. It is in this vein,
that this paper seeks to explore the impact of COVID-19 governmental policy measures in the
sphere of work, specifically the informal workforce, through a human rights lens of critique.
Keywords: Public health, COVID-19, informal economy, human rights, international law
Introduction
An informal worker falls within a sector of the economy that often-times may be hidden from
monetary, regulatory and institutional authorities. i The wider informal economy is defined as
market-based production and exchange activities that escape official detection, deliberately or
otherwise and is therefore not reflected in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). ii This informal
economy is a globally wide-spread phenomenon.iii The workers who are typically thought to fall
into this group include seasonal or temporary workers,iv and in our local context of Trinidad and
Tobago, would include domestic workers and part-time or short-term contract employees.
Specifically in Trinidad and Tobago, the informal economy comprises approximately 26-35 % of
the national working population. v It has also been estimated that there are approximately ten
thousand domestic workers in Trinidad and Tobago, which would include, housekeepers, cooks,
cleaners, ironers, gardeners, handymen and watchmen in private homes. vi
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While these persons benefit from flexibility in their employment schedule, they are also exposed
to increased levels of abuse by employers; insufficient regulations by the government which in
turn exacerbate poverty and income inequality. vii The susceptibility of these persons to these
negative consequences is grounded in their pre-existing economic vulnerability. To this end, there
is a need to critically examine the circumstances which lead persons in society to this type of work.
Additionally, there is also a need to look at this type of employment at a macro-level to ascertain
its relevance in a national economic and social context.
If one were to accept that the informal work sector permits legitimate space for employment, then
a solution to the shortcomings of this type of work would not include the eradication of its
existence. To the contrary, it may be a better approach to try and protect persons in this sector from
possible abuses which may arise. However, when one looks at the vulnerabilities of the persons
who typically accept this category of work, one can see the extensive opportunities for abuse in a
work-related context. It is this potential abuse by employers of persons in this group that will be
explored in this paper. The paper will be structured with a preliminary discussion of the genesis
and rationale for the informal work sector in Trinidad and Tobago. In this part of the paper, there
will also be an examination of the characteristics of the persons who seek out this kind of
employment. In conducting this examination, the issue of whether these persons have any shared
experiences which attracts them to this type of work arrangement, will be frontally addressed.
There will then be a discussion of the impact of COVID-19 measures on this group of persons in
Trinidad and Tobago. This part of the paper will look at the issue through a policy lens. The paper
will end with a discussion on the informal workers’ axes of oppression which relegate them to this
sector of employment. This will require an application of international human rights standards to
determine the extent to which the Government of Trinidad and Tobago guaranteed the international
right to work of its nationals through its Public Health Regulations.
Rationale for Informal Work
Informal work is a labour phenomenon caused by socio-economic realities. Like most countries in
the developing world, Caribbean economies have sizeable informal sectors. viii This type of
employment relationship is a reflection, at its core, of one’s basic desire to work. However, the
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need to resort to unregulated and, sometimes, undocumented employment is attributable to low
levels of education; poverty and social displacement. The reality is that the persons who are most
likely to exist in the sphere of informal employment do so because they each, to varying degrees,
face challenges in obtaining more stable employment. That is to say, that this is not, for most, a
first option for earning a living. In fact, there is a close link between social inequity and the
informal workforce generally, particularly since the unregulated ad hoc work terms are usually
accepted by persons who are less qualified, lack experience or exist in a position of marginalisation
in society.
The reality is that many informal workers are poor and must work long hours, sometimes in
multiple jobs, to survive. ix Competition between workers, such as street vendors, taxi drivers in
the same area can reduce the inclination to work.x It must also be noted that there is a relationship
between women participating in the informal sector and their level of impoverishment.xi This
introduces a gendered dimension to the labour force in this sector, particularly since evidence
suggests that women who work in this sector operate at a lower level than men since they tend to
be involved in low yield remuneration jobs. xii Additionally, women most times in our society, are
left with the responsibility of child care. Where there is a single-mother home, the woman must
balance child care with earning a wage. This may result in women accepting domestic work as a
source of income. The attraction of informal employment allows for flexible times and enables
women to earn money from skills that they have by dint of their own daily family routines such as
cooking, cleaning and child rearing. The situation may be even more complicated when one layers
poverty over the already difficult matrix of being a single parent.
Additionally, with the recent explosion of Venezuelan nationals in Trinidad and Tobago, there is
a new population of migrants, some of whom may not even speak English. Their desire to work
results in them doing many informal jobs which may not be regulated by contracts due to
immigration restrictions on their ability to work. Persons who are socially displaced or who may
have had educational challenges may also find themselves accepting work in this informal sector.
Therefore, the rationale for an employer to utilise this construct of employment is premised on a
power-imbalance which favours the hirer. This means that labour is received at a reduced cost to
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the employer with little concern or protection being offered to the employed. It is this imbalance
which facilitates abuse.
As a consequence, it is important to note that there is very much a circular rationale for the
burgeoning informal worker sector. Social and economic challenges position certain persons to
opt for these types of jobs which in turn perpetuates the social and economic challenges which
first made the job necessary. The picture that is being painted in this article is that social and
economic factors pushed certain groups in society into the informal sector for work. This therefore
reinforces the point that informal work is a direct consequence of social and economic inequality.
The fact is that the pandemic has worsened already existing socio-economic disparities,
particularly for the economically disadvantaged who are often employed in the informal economy
without social or legal protection.xiii A closer interrogation of the impact of COVID-19 on this
sector of the economy will now be conducted.
COVID-19, Policies & Impact
The adverse effects of the COVID-19 crisis are not, of course, distributed equally.xiv They are
being felt most by those who already belong to the most vulnerable and least protected segments
of society, including the poor and socially excluded, workers and producers in the informal
economy, migrant workers, people subject to discrimination, and those living in contexts of
fragility, conflict and recurrent natural disasters.xv For them, the crisis is likely to exacerbate the
risks of child labour, forced labour, discrimination in employment and occupation, and
disempowerment.xvi
In the context of the over-arching theme of this paper, COVID-19 has affected all work, but
workers and enterprises eking out an existence in the informal economy are hardest hit. xvii The
dependency on the work; the lack of regulatory protection; low wages and other axes of oppression,
consequently, made the decision by the Government of Trinidad and Tobago, to close certain
spheres of economic activity, devastating for persons who relied on this type of work.
As was explained by the General Secretary of the Joint Trade Union Movement, Ozzy Warwick,
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“We must recognise that the COVID-19 pandemic has triggered the sharpest and deepest economic
contraction in the history of capitalism. In Trinidad and Tobago, we cannot forget that the
pandemic has exacerbated existing structural problems. It has exposed the vulnerability of the
economic framework in terms of the deep social and economic inequalities – the old normal, which
we haven’t even reconciled.”xviii
It is therefore necessary to frontally examine the actual text of one of the Public Health (2019
Novel- Coronavirus [2019-nCoV]) (No. 11) Regulations 2020 with a view of determining the
foundation of the impact on the informal sector. At the fore, it should be identified that these
Regulations reflect the restrictions on work imposed by the Government of Trinidad and Tobago
and have been mirrored in subsequent periodic Regulations. The most applicable parts of the First
Regulations are hereunder provided:
3. (1) During the period specified in regulation 10, a person shall not, without
reasonable justification–
(a) be at any workplace unless–
(i) the workplace is associated with a service specified in sub-regulation (2);
(ii) the presence of the person at the workplace is essential for the carrying out
or provision of a service specified in sub-regulation (2); and
(iii) it is not practicable for the person to work from home; or
(b) gather in any public place where–
(i) the number of persons gathered at any time exceeds five; and
(ii) the gathering is not associated with a service specified in sub-regulation
(2); […]xix
On a clear reading of the Regulations, its construction sought to restrict non-essential work, as
sub-regulation 2 provided a comprehensive list of exceptions to the restriction, all rationalised on
the basis of being essential. xx This meant that service-providers such as hairdressers, barbers and
domestic workers could not work. The restriction was even more complicated for domestic
workers as they were not allowed to work except those who were in live-in arrangements. This
situation was predicated on the need for domestic workers to remain with their employers with
little regulation of overtime payments or additional tasks.xxi
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What is interesting is that the Regulations then went on to specifically state at Regulation 3(5)
that:
For the avoidance of doubt, street vending of food and beverages and all retail food
services (including restaurants in-house dining and take-away services), except
discount stores, markets, supermarkets, fruit stalls or shops, vegetable stalls or
shops, bakeries and “parlours”, for the provision of food or other necessities of life,
shall be closed for operation during the period set out in regulation 10. xxii
This prohibition spoke directly to establishments that sold prepared food, which would include the
informal workers such as “doubles”xxiii vendors and street food vendors etc. However, while the
Regulations prohibited in-house dining and consequently only allowed road-side pick-up, the
irony is that road-side consumption is the traditional manner of the “doubles” experience. In fact,
some dining establishments were able to change their business models to delivery and road-side/
curb-side pick-up options but “doubles” vendors could not operate. xxiv If a concern was that
persons would congregate around the “doubles” vendors, the option to allow call-in orders and
pre-packaged sales could have been allowed. The point being made is that while many persons
were affected by the COVID-19 measures, there was a direct disproportionate impact on the
informal sector and their ability to adjust their business models to continue earning revenue during
the pendency of the Regulation. In essence, their right to choice was removed.
A draconian element to the Regulations can be found in the imposition of a penalty of
imprisonment and/or a fine on persons, if they (i) worked; or (ii) gathered in any public place in
numbers above 5; or (3) were at or in any beach, river, stream or spring, without lawful
justification. The penalties, if found guilty, were set out in Regulation 3(7) which provided that:
‘A person who contravenes this regulation commits an offence and is liable on summary
conviction to a fine of fifty thousand dollars and imprisonment for a term of six months.’xxv
Therefore, the overall effect of the Regulations was to restrict movement at a macro-policy level,
but in a more granular dimension, it had the effect of also restricting the economic livelihoods of
a specific sector of the population more than others. This underscores the vulnerability of the actors
in this sector and the ease with which their lack of regulation is demonstrative of avenues for abuse.
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It is therefore possible to observe that because many informal workers exist in the lower-income
category and do not have the necessary savings or credit to cushion the economic shock,xxvi they
cannot afford periods of time without work. This placed them in precarious positions as it related
to the implementation of these public health measures which restricted their movement and those
of the public; public commercial activities; gatherings and outdoor food consumption. It must be
noted, however, that larger actors in the same industries were able to pivot and circumvent the net
cast by the Public Health Regulations. This was seen particularly in the context of restaurants
that branded themselves as “markets” in order to remain open in the face of regulations which
mandated the closure of restaurants.xxvii This point shows that the economic gap already in
existence between larger companies and sole-traders or home industries only got wider with the
more established enterprises being able to continue to function in a market with virtually no
competition. The ability to change the business model to allow for continued operation also evinces
access to legal expertise and capital. These resources are most times not available to persons in
informal employment. This is a reflection of economic survival and market competitiveness but to
what extent was there an obligation to protect the work of the informal work sector? This takes us
naturally into a discussion of the human rights framework on the right to work and the obligations
accepted by Trinidad and Tobago in this area.
International Human Rights and Labour Law
The legal framework which regulates this issue is the network of international legal principles that
treat with the right to work. This right is found in Article 6 of the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)xxviii to which Trinidad and Tobago acceded
on 8 December 1978.xxix Article 6 sets out that:
1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to work, which
includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by work which
he freely chooses or accepts, and will take appropriate steps to safeguard this
right.
2. The steps to be taken by a State Party to the present Covenant to achieve the
full realization of this right shall include technical and vocational guidance and
training programmes, policies and techniques to achieve steady economic, social
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and cultural development and full and productive employment under conditions
safeguarding fundamental political and economic freedoms to the individual. xxx
Another articulation is found in General Comment No. 18 by the Committee on the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) which provides that:
The right to work is essential for realizing other human rights and forms an inseparable and
inherent part of human dignity. Every individual has the right to be able to work, allowing
him/her to live in dignity. The right to work contributes at the same time to the survival of
the individual and to that of his/her family, and insofar as work is freely chosen or accepted,
to his/her development and recognition within the community. xxxi
This right to work has been further protected in the international human rights system through the
recognition of the right to be free from discrimination and a guarantee of equal opportunity in
employment.xxxii One of the grounds of non-discrimination is that of social or other status. This
therefore means that in respect of the manner in which States afford nationals the right to work,
such enjoyment must not be restricted based on social or other status. Some may argue that the
disproportionate impact of the Public Health Regulations could have amounted to a form of
discrimination on the basis of social or other status. However, this assertion cannot be made unless
and until a contextualisation of the need for the Regulations is first examined.
The Public Health Regulations were implemented in the context of the global pandemic associated
with the COVID-19 virus. In fact, its genesis in Trinidad and Tobago can be time-stamped when
the President of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, by Legal Notice No. 34, 17 of 2020,
declared the 2019 Novel Coronavirus [2019-nCoV] to be a dangerous infectious disease. xxxiii This
triggered the Government to implement measures, in its estimation, that would protect the citizenry
from contracting this deadly virus. To that end, the Public Health Regulations sought to achieve
a wider public good in the context of an unprecedented global health threat. It can be stated with
some degree of objectivity, that in addressing a public health concern of this nature, there would
be persons who would inevitably be affected by any restriction. However, can it be argued that
such a limited negative impact on the minority may be necessary for the protection of the majority?
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While this raises the philosophical discussion on the utility of utilitarianism in democratic
governance, the practical suggestion is that even in the face of the threat to human lives, there was
a need to balance that with the threat to persons livelihoods. In other words, how was it expected
that persons would be able to provide for their families if they could not work?
It should be highlighted at this juncture that there is an inextricable relationship which subsists
between the right to life and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Standards.xxxiv To this
end, in 2002, the International Labour Conference passed the Resolution Concerning Decent
Work and Informal Employment.xxxv This Resolution provided some definition for informal
employment, and conferred status and validity on informal workers.xxxvi Additionally, in 2011, the
ILO adopted the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189) which was adopted by the ILO
in 2011. Unfortunately, this has not resulted in any significant legislative interventions in this area
in Trinidad and Tobago. In fact, much of the employment standards are still regulated by the
concept of “good industrial relations practice.” xxxvii Therefore, while it may be argued that there
was a disproportionate impact on the informal sector due to the Regulations, it may not be
appropriate to also state that Trinidad and Tobago violated the rights of the persons who worked
in this sector. Even though, the challenges experienced by persons because of COVID-19 were
exponentially felt by those who were easiest to cull or furlough by employers or deny the
