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Executive Summary


This study, Poverty Assessment Report, St. Vincent and the Grenadines sought to understand the phenomenon of poverty in St. Vincent and the Grenadines both from primary and secondary data sources, and from the people themselves. The findings are based on three main sources: a national survey, community-level situational analyses (CLSAs) and an analysis of key institutions and organisations. The objective was to arrive at measures to address both the immediate conditions of poverty and the underlying factors that lead to such poverty. The Terms of Reference can be summarised in the following five key questions:

Key Questions 

	1.
	What are the nature, extent, geographic concentration and severity of poverty in St. Vincent and the Grenadines?

	2.
	What are the factors that contribute to poverty in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, that is: What economic and social policies and/or socio-cultural issues generate, sustain, alleviate or reduce poverty?

	3.
	What are the dynamic links between unemployment, poverty and conditions in the informal sector?

	4.
	In the context of (2) and (3), how do Government Agencies, Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), Community-Based Organisations (CBOs), and Grass-Roots Organisations (GROs) currently impact on poverty?

	5.
	What actions these groups (Government Agencies, NGOs, CBOs, and GROs) and the people themselves can use to address the immediate conditions of poverty and its underlying causes? 



Additionally, the study tackled a core task of training Vincentians in conducting assessments and undertaking project action such that the critical work of poverty reduction and socio-economic development can be sustained, on the withdrawal of the consultants.

Definition of Poverty

Fundamental to all definitions of poverty is the notion of a deficiency of resources. One absolute measure, the indigence line, establishes the level below which the members of a household or an individual are threatened with ill-health and even death: it is the minimum food requirement necessary for existence. Beyond the indigence line, there are other measures of poverty that include non-food elements deemed necessary for functioning in a society. These measures vary among researchers.

Approach

The present study utilised the approach to the measurement of poverty employed by the World Bank, which imputes for non-food elements by taking the average spent by the poorest 40 percent of the population on these items. The sum of the values of the minimum food requirements and the non-food elements constitute the poverty line. The study also relied on reported expenditure rather than on income in identifying the level of well-being in a household and among individuals.

The data for the assessment of poverty were derived from a National Survey conducted by the Statistical Office of St. Vincent and the Grenadines, with the use of a survey design developed for a household expenditure survey that was conducted concurrently.

In addition, community-level situational analyses yielded data on the perceptions and concerns of households in thirteen poor communities chosen by a National Assessment Team (NAT) which collaborated with the consultants (Regional Technical Team) in the conduct of the Poverty Assessment Exercise. Three of these communities (Keartons, Petit Bordel, and Canouan) were deemed to have made some advance in pulling themselves out of poverty, on the basis of developments that have taken place in the more recent past, two on the main island, and one in the Grenadines.

Summary Findings of Poverty Assessment Report - St. Vincent and the Grenadines

Poverty Estimates

On the basis of their reported expenditures in respect of food and non-food items, 30.6 percent of households and 37.5 percent of the population were poor, and 20.4 percent of households and 25.7 percent of the population were indigent.

A slightly higher percentage of the rural population was poor as compared to the urban population - 38.7 percent vs. 35.4 percent. In respect of their self-assessment, the highest levels of poverty were in respect of heads in rural communities. Also, the self assessed poor in the communities that were deemed to have made an advance were among the lower level of the self-assessed poor.

On the basis of the objective criteria of the poverty line, only one escapee community was below the national average in its recorded poverty, based on expenditure reported for the households. However, the majority of heads in these communities deemed themselves to be living in poverty.

In general, the households that were estimated to be poor displayed lower levels of education and training, had more children, were larger, lived in poorer quality accommodation, had few earners, were more subject to unemployment among earners, and generally fit the characteristics associated with poverty conditions.

Poor households had fewer earners, more children, and more persons below working age than the national average. The youthfulness of the poor was established by the data.

In respect of the gender of the heads of poorer households, a major feature was the association with female headedness. While 56 percent of all the heads across the country was male, female headship was higher than male headship in the lowest quintile. In the purposively selected poor communities, female headship was dominant, in eight of the thirteen communities, and particularly so in one of the poorest, New Sandy Bay, with 95.8 percent.

