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Madam Chairperson,

Thank you for welcoming the Jamaican delegation.  I am sorry that I was not able to accept your in-person invitation, but I am glad of this chance to participate in this important review. 

Since the submission of our eighth periodic report, Jamaica continues to make progress in eliminating all forms of discrimination against women through legislative, policy and programmatic initiatives.

Indeed, only recently the World Economic Forum’s 2023 Global Gender Gap Report highlighted Jamaica as the best ranked Caribbean Island and one of three nations with the highest parity scores in Latin America and the Caribbean.  Jamaica is now ranked 24th out of 146 countries with a score of 77.9.  For perspective, Jamaica was ranked 42nd at the submission of our last report.	

Of importance, the Global Gender Gap Report refers to Jamaica as one of the countries with “relatively even access for men and women when it comes to Economic Participation and Opportunity” with a score of 89.4 per cent for that sub-index.  We are proud of this achievement given the massive blow that the global pandemic caused to our economy and every area of life in the last few years.  This is an indication that our effort to build back stronger is bearing fruit.

The effects of the pandemic have been particularly hard on women. Many women were let go or had to leave employment to care for children or the elderly.  Additionally, the isolation and stay at home requirements had the unintended consequence of locking vulnerable women and children away with men who abuse them. 

Under the circumstances, the Bureau of Gender Affairs saw a twofold increase in the number of women attending its offices for help ranging from leaving an abusive relationship, housing assistance, legal advice, and financial assistance.

Thankfully, we were able to respond to the crisis.  As the pandemic raged on, the Government was able to respond with the largest stimulus package in our nation’s history which included a temporary cash transfer programme to individuals and businesses to cushion the economic impact of the covid-19 pandemic.

Additionally, during the pandemic, through the National Strategic Action Plan to Eliminate Gender-Based Violence, we were able to open two state-run shelters for vulnerable women and their children — to get them away from their abusers.  These shelters have been safe havens for women who benefit from counselling and training to increase their economic options. 

As the number of reports increased, we also established a Helpline for victims of domestic violence to provide the full range of services including rescue, accommodation, counselling, and legal aid.

I am pleased to announce the establishment of 10 Domestic Violence Intervention Centres by the Jamaica Constabulary Force.  These centres are managed by police officers who are trained to intervene through a variety of methods including home visits, referrals, and counselling.

Violence is still a challenging reality for too many of our women, but we are making progress in our mission to end the violence through the 10-year National Strategic Action Plan for the Elimination of Gender-based violence. The plan of action has five priority areas: prevention; protection; investigation, prosecution, and enforcement of court orders; enforcement of victim’s rights to compensation, reparation and redress; as well as protocols for coordination of the National Strategic Action Plan and data management systems.

Unfortunately, women are still in the minority in company boardrooms and in politics. We continue our efforts to change that quickly.

Our policy of allowing a minimum of 30 percent of either gender on public sector boards is helping to increase the number of women in government boards.  As of August 31, 2020, men accounted for 55 per cent of board appointments while women accounted for 45 per cent of membership.

Since our last report, a record number of women contested the general elections and a record number of 18 were elected.  Additionally, the Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition, between them, appointed eight women to serve in the Senate.  That equals 26 women of a total number of 84 members of the Houses of Parliament or 30 per cent — the highest in our nation’s history. 

While we welcome this progress, we recognise how much more we must do. Increasing the number of women decision-makers at the highest levels is essential for ensuring equality, raising the visibility of women’s issues, and working towards solutions. We all benefit when women and men work together to deal with our various challenges. 

In that regard, I report that last year we established a Caucus of Women Parliamentarians from both chambers and all parties as a sessional committee.  The Caucus is a collaborative space for women in the nation’s parliament to foster productive dialogue on issues of women’s rights and gender equality, to network, and to take actions that will have a positive effect on the legislature and legislations.  It’s also a space to build capacity.

We are proud to have passed and implemented legislation against Sexual Harassment since our last report.  The Sexual Harassment Act — which came into effect on July 3, 2023 — will protect all women and men from unwanted sexual advances, requests for sexual favours and crude sexual behaviours that affect quality of life by creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive environment. 

Today, the labour market has rebounded — so much so that Jamaica is enjoying its lowest ever rate of unemployment at 4.5 per cent according to the Labour Force Survey April 2023, published in August by the Statistical Institute of Jamaica.  The Survey showed that two-thirds of the 43-thousand jobs added in April were being performed by women; and that the total labour force 53 per cent male and 47 per cent female.

Since our last report, the Government has implemented family-friendly measures to eliminate discrimination in family and domestic duties.  As of January, we implemented paternity leave and adoption leave for government workers.  At the same time, we extended maternity leave from 40 to 60 working days.

In spite of the challenges and inequalities, by and large, ours is a society in which a young girl feels free to make her choices and to live as a liberated, confident woman. 

The Government is committed to eliminating all forms of discrimination against women and we’re putting in the work to build a country in which women and men enjoy, equally, the socially valued goods, opportunities, resources and rewards.

Thank you.

I look forward to your comments and observations.
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