opportunity to work, as national public health restrictions took effect, it can still be considered a
proportionate measure in light of the overall threat which COVID-19 represented.
While this view is advanced, it is still possible to suggest that policy changes which could affect
vulnerable groups should be balanced by greater labour and product market flexibility and better
access to resources for informal firms. xxxviii As suggested by one writer, formulating policies that
are directed to the informal sector and, in particular, female participants in this sector, may help in
poverty alleviation.xxxix Interestingly, the type of policies which are recommended to support
persons within the sector and reduce reliance by persons on this sector are the improvement of
access to and quality of education; tax reform that curbs the attractiveness of this type of work for
both the employers and employees and enhanced financial inclusion by promoting expanded
access to formal financial services.xl
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In this vein, there is a need to ensure that the persons in this sector have the necessary legal and
regulatory protection, regardless of what happens with the COVID-19 virus. This is an untapped
contributor to GDP and from a governmental perspective should be recognised for its potential
impact. However, at a more humanitarian level, the relegation to this type of work by social and
economic structures must be addressed in order to ensure that there is no abuse or discrimination
which is experienced by persons who work in this sector.
Conclusion
The combined experience of persons working in the informal economy is one of vulnerability and
a consequent increased susceptibility to abuses as a result of overall lack of regulation and
protection. This is seen very clearly in the Trinidad and Tobago context where there is a notable
part of the population that earns a living in this sector. In our national environment, many persons
are paid less than the statutory minimum wage regime with little to no remedy available for poor
working conditions; unfair employment terms inclusive of work hours, leave entitlements and
statutory deductions.
International legal principles provide guidance on how States are to treat with persons who work
in this sector of the economy. The international human rights framework works together with the
International Labour Organisation’s principles to provide a network of principles that are meant to
protect informal workers. However, these principles were not developed to be applied in times of
global pandemics. The immediacy of the response required by States in tackling the COVID-19
threat, placed labour concerns on the backburner of national public health interests.
The reality is that addressing informality is essential and urgent to support inclusive economic
development and reduce poverty. xli The COVID-19 pandemic has only reinforced this sense of
urgency: its crushing impact on informal activities worldwide has highlighted the need for
governments to provide a lifeline for large segments of the population not covered by existing
social protection programs. xlii
Unfortunately, the economic and social vulnerabilities which lead people to work in this sector
were only exacerbated by the COVID-19 Public Health Regulations. While there was a need by
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the Trinidad and Tobago Government to strike a balance between protecting the national health
and allowing economic continuity, informal workers experienced a disproportionate impact by the
implementation of the Regulations.
It cannot be ignored that there is a significant portion of the population in Trinidad and Tobago
that function as informal workers. Whether this is as a result of choice or circumstance, they all
have a right to protection. Even if one were to argue that the right to work can be limited in
circumstances of a global pandemic, the reality is that for this entire sector of the economy, they
have operated as invisible participants in the economy. If something is not done to arrest the plight
faced by the informal worker, the social and economic circumstances which forced them into this
sphere of economic activity will only worsen and further widen the divide between the haves and
the have-nots. This widening of the divide serves to institutionalise the inequities which undergird
informal work. Consequently, the failure to adequately protect persons in this sector will
perpetuate labour abuses as features of the national economic and labour experience.
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Evaluating State Response to COVID-19 in the Informal Sector
Zoe Correia, Shyamal Juanette, Michael Meade, Jozsua Nieves, Ingrid Pilgrim
Abstract
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a tremendously negative impact globally, resulting in economic
and social challenges. There has been a profoundly unequal impact between the workers within
formal and informal sectors worldwide, and this has caused governments to employ both reactive
and proactive measures to bring relief to the most vulnerable. While the Caribbean region has
shown itself to be resilient in the face of various disasters, the pandemic has presented itself to be
an inimitable challenge. Review of the literature has indicated that the relief efforts by the
government for workers within the informal sector, though commendable, have been insufficient
in addressing their needs. The aim of this article is to explore the various impacts of COVID-19
on workers within the informal sector in Trinidad and Tobago, and evaluate the relief efforts
employed by the government.
Key words: Covid-19, Informal sector, Informal employment, social protection, Trinidad and
Tobago
Introduction
Since January 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic has dealt unprecedented destruction to the health,
economic and social sectors of countries worldwide. For many countries this pandemic has
detracted decades of progress while amplifying existing imbalances between sectors. At the end
of April 2020, it was estimated that COVID-19 infection had surpassed 2.8 million cases
worldwide, with a death toll approximately 195,000. It was also estimated that approximately 1.6
billion workers in the informal economy, which represents 76% of informal employment
worldwide, were significantly impacted. This led to an estimated decrease of 60% in their earnings
during only the first month of the crisis. i Additionally, it was estimated that the largest decline in
earnings would occur in Latin America, the Caribbean and Africa.ii
Within developing countries, the COVID-19 pandemic has been especially crippling. By October
16th, 2020, COVID-19 infections within CARICOM member states and associate members had
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exceeded 41, 216 confirmed cases, with a death toll of 934.iii These numbers correspond to 1,113
cumulative cases per one million population and 25.2 cumulative deaths per one million amongst
CARICOM member states and associate members. For comparison of impact, corresponding
figures for cumulative cases and deaths per one million for the United States of America was
22,911 and 641 respectively, and the cumulative cases and deaths for the United Kingdom was
8,704 and 630 respectively.iv
During the initial stages of the pandemic, governments worldwide introduced programmes and
policies to stymie the spread of the virus, with intentions to minimize the negative impact on health,
economic and social activities. v However, these initiatives were not without their drawbacks. The
labour market globally suffered as full or partial national lockdown measures and travel restrictions
where implemented.vi Over 2 billion persons worldwide operate within the informal economy. vii
During April 2020 it was estimated that approximately 1.1 billion informal workers operated in
countries that had implemented full lockdown measures, while approximately 304 million
informal workers operated in countries with partial lockdown measures. viii The informal sector
contributes significantly to the economies in developing nations. In some countries this sector can
account for over 50% of their gross domestic product (GDP).ix Thus, the informal sector represents
an integral part of these economies, playing a significant role in production, employment creation
and income generation. In places where there are high growth rates in the population, the informal
sector acts like a sponge, absorbing the majority of the increasing labour force. Employment in the
informal sector provides a means for survival, especially in countries that have inadequate social
safety nets, such as those in CARICOM. For the purposes of this article, the informal sector will
be defined as consisting “units engaged in the production of goods and services with the primary
objective of generating employment and incomes to the persons concerned in order to earn a
living”.x Employment within the informal sector will be defined as “comprising all persons who,
during a given reference period, were employed in at least one informal sector enterprise,
irrespective of their status in employment and whether it was their main or a secondary job”.xi
International Landscape
The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in many socioeconomic impacts across the globe with the
informal economy experiencing some of the most adverse effects as this sector is extremely fragile
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with workers vulnerable to restrictions and economic policies implemented during the pandemic.
Some research concludes that the resulting impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are biased against
the informal sector with evidence showing a decline in employment of informal workers. Povertystricken households are generally dependent on workers from the informal sector and due to the
pandemic, many informal workers who lost their jobs have become self-employed with lower
income levels.xiiIt should also be noted that where vendors and traders of the informal sector are
permitted to operate, a greater risk of exposure is experienced by such individuals. Vendors and
traders account for a significant portion of the informal sector, for example, 13% in Senegal, 19%
in Benin and 24% in Togo, additionally, COVID-19 restrictions have resulted in a reduced income
of street vendors globally.
It has been recognized that in some countries there has been restrictions, an example is that 90%
of vendors in India are not permitted to operate due to pandemic restrictions, while food carts and
groceries were permitted to operate. xiii Female workers in the informal sector are particularly
vulnerable to the economic stresses of the pandemic, where globally, women account for the
majority of vendors in the informal sector with 88% in Ghana, 68% in South Africa and 63% in
Kenya. Protection of such informal workers is required through the enforcement of current and
assistance and compensation programmes. To date, 34 countries have increased benefits among
pre-existing programs, 12 have added additional payment cycles for existing social assistance
schemes, 87 have extended the range of coverage for social assistance measures, and 89 are
providing new social assistance programs, all of which have included the informal workers in their
coverage.xiv
Informal worker organizations across the globe such as StreetNet, HomeNet International Working
Group, International Domestic Workers Federation (IDWF), and the Council of Global
Unions, have made demands that have led to governments to respond in various ways. xv These
include the provision of income safety, health care, cash grants and tax/utility bill relief for all
workers in the informal economy, constant water supply and sanitation, free testing and adequate
medical treatment for Covid-positive workers, and the provision of extended paid sick leave;
maintenance of wages and salaries to all workers; and the provision of extended social protection
to informal workers. These have manifested in policies that increase the social net and reduce
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vulnerabilities of workers in the informal sector, an example being Spain, where the government
has implemented an income security policy to ensure informal workers receive a payment of 70%
of their wages.
This provides access to benefits which are equivalent to unemployment insurance, and in Canada,
the Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) was put in place by the government to provide
monetary assistance to informal workers who are required to stay home without paid sick leave. xvi
Thus, it could be seen that the large expanse of informal workers across the globe occupy a greatly
important position within the global economy. However, the importance of these workers is
undermined making them vulnerable to economic shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
The pandemic has forced governments to implement various public health protocols to prevent the
spread of the virus. The initial response that most governments implemented was lockdowns which
limited economic activity, only allowing the operation of essential services. Informal workers were
generally not considered essential, resulting in many individuals facing job loss and loss of income,
and increased levels of insecurity and anxiety. The livelihoods of many informal workers depend
on daily and weekly wages, which means that their recent loss of income drives them toward a
state of increasing poverty and vulnerability. In cases where there is a lack of income support
mechanisms for these workers, individuals begin to violate the public health and safety protocols
in the attempt to earn a living, placing themselves at a higher risk of contracting and spreading the
virus. Governments must consider the economic and social wellbeing of informal workers in their
public health and safety protocols. Informal workers require economic and social protection
through monetary assistance (cash grants, compensation, tax relief) and improved health and safety
protocols (easy access to healthcare, free testing, consistent utility supply, sanitary conditions).
The importance of the informal economy must not be overlooked and should be considered in
policy development to ensure the protection of the millions of informal workers across the globe.
Regional
The informal sector makes up a large percentage (around 53%) of workers within the Caribbean,
therefore, it is likely that they will be largely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. When the viral
outbreak started, the Caribbean countries immediately implemented travel restrictions and
complete lockdowns of their economies. Unfortunately, the pandemic had complex impacts for
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which the governments were not equipped, even though the region was in a fragile place
economically before the pandemic, with expected growth to be 1.3% in 2020 (ECLAC). xvii
Informal workers operations consist mainly of face-to-face interactions, and consequently cannot
execute their jobs remotely. These restrictions put the workers in the sector at a disadvantage due
to the lack of consumption of their goods and services which made them a highly vulnerable group,
and the lack of information and the length of the lockdown periods, further exacerbated the
situation. It is important to note that workers within this sector do not have employment insurance,
sick leave, or large amounts of savings.xviii These issues were addressed by the governments in the
form of public assistance by establishing unemployment benefits, but this is provided through
social security systems to which these have limited access.xix
Furthermore, there has been an increase in migrants from Venezuela and other countries into the
region, most of whom are employed in the informal sector. This increases the size of this
vulnerable group as the migrants also lack access to the national social protection networks.
Additionally, the governments need to implement policies to protect female domestic workers, as
they account for a substantial percentage of informal workers and are more at risk to the virus as
they must go to the workplace. xx It is expected that the informal sector will increase in the region
as a method of survival as many individuals in the formal sector have become unemployed, with
over 1.5 million jobs being lost in the Caribbean since the pandemic.
Economic, Social and Legal Considerations
As discussed before, the region was not in good economic standing before the pandemic, as many
countries were still recovering from the 2008 global financial crisis. Usually as the economy
encounters a recessive shock, many policies for increasing aggregate demand will be put into place,
but under the circumstances of the pandemic this is not possible due to the health crisis, evidenced
by lockdowns and social-distancing policies. It is clear that the informal sector is a large portion
of the unemployed, they are usually essential to the economy and contribute substantially to the
overall GDP. In Barbados, the informal sector makes up a large portion of the tourism industry
which contributes 48% to the GDP, however social protection initiatives are unobtainable to the
informal sector as they were allocated mainly to registered businesses. xxi Some countries have
implemented resources specifically to target informal workers, for example, Jamaica implemented
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a COVID-19 Allocation of Resources for Employees (CARE) programme which gives one-time
cash transfers to individuals that meet the criteria, they also added one billion to cash grants
programmes that already existed as the pandemic impacts the self-employed and informal
workers.xxii Additionally, Jamaica, Dominica, St. Vincent and Guyana reduced Value Added Taxes
(VAT) on essentials such as electricity and water in many cases. While these are good initiatives,
they all are temporary fixes as these benefits cannot be sustained, and governments need to develop
long-term policies.
Before the pandemic, there were already disparities in the social protections of informal workers
when compared to the formal workers. The informal workers have more occupational risk in the
pandemic as their jobs are not conducted remotely xxiii. Many informal workers do not have health
coverage; therefore, governments must address the inequality in health and safety of this
vulnerable group. In education, schools were closed in the first few months of 2020, and remained
closed for extended amounts of time. This will have an impact on the most vulnerable groups, who
are not able to give their children private education or have access to internet and electronic devices
necessary to participate in online school. To combat this reality, a grant of 70,000 USD was given
to the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) by the Global Partnership for Education
to provide the tablets. xxiv Further, many children also rely on school feeding programmes to get
the basic level of nutrition necessary for living and learning, and in the absence of such assistance,
the health and nutrition of youth has been under siege.
Legal
As mentioned above, the governments in the region implemented policies to address the social and
economic issues faced within the pandemic, but many were for short-term rather than long-term,
and tended to benefit the formal sector more than the informal sector. Regionally, the strategies
implemented addressed mitigation and suppression, and as Small Island Developing States (SIDS),
the initial governmental responses were targeted to building awareness, surveillance and
monitoring, building and strengthening partnerships, targeting the most vulnerable in the
population especially the elderly and immunosuppressed persons and preparing the health system
with the resources to quarantine, isolate and treat COVID-19 cases.
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Trinidad and Tobago
In Trinidad and Tobago, as an immediate response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the government