There were significant gender differences across the entire country, in the lowest as well as in the highest quintiles. In all quintiles, the participation rates for women were lower than that for men. This is indicative of an underlying gender segmentation, in which the participation of women is limited to certain sectors.

On the other hand, the National Survey showed that, just as in other countries of the Commonwealth Caribbean, females have been increasing their participation in the educational system and have displayed higher success rates than males as they move up the educational pyramid. Males still retained an advantage in participation at the tertiary level.

The poor, however, are significantly under-represented in the higher levels of education and training. Approximately fifty percent of the highest quintile had achieved higher than primary level compared to less than 20 percent in the lowest quintile. Rural communities were less well provided for with secondary education facilities than were urban communities.

The National Survey data showed relatively low rates of unemployment. Unemployment was higher in the lowest quintile than in the higher quintiles. But the response to poverty conditions and economic stress was a resort to the informal sector, and to the sharing of employment. In other words, the poverty reflected itself more in under-employment than in unemployment: three out of every ten workers were engaged in informal sector activity. Poverty was associated with shorter or more irregular hours of work.

In respect of the sector of work, Agriculture provided the largest share of jobs to both the poor and the non-poor. Less than ten percent of jobs was in Manufacturing.

Remittances continue to have major importance in the country. Seventeen percent of poor households received regular contributions either in cash or kind from persons outside the household. An important coping strategy, therefore, was emigration and 43.8 percent of households reported recent migrations among members of the household. The United States was the preferred destination.

Forty-four percent of the lowest quintile had access to school meals. On the other hand, 34.3 percent of the highest quintile also had access, suggesting the need for better targeting in this area. In respect of school books, the vast majority of the lowest quintile had no access.

The country has a relatively robust system of primary health care.

Family planning services are widely available, but there are large pockets of non-acceptance and of misinformation on the matters relating to reproductive health care. In few communities did the majority of respondents avail themselves of the family planning services. The country continues to have a high level of teenage pregnancy.

In respect of environmental issues, most communities experienced problems of garbage disposal. There were also drainage problems in some areas. A major issue which needs to be addressed is the problem of attitudes to garbage disposal.

A significant percentage (7.3%) of households did not have access to toilet facilities, and resorted to the sea, rivers and streams for the disposal of faecal waste, thereby contributing to the spread of waterborne diseases as illustrated by the incidence of gastroenteritis.

While housing conditions were bad in many communities, most households, including in the lowest quintile, owned their home. The higher the quintile, the better the quality of housing identified. This applied to roofing materials, outer walls and the presence of indoor bathing and cooking facilities.

The main fuel used for cooking was gas, even among the poorest quintile. Wood was used by only 11.5 percent of the poorest quintile. The majority of the poor had radios, stoves and television sets and 30.2 percent of the lowest quintile had refrigerators. Most households including the poor had electricity, except in Mayreau where there is no electricity service provided by VINLEC.

Standpipes provided water for most households and on the main island, there was no major problem. On the other hand, there were water woes for households in the Grenadines.

Most of the poorer communities were beset by problems of community organisation and lacked the capacity to tackle problems on their own. The communities with viable organisation demonstrated signs of partially transforming themselves.

Causes of Poverty

The main causes and sustaining factors of poverty in St. Vincent and the Grenadines were identified as follows:
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	The decline in the competitiveness of the Banana Industry.
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	The decline in wage competitiveness in the area of export-oriented light manufacturing and assembly operations.
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	The absence of new viable activities and the low base from which the Tourism Sector has emerged have meant that there is little to compensate for the reverses in the Banana Industry.
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	The general deficiency in the capacities necessary to support alternative activities. 
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	The reliance on fiscal policy rather than monetary policy in securing adjustment.
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	The deficiencies and inadequacy in the existing safety-net. 
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	Structural and institutional constraints and problems that predated the crisis of the mid-1990s. 
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	Limitations in physical infrastructure.
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	Weaknesses in social infrastructure. 
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	Absence of community organisation. 




Effectiveness of Existing Responses to the Poverty Situation

The Government of St. Vincent has modified its macro-economic strategies in the recent past. Much of the revenue generated derives from indirect taxes, mainly import duties, which face the implications of reduced rates consequent on the Common External Tariff within CARICOM. 

The international commitments under CARICOM and the liberalising trend across the world define the ambit for tax administration. Much depends on the efficiency of the tax collection process.