was forced to respond rapidly, and the country’s borders were quickly closed to contain and
counteract the spread of the pandemic. To slow down the entry of the virus and contain its spread,
there was the immediate implementation of multiple health and safety measures, including
mandatory masking and social distancing. As a result, parallel health facilities were created to cater
for those infected. Further, the resulting decline in economic activity from these situations
inevitably led to the shutting down of businesses, the loss of income and the decrease of major
socio-economic contributors within the country.xxv The population that is involved in the informal
sector required support for their business activities with low financial capacities, measures of
assistance aimed at reducing the exposure of employees and their families to infection, systematic
capital support for recovery enterprises from supply chain disruptions to safeguard jobs.xxvi As a
result of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been the provision of alternative
livelihoods for semi-skilled workers who experienced loss of jobs but are willing to engage and
experiment in other forms of self-employment.xxvii Fishermen and farmers, many of whom, despite
exhibiting extreme resilience to the COVID-19 shocks, have experienced increasing hardships due
to the economic impacts of the pandemic, slow adoption of up-to-date technologies, robberies and
COVID-19 geographical restrictions.xxviii
Economic
As a result of the impact of COVID-19, since March 2020, despite the reduction of revenue, it has
been reported that the Trinidad and Tobago government has incurred expenditure of over $5 billion
in response to the pandemic. Relief has been provided to the country’s businesses as well as
economy-wide liquidity support, with an accelerated lowering of interest rates by the Central
Bank.xxix Further, the Social Sector Protection Programme was created by the government for the
fiscal year of 2021 and 2022. In 2021, Salary Relief Grants were for the first time provided to
persons who experienced and/or suffered a loss of income and more specifically, persons whose
employment had been negatively impacted received relief by Health and Safety measures in
response to the danger to public health. xxx Some examples included 25,100 grants to existing
beneficiaries of food support at a value of $17.1 million.xxxi 20,497 grants valued at $510 each with
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a total value of $31.4 million for a period of three months was given to households that received
meals from the School Feeding Programme who were not previously beneficiaries of food support.
There were 42,450 grants valued at $22.5 million as Public Assistance and also Disability
assistance grants to Concurrent beneficiaries of public disability assistance and 37,090 grants
valued at $500 each with a value of $12.7 million as food support to persons who applied for
Senior citizens relief.xxxii
The economic recovery from the impacts of COVID-19 will not be rapid. The fiscal measures
adopted should therefore consider extreme volatility in the market, disruptions to both the supply
and demand side of economies and the interruption of global value chains and inflation.
Consequently, any negative spillover effects on the economy as a result of the COVID-19
outbreak, will more than likely affect low-income earners and low-skilled workers
disproportionately.xxxiii
Social
The tourism, entertainment and retail sectors have felt the brunt of COVID-19- related closures as
they employ both unskilled and low-skilled individuals, and a large number of informal workers
and the social impact have been severe as they also operate in the lower-income bracket of society.
The impact of the COVID‐19 response negatively affected disease control and medication
adherence as well as persons afflicted with NCDs further aggravated by the unavailability and
increase in the prices of chronic disease medications at Local pharmacies. xxxiv Trinidad and Tobago
entered the COVID-19 pandemic amongst the highest rates of chronic, non‐communicable
diseases (NCDs), that is, obesity, hypertension and Type 2 diabetes, globally. For the aged and
elderly, the risk of infection to COVID-19 is higher than for younger persons. Given uncertainties
over how problematic new infections can become, these groups are at the highest risk of infection
and require special support to prevent infection. Consequently, support should be given to elderly
homes to implement policies developed using global best-practices to prevent them from becoming
hotpots for the disease. As a result of the COVID-19 Pandemic, the parallel health care systems
faced financial and human resource constraints, limited institutional capacity, weak health
information systems, systemic health inequities and poor infrastructure. These challenges
compromise resilience and responsiveness during the current health crisis, as a sudden demand for
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emergent health care services overburdens the health system and their institutions, resulting in the
disruption and in-adequate service delivery, shortages in medical supplies, and overburdened
integral first-responders’ health-care workers.xxxv
Legal
Unfortunately, COVID-19 restrictions led to the partial suspension of programmes aimed at
providing counseling, conflict-resolution and peacemaking to support challenged communities.
The public health requirement for all “non-essential” workers to stay at home, and the shutdown
of bars, restaurants, and all food vending, left many vulnerable persons with reduced access to
basic needs due to their curtailed ability to work. xxxvi By August 31, 2020 it became mandatory for
the wearing of face masks, hand sanitization, monitoring of group sizes including the number of
persons attending functions and other efficient public health and safety practices. Physical
distancing became a requirement attending private organizations, markets and groceries, banks
and even accessing public transport only approved for 50% of licensed capacity.
Moreover, persons who work in informal enterprises, and /or unregistered small-scale units fall
into the category of the most vulnerable to labour exploitation, loss of jobs, and other forms of
economically illegal shocks. xxxvii Such deep impacts on the labor markets in the informal sector
can proliferate into higher crime and violence, where diminished economic opportunities for lower
income earners and youth coincide with limited available opportunities for social security leading
to limited last-resort participation in illegal acts and activity as the only way to earn income.
Recommendations for reducing existing policy gaps and Conclusion
Preliminary findings of this article have shown that governments worldwide are using a
combination of new and pre-existing programs to address the socioeconomic impacts of COVID19, and many have also sought to target the workers within the informal sector where these efforts
are concerned.xxxviii In Trinidad and Tobago both in-kind and monetary based assistance measures
have been implemented. xxxix These policy responses have sought to stimulate the economy and
increase employment, support local enterprises, protect workers in the workplace, and make use
of social dialogue for further solutions xl.
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While these efforts have brought relief to many people, there is always room for improvement.
Given the diverse range of occupations within the informal sector, it is important to highlight the
factors that result in coverage gaps if improvements are to be made towards policy protection for
this vulnerable category of worker. The following seek to highlight the factors that hinder the
benefits of policies.
Inclusion in coverage
It is important to note that legal frameworks take into consideration that not all forms of
employment are as easily identifiable, such as those employment relationships between an
employer and a dependant worker; and failure to do so can result in certain categories of workers
being excluded from social protection coverage, as has been the case locally. These categories of
workers may include, but are not limited to, own-account workers, self-employed and contributing
family workers.
In scenarios where some degree of coverage exists, some workers may be excluded because they
lack particular criteria. These criteria may specify type or length of contract, place of work or a
salary threshold, and as such, persons who are part-time, temporary, or self-employed are less
probable to receive social protection coverage in comparison to workers with permanent status. xli
Examples of persons who may fall within this area of ambiguity are those working in the
entertainment, tourism, culture, and creative industry. Many of these workers would have been
directly impacted by the lockdown measures that would have been put in place during the earlier
part of the pandemic. While these lockdown measures have subsequently reduced in strictness,
e.g. The reintroduction of freedom of movement for non-essential workers, many of these formal
workers still struggle to recover financially. Thus, it is important that legal frameworks for social
assistance programmes take these forms of employment into consideration when developing
qualifying requirements for grants.
Alignment of benefits to needs
As previously mentioned, the government of Trinidad and Tobago has issued thousands of
monetary and in-kind grants in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Though the intentions are to
meet the needs of the informal worker at times, this may prove to be a challenge, since each
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worker’s needs may differ based on their family circumstances, volatility of income, social status
or particular types of hazards associated with their working environment. xlii Thus, it is important
that attempts are made to expand the coverage of assistance programs by adopting new targeted
programs. An example of this can be seen in Brazil where their Congress approved a three-month
grant of US $120 for informal workers and US $240 for informal workers that are single-parent,
female headed households.xliiiEfforts to expand the reach of monetary grants similar to this should
form part of Trinidad and Tobago’s existing policies as well as new ones, such as the Social Sector
Protection Programme, which seeks to ensure that the most vulnerable members of society receive
assistance.
In addition to the expansion of monetary grant programs, scaling up in-kind measures can assist
in meeting other needs of the informal worker. Examples of this can be seen in Nigeria where the
governor of Lagos sought to have an essential food package delivered to households.xliv Similarly,
the government in India launched a program that would provide free delivery of food to
approximately 800 million families. xlvThus, while Trinidad and Tobago has a food relief
programme in existence, (Food Support Card), expansion of this initiative can come in the form
of distributing seed crops to families who are already recipients. By adapting the social protection
programs to target the vulnerable within the informal sector, more workers may be better prepared
to cushion the effects of the crisis.
Service Availability and Information Dissemination
The procedures involved in registering for social protection programmes may involve burdensome
and complex processes which could intimidate and discourage both employers and workers from
gaining access. Further, inadequate access to administrative structures and services, especially in
rural areas, adds to the difficulty in those individuals. When workers are required to travel
excessive distances to register, receive benefits or pay contributions these factors further add to
the complexities involved in the process. Thus, it is important to have these transactions facilitated
in strategic and convenient locations.
A lack of information or a lack of awareness on the various social protection mechanisms available
to workers of the informal sector further contribute towards an under-utilization of available
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assistance. Furthermore, language barriers or illiteracy, which are common amongst migrant
workers, and rural populations, increases the difficulty for these workers to comprehend the legal
rules or regulations, and as such special arrangements need to be made to ensure their
participation.xlvi Additionally, high degrees of fragmentation within the social protection system,
coupled with a lack of coordination between the social protection systems and similar relevant
state agencies, often leads to coverage duplication or inefficiencies within the system, to the
detriment of the most vulnerable.xlvii
Conclusion
The socioeconomic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in a global crisis that required
a response that matched its complexity and magnitude. Though the short-term responses have been
impressive, continuous support for both workers and businesses within the informal sector is
paramount. Many informal workers earn just enough to stay above poverty, however, without
support they are likely to fall into poverty due to the economic effects of the pandemic.xlviii
In Trinidad and Tobago, delivering the necessary support to vulnerable groups and employers is
vital towards cushioning citizens and businesses from the negative socioeconomic impacts of the
pandemic, and aid in economic recovery. In the aftermath, recovery is expected to be gradual and
uncertain as the potential for resurgent waves of COVID-19 looms overhead. Thus, the expansion
of social assistance programmes, the adoption of targeted support and innovative measures should
be a priority. As Trinidad and Tobago’s economy transitions towards recovery, it is important that
policies as well as a regulatory environment becomes inclusive and responsive to the needs of
informal workers.
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The State of Play in the Informal Sector in Trinidad and Tobago: Realities of the COVID19 pandemic.
Zach Correia, Luke Darwent, Aaden Joseph, Kirsten Joseph, Craig Rahim.
Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a tremendous impact on Trinidad and Tobago’s economy. It
has consequently brought about a harmful impact on the Informal Sector which has caused the
government to respond to the crisis. This paper evaluates the reaction of the Trinidad and Tobago
government to Covid-19 in relation to the Informal Sector. Evidence has shown that the state’s
assistance to workers in the Informal Sector has been not as effective as presumed and this article
investigates the economic, political, social, and legal ramifications that this intervention had on
Trinidad and Tobago’s Informal Sector. In conclusion it will make recommendations to assist in
the welfare of workers in the informal sector.
Keywords: COVID-19, informal sector, government interventions
Introduction
The Informal Sector within a country is usually made up of businesses or workers that fall outside
of regulated business activities and labour laws/regulations. These businesses and workers are
usually represented in flea markets, laundromats, as street vendors (food vendors, supplies vendors
etc), domestic workers; and they are also found in the rural areas of a country or better phrased
‘informal’ areas. Estimating the size of the informal sector can be difficult as the most prominent
methods for analysis, such as surveys and voluntary responses, are directly dependent on the
questions asked, and respondents’ willingness to participate. The informal sector makes up an
important part of the labour market and plays a major role in providing services and goods to the
economies in developing countries. This sector also contributes towards employment and income
generation for low-income families, yet they remain largely unrecognized as valuable contributors
to society. Further, the workers themselves face many challenges such as unsafe work conditions,
low social standing, extremely low and inconsistent income, and lack of legal protection. While
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governments across the globe have recognised the need for more security and protection for this
group, reform has been slow.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, worldwide lockdowns were characterized by strict social
isolation measures and the closing of non-essential services and other businesses, ultimately
leading to increased unemployment in both the formal and informal sectors; with more stress being
put on the informal workers as their livelihoods depend on direct contact to their clients.
The adverse economic impacts on informal workers left many individuals and their families in
extremely distressing situations, thus increasing their levels of vulnerability. Further, the loss of
income, along with stay-at-home measures have been found to be major risk factors for the rise in
psychosocial, physical, and mental health issues; and it has been argued that the social protection
provided during this time was either inadequate or absent in many cases. With the increased level
of vulnerability that the informal workers experienced due to the adverse economic impacts caused
loss of income streams, increased levels of frustration and crime to be observed. Although there
was a sense of concern from governments across the globe, initially, not much emphasis had been
placed on the effect of the pandemic on informal workers, as opposed to workers in the formal
economy.
Economic Impact
The COVID-19 Pandemic has impacted all aspects of the economy, but informal workers have
been particularly affected. This uneven impact of the pandemic is due to the fact that many
informal workers are employed in contact-intensive sectors (such as domestic workers,
market/street vendors, and taxi drivers) and in insecure jobs that do not offer paid leave or the
ability to work from homei, thus lockdowns and restrictions on movement have negatively affected
their ability to effectively earn a living. It has been argued that government-led initiatives have
proven less than effective for informal workers who are largely excluded from formal social safety
nets, have low incomes, and limited buffers, such as savings or access to government support
programs. Further, the pandemic had brought the travel industry to a halt internationally, leading
to a fall in revenues derived by tourism. Many workers in the informal sector in Trinidad and
Tobago rely on income generated during carnival activities to ensure their livelihood. Without
Carnival, many seasonal employment markets in the informal sector became unavailable, leaving
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individuals who rely on these sources of money increasingly vulnerable, and this lack of monetary
circulation resulted in negative externalities throughout the economy.
The suspension of tourist-based activities such as beach closures and Carnival-related
cancellations had a significant impact on the informal sector, resulting in a 7% employment loss.
Internationally, the pandemic caused employment losses and lower incomes which have resulted
in a fall in standard of living and quality of life, and this is especially true in the poorer countries
such as Trinidad and Tobago. As mentioned above, locally, many vendors are reliant on the income
generated from the Carnival Season to keep their businesses operational; and as such, government
initiatives and the cancellation of Carnival in 2021 due to the health risks and high danger of
contamination increased the hardships and vulnerability of the poorest and most vulnerable
members of the society. Although the government did give a form of assistance in issuing Salary
Relief Grants for workers who have lost income because of the implementation of COVID-19
measures, these were not easily accessible in many cases, did little to no help, as it only amounted
to $1,500 a month for three months which is not feasible for a family of two or more to live off. ii

Social and Economic Impacts
Despite the lack of existing literature locally on the psychological impact on unregulated workers,
mental health issues have been found to be correlated to informal work in the past iii and, the current
distressing conditions due to the pandemic have exacerbated these issues. During the pandemic,
numerous restrictions were put in place to help combat the outbreak and spread of the virus,
causing many businesses to close, including those in the informal sector such as domestic workers,
and the local cuisine vendors (doubles vendors, pie vendors, etc) it has been argued that these
factors contributed to the increasing levels of economic hardship and uncertainty in the economy,
which has manifested in increased levels of crime. This is not suggesting that the informal workers
are the main perpetrators of crime, but they usually reside in less economically wealthy
communities whose members are over-represented in the nation’s jails. More so, formation on
organized crime becomes more prevalent within the country due to the realities of COVID-19 and
its need for restrictions. It has also been posited that in many cases the distribution networks used
by the informal economy are similar to that utilized by organized criminal groups; and in present
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times of economic hardship, the latter has been recruiting members of the former group to expand
their activities. .iv
Some restrictions that the Prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago had implemented during the
early onset of the COVID-19 Pandemic were businesses that were deemed as an essential service
would remain open as well as the energy and manufacturing sectors, overall leaving the informal
sector to fend for themselves. Further, the beginning of the pandemic, there has been a remarkably
large increase in domestic violence internationally. Locally Trinidad and Tobago have seen a
radical increase in domestic violence reports, in March 2019, reports numbered 42 compared to
March 2020, where there were 203 reportsv. This can be accounted for due to the increased levels
of anxiety and tension in the country precipitated by lockdowns, closure of businesses, reduced
levels of income, lack of adequate social protection systems and the like. One can then conclude
that there may be a higher incidence of these cases of domestic violence in the more depressed and
challenged social economic communities.
As such, it can be argued that the initiative implemented by the government during the COVID19 pandemic significantly contributed to the increase in mental health issues of nationals, which
may also have been exacerbated by the increased use of drugs and alcohol which were consumed
as a means of combatting the anxiety and stress felt by individuals. Further, it can be suggested
that not only was there an increase in the use of narcotics during the lockdown period, but also an
increase in the transporting of illegal substances with the aim of securing income to ensure the
survival of families.
Although crime has increased on a global scale due to COVID-19and its lockdown restrictions, a
report by the TTPS (Trinidad and Tobago Police Service) stated that compared to the crime rate
in the year 2020, there was an almost negligible one-percent increase in serious crimes in 2021 vi.
These increases in the crime rate consist of shootings, murders, sexual offences, and kidnappings.
Although this increase may seem small, every increase to crime is alarming as more persons are
affected which overall is not a good thing. The acting Commissioner of Police McDonald Jacob
noted that while these figures may seem alarming on the surface, qualitative analysis must be
consideredvii.
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In September of 2021, the acting Commissioner Mc Donald Jacob noted that law enforcement was
made aware that communities throughout the country were experiencing increased criminal
activityviii. Considering this, they have partnered with Crime Stoppers as a response to help negate
the rise in crime levels. The crime stoppers mission is to combat crime by creating the premier,
flagship, private sector mechanism through which every citizen of Trinidad and Tobago can
participate effectively and successfully. In doing this, in 2021, the Police force of Trinidad and
Tobago has seized 514 firearms, with 65 being high-powered rifles ix.
COVID-19 has inflicted disproportionate health and economic risks on informal workers such as
job insecurity, temporary employment and poor working conditions that are associated with poor
mental health, and rates of self-reported ill health. Policies and laws have been made with the
purpose of protecting informal workers, however, in some instances persons do not conform to
these laws and may face consequences and legal ramifications. With regards to containment
measures, and from an international perspective, informal workers are excluded from many of the
COVID‐19 mass unemployment mitigation policies being implemented across member states in
the WHO European Region. For example, most informal workers are not covered by the wage
subsidy and furloughing schemes that are allowing businesses to retain formal employees by
claiming most of their wage costs from the governmentx. Enterprises in some countries still employ
informal workers which results in them facing conditionalities on COVID-19 and financial
assistance which places workers in a situation where the risk of income and job loss is high, as
well as, according to ‘The Jordan Times’, informal workers need more legal recognition. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, Latin American and Caribbean governments took the unprecedented
step of including informal workers in emergency relief legislation.
Legal recognition of informal workers is not only symbolically important, but it also has significant
material implications. Historically, informal workers’ status rendered them invisible to the state in
Latin America because they were not defined as employees under labour laws and were not eligible
for employment-based social protection xi. Despite being granted some degree of pandemic relief
measures, this in many cases proved problematic as they lacked information about these programs
and were unable to manage the complicated bureaucratic requirements due to not obtaining the
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resources (bank accounts, technology, internet etc.) required to effectively participate. The lack of
legal recognition led workers to being unable to access the benefit of pay, lowering their quality
of life and standard of living, while at the same time increasing their levels of vulnerability,
anxiety, tension and frustration as mentioned above this is critical as the informal workers are
characterized by low and irregular earnings, unregulated working hours and a lack of labour and
social protection and their status of employment exposes them to specific risks and points xii.
Further, the informal economy is dominated by microeconomic units, including own-account
workers who are more vulnerable to shocksxiii. While governments can place different forms of
lockdown within countries, for example full lockdown, partial lockdown, and weak lockdown.
With regards to full lockdown countries, workers are prohibited from making a living as they are
not allowed to move around outside of their homes; therefore, it is reasonable to assume that most
informal workers’ flow of income has been halted and/or will lose a significant amount of their
incomes; thus, resulting in strains on employment, labour income and a greater chance for poverty
risks.
A key aspect that is essential and needs to be looked at, is the protection laws for the informal
sector by which many of the workers and employees are not covered. In the informal sector, there
are a series of vulnerabilities which should be brought to the attention of the government and how
important it is for them to have access to this protection. Some of these vulnerabilities include the
inconsistency of income and low productivity ratesxiv. Due to the pandemic, businesses are being
temporarily shut down. Therefore, the informal workers would have their access to income
severely affected.
In addition to the aforementioned points, some businesses also put in place rules that stipulated
those vaccinations are mandatory which would affect the anti-vax community and as there was a
significant level of vaccine hesitancy in Trinidad and Tobago. The employers would be forced to
release some of the informal staff as the income would be decreased or slowed down. As a matter
of health and risks associated, workers in the informal sector are ideal targets of the virus, as they
do not usually have adequate information and knowledge about the virus, thus have a higher
propensity to continue with normal contact, ignoring the state-mandated protocols, and contribute
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to the spreading of the virusxv. Within the informal sector the workspaces and neighbourhoods are
very crowded and tightly packed so the virus will have a greater chance of being spread.
The workers of the informal sector have articulated concerns to the government through the
avenues available to them, usually at the community level, as they feel they have been largely
ignored in the distribution of employment relief. Among their concerns is the lack of sanitation
services and free testing. The workers also want to be provided with proper health care for those
infected andxvi. Locally, regionally, and nationally, these demands were almost identical within the
informal sector of other countries. As the pandemic emerged, the government had to take action
and respond to the different threats and impacts of the virus. They implemented laws and rules to
try and control the dispersion of the virus, inclusive of proactive and reactive responses, such as
the Trinidad and Tobago government was already preparing and developing public health care
systems for the less fortunate and informal sectorxvii.
Policy recommendations
Due to the economic depression and lengthy period of unemployment triggered by the COVID-19
pandemic, it is recommended that the government provide a social insurance scheme that takes
into consideration the irregularity of incomes of workers within the informal sector. One such
example is the SEISS (Self-Employed Income Support Scheme), which was put in place by the
UK government to aid self-employed employees in keeping their businesses afloat during the
pandemic, where the government offers a fixed monthly salary over a six-month period. The
government may also reduce the barriers of entry into the informal sector by simplifying the
registration process and requirements for new applicants, as well as labour market reforms to
protect workers in the informal sector.
Regarding already implemented policies developed to help combat social issues within the country
of Trinidad and Tobago, there is a need to analyse and critique these policies that are put in place
to further develop them with the aim of helping the citizens in this new era which has increased
challenges to mental health in the population. A national social mitigation plan that was put into
development by Trinidad and Tobago’s Ministry of Social Development and family security
focused mainly on strengthening the social protection system, promoting community and civil
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society action, and enhancing productivity within the formal and informal sector and the
development plan expires this year and after five years of being in development there is no real
progress being made.
To better combat these effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the government of Trinidad and
Tobago can implement new policies or improve on the already implemented policies in which a
change can occur in a meaningful way. New crime prevention policies should be implemented
seeing as the crime within Trinidad and Tobago is continuously increasing every year with no
reduction since the arrival of the COVID-19 virus.
Informal workers are an integral part of society and providing proper mental health care can lead
to increases in their wellbeing and ultimately increase productivity in any society. However, the
lack of importance placed on mental health issues in the country continues to be a significant
challenge. This is reflected by the absence of resources placed in the field. In order to persuade
governments that mental health should be a priority, specifically to the vulnerable groups identified
in this paper, more research on the topic needs to be undertaken. These research studies should
include in their focus the long-term negative effects and the correlations with other negative
psychosocial issues to place them within a political context and show how providing proper mental
health may aid with achieving other developmental goals.
Policies that are created with inaccurate or limited data can be extremely costly to developing
countries such as Trinidad and Tobago. There is the need for integrating mental health into national
strategic plans for major disasters such as the pandemic. This approach may include a targeted
intervention system that can identify the vulnerable groups in society and provide specific
treatment, screening, and referral to minimize and avert mental health issues. Making the
connection between informal employment and mental health to inform policy-making would not
only result in better health care among workers, but also lead to better working conditions and
promote the movement from informal to formal jobs. According to Mariana Assis, there is a simple
approach in which this can be fixed through a transformative approach that can help identify gaps
in the design and implementation of laws xviii. In the case of social protection measures, this
approach is said to help engage informal workers with their organizations and representatives, as
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they can advocate and ensure that the workers’ needs, interests and living conditions are taken into
consideration when formulating policies that affect their livelihoods. Prandini Assis states that
with this input, legal recognition will be able to fulfil its intended purpose of delivering social
protection.xix
Conclusion
Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic has particularly affected the informal sector of Trinidad and
Tobago, and has highlighted the economic, social, and legal issues. Looking from an economic
standpoint, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused many of the Trinidad and Tobago’s industries to
contract, with one of those industries being the tourist industry with beaches and outdoor activities
being completely closed. Furthermore, crime within the country has increased due to lack of
income for informal workers, many whom may have resorted to engaging in crime or indulged in
substance abuse due to the lack of intervention by the government. The government has not to ate,
put in place proper processes and legal policies which can support the informal workers, and there
should be new policies formulated and implemented.