There has been much reliance on external sources for the financing of the capital programme, with loans from multilateral and bilateral agencies, and from grants. 

The service capacity to the poor of critical state agencies showed many areas of weakness. Poor communities reported few visits by Environmental Health Officers. The Community Development Division has started to have a positive impact on a number of communities in developing their internal capacities. ARDP has made a difference through its programme of land distribution. The Department of Women's Affairs has helped in the empowering of poor women. There is much however, that remains to be done, and could be done by the state agencies if the issue of poverty were more fully focused on.

The study also found that the existing organisation machinery of NGOs, and CBOs, is only moderately effective in dealing with poverty alleviation and poverty reduction, and that few of the economic type organisations displayed a poverty focus. In this regard, NYC, JEMS, Projects Promotion, Marion House and the Council for the Development of the Carib Community, and development groups in Chateaubelair and Barrouaillie have had positive impact. Most communities lack such agencies, or have not been reached by those with a developmental orientation.

Recommendations

Poverty reduction in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, in the final analysis, requires the expansion of the economy, and with it, the generation of incomes and productive employment for the poorer sections of the community. Given the small size of the country, economic growth is always contingent on the export competitiveness of the productive system. 

Strategies for Poverty Reduction and Alleviation

The main elements of the proposed poverty reduction strategy are:
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Reorganisation of the Tax Regime

In light of CET, and other international commitments, by which it must abide, the Government needs to reorganise its tax regime in such a way that it can continue to maintain balance, having regard to the requirements to expand the economic and social infrastructure and to provide a safety-net for the vulnerable. 
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Building Consensus and Social Partners

It is also recommended that the Government initiate action to involve all the social partners in dialogue and in building social consensus. This is a necessary condition for resolving the difficulties over the sacrifices that must be made in the interest of national development, as the Government adjusts the structure of its revenues and expenditures. 
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Resuscitation and Expansion of Key Economic Sectors

The development of certain sectors holds the key to the reduction of poverty by the provision of income generating capacity in the short to medium term. It is recommended that emphasis be placed on the Agricultural and Manufacturing Sectors, in which the majority of the poor are found. Additionally, the development of the following sectors should be encouraged: Tourism/Eco-tourism, Services, and the Small and Medium Enterprises including micro-enterprises and the Informal Sector.
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Improvement of the Social-Safety Net

The social safety net must be so designed to ensure that the major areas of vulnerability are effectively addressed as the economy and society undergo structural change. It is recommended that a review of legislation regarding the social welfare system be conducted and that a "needs" assessment system be established, and that greater transparency be promoted in the existing arrangements. The introduction Old Age Pension and National Health Insurance schemes is also recommended.
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Improvement in the Social Infrastructure

There is need to improve the delivery of a range of social services. The following are recommended:
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	the popularisation of programmes of reproductive health among the population;
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	the greater involvement of the Government, NGOs and CBOs in the provision, monitoring and regulating of daycare, evening-care/pre-school facilities; and
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	the construction of toilets in communities in which they are absent.




[image: image23.png]


Improvement in the Physical Infrastructure

It is recommended that on-going efforts to provide and/or improve the physical infrastructure be intensified, particularly in areas that lack some of these services. Other areas of infrastructure in urgent need of action are the preservation of hillside vegetation for erosion control, the development of disposal systems for waste produced by the Agricultural Sector and the protection of brittle eco-systems, especially in the Grenadines where substantial construction is currently taking place.
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Development and Implementation of Mechanisms for the Empowerment of Communities

There is need to develop a capacity in all communities for mobilisation, for discussion, and action in respect of problems and issues of relevance to the respective communities. The revitalisation of the system of Local Government is recommended.

Institutional Framework for Poverty Assessment and Reduction

The National Assessment Team should be institutionalised, with participation from the Trade Unions, the Private Sector, the NGOs and CBOs. Its responsibility will be the provision of a forum in which poverty reduction and alleviation are constantly addressed along with developmental objectives. 

Poverty monitoring will ensure that the appropriate official and other policies are adjusted in the light of the changing realities. While poverty assessment exercises of the type conducted herein are not likely to be a regular part of the monitoring effort, the development of suitable indicators will allow the profile of the poor to be adequately and effectively monitored.
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