IMF, “Five Things to Know about the Informal Economy”, July 28, 2021
Baboolal, Yvonne, Hundreds of Salary Relief Cheques Uncollected, Trinidad Express Newspapers, November 18,
2021.
iii Ludermir, Ana Bernarda, and Glyn Lewis. 2003. "Informal work and common mental disorders." Social psychiatry
and psychiatric epidemiology 38 (9):485-489.
iv Ponsaers, Paul & Shapland, Joanna & Williams, Colin. (2008). “Does the informal economy link to organised
crime?” International Journal of Social Economics. 35. 644-650.
v Ramdass, Anna. “Hell at Home | Local News | Trinidadexpress.com.” Trinidad Express Newspaper, April 2020.
vi Bruzual, Alexander. “Murders Go up, Rise in Crime 'Negligible'.” Trinidad Express Newspapers, January 2,
vii Bruzual, Alexander. “Murders Go up, Rise in Crime 'Negligible'.” Trinidad Express Newspapers, January 2, 2022.
viii Chaitram, Ria, Clint Chan Tack, Jensen La Vende, Corey Connelly, and Kinnesha George. “Acting Cop Jacob:
More Police Operations to Stem Rise in Crime.” Trinidad and Tobago Newsday, September 11, 2021.
ix Chaitram, Ria, Clint Chan Tack, Jensen La Vende, Corey Connelly, and Kinnesha George. “Acting Cop Jacob:
More Police Operations to Stem Rise in Crime.” Trinidad and Tobago Newsday, September 11, 2021.
x “Covid-19 Health Equity Impact Policy Brief: Informal Workers.” World Health Organization, 2020.
xi Assis, Mariana Prandini. “Informal Workers Need More than Legal Recognition.” Jordan Times, November 29,
2021.
xii “Family-Friendly Policies for Workers in the Informal Economy.” unicef.org, July 2021.
xiii “ILO Brief - International Labour Organization,” April 2020.
xiv “ILO Brief - International Labour Organization,” April 2020.
xv World Bank. “Social Protection for the Informal Economy: Operational Lessons for Developing Countries in Africa
and Beyond.” a Publication. (2021).
i

ii

121

xvi Shekar, K Chandra and Mansoor, Kashif. “COVID-19: Lockdown Impact on Informal Sector

in India.” Azim Premji

University. (2021).
xvii WIEGO. “Informal worker demands during COVID-19 crisis” a publication. (2021).
xviii WHO. “Covid-19 report laid in Parliament.” newspaper. (2022).
xix Assis, Mariana Prandini. “Informal Workers Need More than Legal Recognition.” Jordan Times, November 29,
2021.

122

The Informal Sector, the Transgender Worker and External Constraints in Trinidad and
Tobago
Lue Anda Francis-Blackman and Andel Andrew
lueanda.francis-blackman@sta.uwi.edu and andel.andrew22@gmail.com

Abstract
This article examines transgender sex workers in Trinidad and Tobago and explores how external
constraints, namely the legal framework and societal constraints, impact on transgender workers’
employment protection, employment opportunities, safety, and wellbeing. The informal sector is
important in Trinidad and Tobago as it provides jobs, bolsters entrepreneurial activity, and helps
alleviate poverty. However, over the years there has been an increasing number of persons offering
their services within the sex industry especially in the transgender community. This is as a result
of such persons feeling constrained within the formal sector by not being able to fully be
themselves. Through semi-structured interviews with civil society organisations, sex workers and
state institutions, this paper will examine the informal sector in Trinidad and Tobago with
particular focus on transgender sex workers. As the informal sector is less monitored and less
regulated it provides employment opportunities that might not be possible in the formal sector. As
such, this article argues that the informal sector has created employment opportunities for
transgender sex workers when legal and social constraints have limited transgender persons’
opportunities for employment in the formal sector.

Further, the research explores how policy

changes are restrained by social constraints making policy change difficult. The main argument
therefore is that a legal environment which fails to recognise the complexity of being transgender,
constrains workers’ protection and fuels the informal sector.
Key Words: Transgender; Sex Worker; Informal Sector, Employment Protection; Employment
Opportunities; Legal Constraints; Social Constraints
Introduction
The International Labour Organization (ILO) estimates that about two billion people globally,
work in the informal sector accounting for over 60 percent of the world’s adult labour force.i The
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ILO has three interrelated concepts when discussing informality – the informal sector, informal
employment, and the informal economy (ILO, Minimum Wage Policy Guide, ILO, Geneva 2016).
At the 15th Session of the ILO’s International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS), the
informal sector was defined “as a group of production units comprised of unincorporated
enterprises owned by households, including informal own-account enterprises and enterprises of
informal employers (typically small and non-registered enterprises)” (ILO 2016: 39,40). The
obvious limitation of this definition is that informality was restricted to enterprises.
Ten years later at the 17th Session of the ICLS, the concept of informal employment was defined
to mean “all remunerative work (i.e., both self-employment and wage employment) that is not
registered, regulated or protected by existing legal or regulatory frameworks, as well as nonremunerative work undertaken in an income-producing enterprise. Informal workers do not have
secure employment contracts, workers' benefits, social protection or workers' representation” (ILO
2016:40). The ILO notes that these two concepts, while distinct, are complimentary and that the
“informal economy encompasses both perspectives and is defined as all economic activities by
workers and economic units that are - in law or in practice - not covered or insufficiently covered
by formal arrangements” (ILO 2016:40).
As it relates to Trinidad and Tobago, a unique informal sector has developed to include services
such as the preparation and sale of perishable food, retailing of clothes, jewellery, newspapers and
other items. Trinidad and Tobago is a middle income country with one of the highest per capita
incomes in Latin America and the Caribbean ii and there are many persons in this sector since it
provides easy employment for a wide variety of ages. The informal sector is important in Trinidad
and Tobago as it reduces unemployment and underemployment, as well as bolsters entrepreneurial
activity and helps alleviate poverty. There are many drivers that set the foundation for persons
joining the sector. The issue of social exclusion is an under-researched area and this paper
contributes to an explanation and assessment of this issue.
In Trinidad and Tobago, the transgender community faces discrimination from both within the
LGBT community and the wider society when seeking employment in the formal sector as a result
of their gender identity. As such, many transgender persons have resorted to seeking employment
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in the sex industry which, by definition is a part of the informal sector. The discrimination faced
by transgender persons evokes questions pertaining to the legal framework and whether provisions
are in place to ensure both labour protection and transgender rights for members of this community.
This calls for a deeper examination of the social and political constraints that have stymied
legislative reform. Therefore, this article examines transgender sex workers in Trinidad and
Tobago and explores how external constraints, namely the legal framework and societal values,
impact on transgender workers’ employment protection, employment opportunities, safety and
wellbeing.
Globally, there have been many studies that examine the transgender community and their
participation in sex work. However, there exists limited studies in relation to the Caribbean, and
Trinidad and Tobago in particular. In fact, this study is among the first to examine factors
associated with sex work involvement among transgender women in Trinidad and Tobago and the
Caribbean. It has as its core, the considerations of social justice in employment, in both the formal
and informal sectors, concentrating on the latter; in the aim of highlighting and acclimatising the
population to gender issues in society in both the workplace and society. Central to the paper also,
is the issue of freedom from discrimination in the workplace which is one of the ILO’s core labour
standards.iii In this vein, it is fundamental to begin this section with a discussion on social justice
and associated international labour conventions.
The ideals of social justice are equity, equality, rights, and participation.iv Other notions of social
justice include justice for the socially deprived, justice for those who need special protection,
community justice, and creating a just society.v Social justice is a normative concept which can
be conceptualised as “the relationship between political power and the economic sphere of
society – the distribution of social goods in an equitable manner”.vi Scholars contend that social
justice moves beyond individual justice to concern with the society as whole with a focus on the
needs of the disadvantaged and equality of opportunity.vii
In line with the ideals of social justice, the ILO declares that “labour rights are human rights”viii
which encompass not only the fundamental right of association, but also ensuring that humanity
and dignity are respected.

The ILO sets the core international labour standards to which all
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member states should subscribe. One of the core labour standards the right to equality of treatment,
articulated in in the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention 1958 (NO.111).ix
Individuals are to be free from discrimination, based race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion,
national extraction or social origin or such other distinction, exclusion or preference which has the
effect of nullifying or impairing equality of opportunity or treatment in employment or
occupation.x
One of the main themes in the literature is that the impetus for many transgender persons getting
involved in sex work. Logie et al stated that, “as a consequence of employment discrimination,
transgender women may engage in sex work to acquire income, as well as use it as means of
survival to acquire food, rent, shelter, drugs and alcohol.”xi This was also supported by the Global
Network of Sex Works Projects which posited that “a lack of anti-discrimination legislation/policy
for trans people allows employers to exercise discrimination against trans people in hiring and
firing practices. The high representation of trans people in sex work around the world is arguably
partly a result of this discrimination experienced by trans people in accessing education and
alternative employment.”xii
Studies contend that worldwide sex work can be a very highly risky sector because of the lack of
legal frameworks that offer protection from violence. It is further noted that there is a lack of
political will to create programmes to support sex workers; religious and cultural approaches that
foster whorephobia legislation and policies; and other factors such as the promotion of
whorephobia that enhance stigma and marginalization of sex workers.xiii For the purpose of this
study, ‘whorephobia’ is used to denote forms of hatred, disgust, discrimination, violence,
aggressive behavior or negative attitude directed at individuals who engaged in sex work.xiv
According to Giddens, sex work can be defined as “the provision of sexual services in a financial
exchange between consenting adults though of course, children (and adults) have historically been
-and still are- forced into sex work in both developed and developing countries.” xv Logie et al,
had a similar definition stating that “sex workers, broadly known as individuals who exchange sex
for money or other goods, in general experience widespread rights violations and due to the
intersection of transgender stigma, sex work stigma and other marginalized identities.” xvi
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Another theme in the literature focused on the issue of health care access and the impact of HIV
among trans sex workers who are seen as a key population (KP) and their exposure to high levels
of gender-based violence. The Global Network of Sex Work Projects stated that “the high
prevalence of HIV amongst sex workers and clients in some countries has led sex workers to be
targeted for inappropriate health care services, including mandatory/coercive testing, forced
treatment, forced registration and biometric tracking/profiling of sex workers.”xvii

In the

Caribbean, the HIV prevalence is much higher among KPs, which transgender sex workers make
up, than the adult population. Additionally, it was also highlighted that they also experience
gender-based violence and that “transgender sex workers are disproportionately affected by
gender-based violence.”xviii
While there are limited studies which have examined transgender prostitution, what becomes clear
is that transgender persons are discriminated against in the workplace or health sector and that
there is the lack of legislative protection for this group. What studies have not explored is the
social and political constraints which hamper policy-makers from creating the legal protection for
transgender persons as well as how the legal environment which fails to recognise the complexity
of being transgender, constrains transgender persons’ protection and fuels the informal sector.
Furthermore, according to the Global Network of Sex Work Projects “in many countries, a large
number of transgender sex workers are also undocumented migrants who left their countries of
origin in order to escape transphobic violence, family rejection or poverty and build a better life.”xix
This is similar in Trinidad and Tobago as a number of transgender sex workers are immigrants
who have fled their country origin in fear for their lives. To strengthen the investigative parameters
of this study, a qualitative research design was employed. Semi-structured interviews or ‘elite
interviews’ were conducted with transgender sex workers, thus offering a greater degree of
flexibility and a more in-depth understanding of the subject matter.
Given the sensitive nature of this study, a non-random sampling was employed using a snowballing
or ‘chain-referral’ approach in conducting the interviews, and this was invaluable

in reaching

persons in the transgender community. Ten interviews were conducted via telephone as a measure
to protect the identity of the participants, and throughout the interviews each participant was
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reassured that their identity would be protected. To depict the views of the respondents as
accurately as possible, member checking was employed. Additionally, taking pattern from other
studies on transgender sex workers, care packages were distributed to the participants. Further,
the Vice Chairman of the Equal Opportunity Commission, was interviewed via a Microsoft Teams
conference meeting and that meeting was followed by a very detailed email communication from
another member of the Commission. Interviews were also conducted with the Transgender
Coalition of Trinidad and Tobago. An interview via Microsoft Teams was also conducted with
local activists.
Finally, thematic analysis was employed which assisted in understanding the nature and practice
of the transgender community in Trinidad and Tobago. Repeated patterns, topics, and ideas from
the interviews were induced in order to produce common themes. This is an apt method for
research such as this one when it is important to understand person’s experiences, views and
opinions.xx The induction method of developing themes was also important to allow the data to
produce the themes and also to reduce interviewer bias.
Understanding Transgender
For the purpose of this study, transgender women are defined as “individuals who have been
assigned male-at-birth and self-identify as female or as a transgender woman.” xxi

Being

transgender comes with many societal issues and struggles. Throughout the world, transgender
women experience widespread stigma and discrimination which contribute to economic, social
and health vulnerabilities. Transgender women experience discrimination on many fronts and are
victims to what has been termed ‘the dual context of discrimination’ as they face social and legal
discrimination. With the lack of legal protection, transgender women often feel as “a national; but
not a citizen”xxii in the context of their own country.
Additionally, transgender women experience high levels of gender-based violence which can take
the form of emotional, sexual, physical or economical abuse or discrimination by both state and
non-state actors. Gender-based violence can be defined as “any form of violence directed at an
individual based on their biological sex, gender identity (e.g. transgender), or behaviours that are
inconstant with social expectations of being a man or woman.” xxiii As such, transgender sex
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workers are disproportionately affected by gender-based violence and are particularly vulnerable
high levels of violence as they work and live at what can be described as “an intersection of
whorephobia and transphobia.”xxiv
Furthermore, the Global Network of Sex Work Projects contends that “transgender sex workers
particularly those who work outdoors, are a visible population and are easily targets for acts of
violence and hate crimes, resulting in rapes, beatings, public humiliation and at times murder.”xxv
This is supported in the research, since in Trinidad and Tobago a large number of transgender sex
workers operate outdoors, which increases their vulnerability. In addition, transgender sex worker
interviewees noted that at times they have experienced abuse at the hands of their clientele. One
interviewee recounted being robbed at gun point by a client.
Understanding the Absence of Laws and Social Protection for Transgender Persons
From a socio-legal perspective, laws are created based on the dominant societal value associated
with a particular phenomenon or societal issue. Laws reflect the dominant societal values,
reinforced the dos and don’ts of the society, the acceptable and unacceptable attitude towards
societal issues and how the society should treat with these issues. For laws related to lesbian,
bisexual, gay, transgender, queer, or questioning, intersex, and asexual (LBGTQIA) issues, there
is no exception.
Trinidad and Tobago’s homosexual-related laws are a product of its colonial history and created
during a period in which the anti-homosexual societal attitude was pervasive.xxvi In the postcolonial era, generally Trinidad and Tobago’s societal attitude towards homosexuality is
homophobic where homosexuality is still considered taboo.xxvii It is argued that homosexuality
and LBGTQIA issues in general are treated as the invisible issues; the ones that are best left alone
and hidden. Against this background, the succeeding paragraphs assess labour laws in Trinidad
and Tobago in relation to transgender protection in Trinidad and Tobago.
There is an absence of protection in the labour laws for transgender persons as well as for the
LGBTQIA community, or protection based on sexual orientation. The Ministry of Labour’s
National Workplace Policy on Sexual Harassment comes the closest to recognising that sexual
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harassment may be because of male to male or female to female interaction. However, this
contradicts its definition of sexual harassment as “any physical, verbal or non-verbal conduct of a
sexual nature and other conduct affecting the dignity of women and men, which is unwelcome,
unreasonable, and offensive to the recipient; and a person’s rejection of, or submission to, such
conduct is used to explicitly or implicitly as a basis for a decision which affects that person’s job;
or (hostile work environment) conduct that creates an intimidating, hostile or humiliating working
environment for the recipient”.
The Equal Opportunity Act 2000 Chapter 22:03 (the EOA) is intended to prevent discrimination
of persons based on race, ethnicity, religion, sex, marital status, origin, or disability. It is concerned
with discrimination in four categories namely employment; education; the provision of goods and
services and the provision of accommodation. Part I of the EOA is clear that sex does not mean
sexual preference or sexual orientation. This reflects the invisible issues in the society, and they
can be considered the issues that the society has shelved or refused to acknowledge. The equal
opportunity laws are comparatively recent laws but do not include recognition and protection of
homosexuals, transgender persons or protection based on sexual orientation.
This study argues that the prevailing values of the society can largely account for the absence of
such labour protection against discrimination for transgender persons.

Although globally,

international values and attitudes toward homosexuality and LBGTQIA issues reflect decades of
LGBTQIA movements, protest action, lobbying, sensitising, and publicising such issues, by the
early 2000s the LGBT civic activism in Trinidad and Tobago was still in its embryonic stages.
While publicising homosexuality and raising such awareness remained of paramount importance,
such activism during the 1990s was centred on HIV/AIDS among the LGBT community and
support for comrades who had contracted the virus.
Section 7 of the EOA provides for protection on the ground of offensive behaviour that meets the
following three (3) criteria:
(a) is reasonably likely, in all the circumstances, to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate
another person or a group of persons;
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(b) is done because of the gender, race, ethnicity, origin or religion of the other person or
of some or all of the persons in the group; and
(c) which is done with the intention of inciting gender, racial or religious hatred.
The Equal Opportunity Commission considers sexual orientation to be a gender issue and as such,
indirectly there is protection for LGBTQIA persons. This is still problematic for transgender
persons as there is the absence of specific, explicit recognition of transgender; as transgender does
not connote the traditional meaning of gender as male or female. Additionally, gender is not
defined in the EOA, which leaves its meaning open to interpretation and would mean that it does
not solidify the role of the EOA in being able to investigate discrimination on the grounds of being
transgender. Such a matter would need judicial interpretation. However, that would be only
possible if the matter proceeds to the Tribunal stage. However, if it is addressed via alternative
dispute resolution (ADR) such as with the use of conciliation, then it does not proceed, and as such
judicial interpretation would not be employed.
CAISO, a feminist civil society organisation in Trinidad and Tobago has long advocated for the
ending of discrimination to the LGBTI community in a number of areas including employment
discrimination.xxviii CAISO’s Model LGBTI Workplace Policy points out the economic and
psychological adverse effects of anti-LGBTI discrimination against workers, and underlines the
current lack of a workplace policy which deals with training and procedures to handle workplace
grievances based on sexual orientation and gender identities. It stresses the need for a workplace
policy that protects transgender persons including sex segregation policies and support for
employees who have decided to transition. Further it underscores the current public sector
management policies which are devoid of such policies or training.
The EOA has not been amended to specifically include sexual orientation or changing perceptions
of gender identity. Although according to the EOA, one of the core functions of the Equal
Opportunity Commission (EOC) is to work towards the elimination of discrimination, it is limited
in its purview as ultimately it cannot legislate. In this regard, the EOC has an advocacy, advisory
and agenda-setting role which is dependent on the prevailing view of Parliament towards this issue.
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Understanding the Social and Political Constraints on Transgender Laws in Trinidad and
Tobago
The dynamism between social and political constraints which affect the development of laws to
explicitly protect rights based on sexual orientation or gender identity cannot be missed. Social
constraints are conceptualised as dominant societal values which influence societal attitudes
related to societal issues, which can impede public policy development of those issues, which can
cause adverse social behaviour including fear, and which can lead to an underground society and/or
underground economic activity. As such, social constraints can hinder political, economic, and
social outcomes. Political constraints are conceptualised as political pressure on the State from
state and non-state actors as well as the factors which impede political outcomes.
Social constraints are one of the factors which can hinder decision making. In relation to sexual
orientation and gender identity, and more particular transgender persons, there is the absence of
laws to protect transgender persons among others and the social constraints affect the development
of these laws. Social constraints affect decision making as legislators must be cognizant of the
prevailing societal values and concomitant societal attitude associated with a particular societal
issue.
A lucid example of societal constraints related to gender identity is the 2017 murder of transgender
woman Sasha Fierce whose given name was Keon Allister Patterson. Fierce’s murder was
described by the Chief Justice of Trinidad and Tobago, Ivor Archie, as a hate crime.xxix He said
that “I actually think that we need to revisit our national watchwords and move from ‘tolerance’
towards ‘acceptance’ because we are perfectly capable of tolerating that which we secretly or even
openly despise”.xxx In fact, Chief Justice Archie’s words reinforces the idea of the invisible issues
as they are those issues which the society knows exist, but prefer to keep hidden and therefore,
they are left unaddressed.

In a recent interview with activist Jason Jones, he stated that

discrimination against homosexuals in Trinidad and Tobago had resulted in those persons seeking
asylum in the United Kingdom (UK) in fear of victimization and violence in their home country.
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The case of Jason Jones v the AG of Trinidad and Tobago (2018)xxxi underscores the societal divide
between those in favour of LGBTQIA rights and those opposed to it. It underscores the social
constraints affecting decision making. Religious organisations, namely the Council of Evangelical
Churches and the Sanatan Dharma Maha Sabha, the largest Hindu religious organization in the
country, were interested parties in the case and made it clear that they strongly opposed the removal
of section 13 and section 16 of the Sexual Offences Act on religious grounds. While not an
interested party to the proceedings, the Roman Catholic Archbishop, Jason Gordon, stated that the
Roman Catholic church was against homosexuality and saw homosexuality as a moral issue and
not a criminal one.xxxii These religious arguments provide support for studies which contend that
religion plays a substantial role in influencing prevailing societal values and societal attitudes
towards homosexuality in Trinidad and Tobago.xxxiii
Therefore, it is less so that the State is homophobic but moreso that the interplay between political
constraints and social constraints impede the State. The adversarial nature of the LGBTQIA issue
in Trinidad and Tobago has meant that there is a delicate balance that the State must orchestrate.
The State has sought to remedy that condition through its judicial branch. This reduces the political
pressure on the executive and legislative branches of the State and the ability for these branches to
face condemnation for their decision at the election polls. As then Attorney General Faris AlRawi stated during an interview:
“It was necessary in the Jason Jones matter to appeal the decision for two reasons. One, it’s
important for us to get to the highest court in the land, that’s the Privy Council, so that the Privy
Council can say whether they agree or not whether the law ought to be saved or not saved. Because
once they make a decision on that, we’ll know what to do with the other 27 laws.
In this country we’re a democracy not a theocracy, there are very heartfelt views on the issue. So,
to avoid having to be ‘solomonic’ and cutting the child in two, it is responsible for an Attorney
General to recommend an appeal so that the law is settled. Once the law is settled, we know where
we go from there.”xxxiv
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Putting this in the context of this study, the State is not prepared, until the appeal of Jason Jones v
the Attorney General of Trinidad and Tobago, to make legislative changes based on sexual
orientation or gender identity. The appeal of the Jason Jones case and the expected ruling of the
Court of Appeal would mean that 27 existing laws in Trinidad and Tobago which discriminate
against homosexuality or sexual orientation in one way or the other, would be repealed.
According to the EOC, the Attorney General has indicated the intention of the State to pursue the
matter all the way to the Privy Council. Further, legislative reform to any or all of these 27 laws
will not be considered until after the Jason Jones matter is decided upon by the Privy Council.
Therefore, protection for transgender persons via the EOA is not forthcoming. The appeal of the
Jason Jones case has not been heard and has not appeared on the Court of Appeal timetable, and it
is still the intention to have the matter then heard before the Privy Council. This is a lengthy
process that could mean between five to ten years before this case is finally decided. This translates
to a possibility of decades without social protection for transgender persons in the workplace.
The Informal Sector and Transgender Prostitution: Social Constraints and Opportunities
for Prostitution in the Informal Sector
This section examines the transgender sex worker and the informal sector. Firstly, the monitoring
mechanisms and the informal sector will be examined, as well as the push and pull factors for
transgender persons in the sector. What becomes apparent is the parallel world which exists
between the stigma that is experienced by transgender women in society on one end, and the
demand for the transgender sex worker in the informal sector. The informal sector has created a
hidden society for the transgender sex worker. The activities which seem to be rejected in the
open, are accepted behind closed doors. Therefore, social constraints not only affect policy makers
in changing existing laws and making new ones, but also affect individuals such as transgender
persons. In this section this study contends that the social constraints coupled with the lack of
legal protection for transgender persons, as well as the hidden society, have made the members of
the transgender sex world particularly vulnerable.
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One of the defining characteristics of the informal sector is that it is unregulated and rarely
supported.xxxv According to an International Labour Organisation study the informal sector is
characterised by:
(a) ease of entry;
(b) reliance on indigenous resources;
(c) family ownership of enterprises;
(d) small scale of operation;
(e) labour-intensive and adapted technology;
(f) skilled acquired outside the formal school system;
(g) unregulated and competitive marketsxxxvi.
For transgender sex workers, the ease of entry, the unregulated sector and competitive markets
have been the most significant characteristics of the informal sector which have pulled transgender
persons to this sector. Within this informal sector, transgender sex workers belong to the informal
street sector in which the streets serve as the “primary arena of economic activity.”xxxvii The
transgender sex worker not only transitioned from the gender they were assigned at birth to
becoming aligned with another gender, but some also come from the formal sector. Therefore, the
focus is on examining the push factors which form the main impetus for the move from the formal
sector to the informal street sector.
One major push factor has been the social constraints. For the interviewees, while there was the
desire to be their true selves and so to transition to the gender that they wanted to be, their original
career choice was not to be a transgender sex worker. These participants had careers in the formal
sector which ranged from security to cosmetology. However, once they started their transition,
they were discriminated against by their employers and even their own peers in the LGBT
community. In the absence of legal protection via the EOA or any other labour laws, they were
unable to seek legal redress or keep their jobs. For most, the decision was not theirs to leave the
formal sector, as they were either terminated without notice or placed in locations where they felt
either humiliated or their security was compromised.
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A common theme among participants was that they face constant discrimination and humiliation
as transgender persons. They are “insulted, stared at like an exhibit at an art gallery or worse like
a strange creature”. They also stated that they face “a continuous fear of being victimised or
assaulted by members of the public”, and intimated that they are more likely to receive such public
indignity from males than females, the latter being generally more sympathetic towards them.
They also felt that while there was some tolerance for transgender persons, there was not
acceptance of the lifestyle and there was a daily reminder of that level of non-acceptance of
transgender person. They have all reported being threatened, and violated by being inappropriately
touched, strip-searched, and harassed.
These social constraints which affect transgender persons in the society, in general, and in the
workplace, specifically, stress the need for social justice; and the absence of legal protection can
lead to increased vulnerability. These issues are critical issues calling for urgent legislative reform
which can protect all workers. This vulnerability is further exacerbated as this type of job comes
with its own danger and the fear of being victimised for reporting assaults. Of interest, is that a
parallel society has been created in which on one end, transgender persons are discriminated
against yet on the other hand, there is a demand for transgender prostitution from a cross section
of the population. As the clientele is unpredictable, it makes it even more difficult to predict the
level of danger.
Understanding the Public
It can be argued that modern society is highly sexualized and sex driven. Sex sells and particularly,
every day we see activities in some form or the other in traditional and new media. In 2019,
Trinidad and Tobago topped the search for ‘free porn’ on Google Trends above the United
Kingdom, India and the United States.xxxviii As such, there is no surprise that there is a market for
sex work.
From the interviews that were conducted, it was highlighted that there exists a wide spectrum of
persons who are clients of transgender sex workers with a majority of their clientele in the middle
to upper echelon in society, including but not limited to lawyers, persons in the protective services
and gangsters, to name a few. Like any other job, there would be busy and slow periods. The
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interviewees explained that some nights they may go on the streets where they normally meet their
clients and receive no clients, while there are times where there are many options from which to
choose. Additionally, it was highlighted by various interviewees that there exists a price list that
ranges from two hundred dollars to four hundred dollars depending on the services performed.
Role of the Police
When police officers abuse their authority, it creates distrust and fear, and it can further limit the
transgender sex workers’ access to justice. For example, the case of Kennty Dave Mitchell, it
detailed the graphic and discriminatory treatment received from the police when a gay man was
arrested in 2000 for being gay and humiliated by being told to strip and bend overxxxix as well as
by being left naked in a jail cell.xl Additionally, from our interviews, many of the transgender sex
workers explained the complex and complicated relationship that they have with the police. On
the other end, police officers were executing their duties by warning them that they would be
arrested for acts of prostitution. On one end, there was an acrimonious relationship as some police
officers degraded them and insulted them for being transgender, reflecting the conflict between
the role of the police officer to be neutral and the social constraints which can influence behaviour.
It is the fear of public humiliation and distrust of police officers that cause transgender sex workers
to be fearful when faced with acts of violence towards them, thus rarely reporting those acts. They
have little trust in the police and believe that nothing would be done. Furthermore, the interviews
indicated that police officers are sometimes the perpetrators of violence against transgender sex
workers. Some interviewees stated that the same police officers who would advise against
soliciting prostitution would be the same police officers who after their shift would come in their
private vehicles and demand sex from them without payment, telling them that if they complain
they can arrest them.
This reflects the exploitation and abuse that can exist when there is the absence of legal protection.
It also reflects how social constraints, and the lack of legal protection can create social injustice.
Furthermore, some transgender persons have lamented feeling dehumanized at the hands of the
police as some interviewees recounted their experiences where they were arrested and put into the
same jail cells with men and told to “stand up and pee, yuh ent no woman yuh is a dam man.”
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Conclusion
From a socio-legal perspective, the changing of societal values is needed for not only legislative
reform to existing the EOA, but also labour, anti-homosexual, and gender-based laws. Further,
there is the need for sensitising the public to social justice, labour rights and human rights issues.
There is the need to also modify human resource management and workplace policies to ensure
respect, inclusion and ensuring that decent work can truly exists. For transgender sex workers, the
informal sector has afforded them the ability to work and generate an income. What it has not
been able to do, is shield them from human indignity, public shaming, abuse, exploitation, and
discrimination. The major factors that have pushed some transgender persons from the formal
sector to the informal one, are the same ones which make the transgender sex worker vulnerable
in the informal sector. Following the global literature on transgender sex workers, it can be
highlighted that many of the issues also relate to Trinidad and Tobago; and as such, it can be argued
that the experiences of transgender sex workers are not significantly different from those globally.

i

Baher Kamal, "Over 60% of World Workers Not Recognised, Not Registered, Not Protected," Global Issues: Social,
Political, Economic and Environmental Issues That Affect Us All, March 15 2022 2022,
https://www.globalissues.org/news/2022/03/15/30340.
ii
"The World Bank in Trinidad and Tobago," The World Bank, accessed March 25, 2022,
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/trinidadandtobago/overview#1.
iii
Rules of the Game: An Introduction to the Standards-Related Work of the International Labout Organization,
International Labour Organization (ILO) (Geneva: International Labour Orgnaization, 2019),
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---normes/documents/publication/wcms_672549.pdf.
iv
Mona Khechen, Social Justice: Concepts, Principles, Tools and Challenge Economic and Social Commission for
Western Asia (ESCWA) (New York: The United Nations, 2013), https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3894953?ln=en.
v
George P. Politakis, Tomi Kohiyama, and Thomas Lieby, eds., Laws for Social Justice (Geneva International Labour
Organization, 2019).
vi
Politakis, Kohiyama, and Lieby, Laws for Social Justice
vii
What is Social Justice?, National Pro Bono Resource Centre (Australia 2011), https://probonocentre.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2015/09/Occ_1_What-is-Social-Justice_FINAL.pdf.
viii
Introduction: Labour Rights, Human Rights, International Labour Organization (International Labour Review,
1998), https://www.ilo.org/public/english/revue/download/pdf/intro982.pdf.
ix
Rules of the Game: An Introduction to the Standards-Related Work of the International Labout Organization.
x
Politakis, Kohiyama, and Lieby, Laws for Social Justice
xi
Carmen H Logie et al., "Factors associated with sex work involvement among transgender women in Jamaica: a
cross-sectional study " Journal of International AIDS Society 20, no. 1 (2017).
xii
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers, Global Network of Sex Work Projects (Global Network of Sex Work
Projects), https://www.nswp.org/sites/nswp.org/files/Trans%20SWs.pdf.
xiii
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
xiv
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
xv
Anthony Giddens, "Work and Economic Life," in Sociology (Cambridge Polity Press, 2009).
xvi
Logie et al., "Factors associated with sex work involvement among transgender women in Jamaica: a cross-sectional
study ".

138

xvii

The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
Emily Evens et al., "Expriences of gender-based violence among female sex workers, men who have sex with
men, and transgender women in Latin America and the Caribbean: a qualitative study to inform HIV programming,"
BMC International Health and Human Rights 19, no. 9 (2019).
xix
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
xx
Chad R. Lochmille, "Conducting Thematic Analysis with Qualitative Data," The Qualitative Report 26, no. 6 (2021).
xxi
Logie et al., "Factors associated with sex work involvement among transgender women in Jamaica: a cross-sectional
study ".
xxii
M. Jacqui Alexander, "Not Just (Any) Body Can Be a Citizen: The Politics of Law. Sexuality and Postcoloniality
in Trinidad and Tobago and the Bahamas " Feminist Review 48 (1994).
xxiii
Evens et al., "Expriences of gender-based violence among female sex workers, men who have sex with men, and
transgender women in Latin America and the Caribbean: a qualitative study to inform HIV programming."
xxiv
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
xxv
The Needs and Rights of Trans Sex Workers.
xxvi
Steven Dryden, "A Short History of LGBT Rights in the UK," (2019). https://www.bl.uk/lgbtq-histories/articles/ashort-history-of-lgbt-rights-in-the-uk.
xxvii
Derek Chadee et al., "Religiosity, and Attitudes Towards Homosexuals in a Caribbean Environment," Social and
Economic Studies 62, no. 1 (2013).
xxviii
CAISO, Finding an Equal Place at Work: The Model LGBTI+ Workplace Policy for Trinidad and Tobago (A
Policy for Adoption or Adaptation) (June 30 2021 2021), https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/9ae09d88-db87-40d786a6-fbafd0dd8f74/LGBTI%20workplace%20policy%20TrinidadandTobago%20June2.pdf.
xxix
Janelle De Souza, "Chief Justice laments murder of Sasha Fierce, calls it a hate crime," Trinidad and Tobago
Newsday 2017, https://newsday.co.tt/2017/12/10/chief-justice-laments-murder-of-sasha-fiercea-hate-crime/.
xxx
Souza, "Chief Justice laments murder of Sasha Fierce, calls it a hate crime."
xxxi
Jason Jones v the Attorney General of Trinidad and Tobago (2018) CV2017-00720
xviii

xxxii

Robert Shine, "Archbishop’s Criticism of Anti-LGBT Criminalization Law Reveals a Need for More Education,"
New
Way
Ministry
2018, https://www.newwaysministry.org/2018/04/18/archbishops-criticism-anti-lgbtcriminalization-law-reveals-need-education/.
xxxiii
Kamala Kempadoo, "Caribbean Sexuality: Mapping the Field," Caribbean Review of Gender Studies: A Journal
of Caribbean Perspectives on Gender and Feminism, no. 3 (2009).
xxxiv
Clint Chan Tack, "AG: 27 Discriminatory Laws in TT," Trinidad and Tobago Newsday (Port of Spain) 2019,
https://newsday.co.tt/2019/03/14/ag-27-discriminatory-laws-in-tt/.
xxxv
Mehran Kamrava, "The Semi-Formal Sector and the Turkish Political Economy," British Journal of Middle
Eastern Studies 31, no. 1 (2004).
xxxvi
International Labour Organization, “Decent Work and the Informal Sector International Labour Organization
(Geneva: International Labout Organization, 2009).
xxxvii
Kamrava, "The Semi-Formal Sector and the Turkish Political Economy."
xxxviii
"T&T tops Google Trends in search for ‘free porn’," Loop T&T News (Trinidad and Tobago ) 2019.
xxxix
Amar Wahab, "Homophobia as the State of Reason: The Case of Postcolonial Trinidad and Tobago " A Journal
of Lesbian and Gay Studies 18, no. 4 (2012).
xl
Robinson, Collin. 2018. “The road to Tragarete Road” https://newsday.co.tt/2018/08/05/the-road-to-tragarete-road/
5 August 2018

139

