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Labor market reforms and innovative policies needed 

Caribbean Labor Productivity in Decline 
 
WILLEMSTAD – On the final day of the 2nd Central Banking Conference recently hosted 
by the Centrale Bank van Curaçao en Sint Maarten in Curaçao, two Caribbean economists 
gave presentations on the decline of labor productivity in the Caribbean under the 
conference’s overarching theme of “Addressing challenges to achieve a higher growth path 
in small open economies.” Economist Shekinah Dare from the Bank’s Research 
Department and economist Amos Peters of the Caribbean Development Bank gave 
presentations to a packed auditorium on labor productivity as a driver of economic growth. 
Dare’s presentation focused mainly on labor productivity in Curaçao, while Peters gave a 
comparative overview of labor productivity developments across the region.  
 
In her presentation, Dare pointed out that since becoming an autonomous country within the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands in 2010, Curaçao has had lackluster economic performance, averaging 
zero growth over the span of years. Dare gave an overview of the methodology used to measure 
labor productivity and demonstrated that labor productivity has been in decline in Curaçao for quite 
some time, with negative consequences for its economic growth and international competitiveness. 
Measured by GDP per worker, Curaçao ranks well below the labor productivity average of its Latin 
American and Caribbean neighbors, although the trend overall for these regions has been declining 
over the years since 2006.  
 
Dare stressed, however, that her presentation was meant as a positive wake-up call for the country 
to turn the situation around. Although Curaçao’s labor productivity has been consistently dropping 
over the years and has been a factor in its poor economic performance, there is plenty of room for 
improvement. She suggested that this can be done through investments in better technology and 
human and physical capital, such as training programs to improve knowledge and skill levels in the 
workforce while emphasizing how to work in a more efficient way to help firms and business 
become more profitable.  
 
Peters gave the audience a snapshot of Caribbean labor productivity in a comparative context. He 
emphasized that improving productivity creates a more competitive cost structure for an economy 
and enables it to offer more competitive prices to its customers. It forms the very core of an 



economy, he stressed, and is the reason why some countries emerge from poverty and others do 
not.  
 
Peters described the Caribbean as beset with high unemployment, and high and unsustainable debt 
levels from borrowing because of low growth while liberal tax incentives have led to foregone 
government revenue. He pointed out that in the 1960s income per capita in the Caribbean was 
almost one quarter that of US income per capita. Today it is one sixth. Two main stumbling blocks 
are a stagnant Caribbean labor market and limited to no policy innovation among regional 
governments, Peters said.  
 
Boosting productivity is therefore critical to growing Caribbean economies, reducing 
unemployment, and raising living standards, he stressed.  In order to achieve that, there must be 
labor market reform that induces greater flexibility and the creation of scale economies through 
integration, an improved business climate, lower energy costs, customization of education and 
training to market demands, and institutional reforms that keeps wage growth in line with 
productivity. 
 
For the full presentations of Shekinah Dare and Amos Peters on labor productivity in the 
Caribbean, please visit the Bank’s website at www.centralbank.cw and click on Seminars & conferences 
under the Publications & Research section. It should be noted that the views expressed in the 
presentations were of Ms. Dare and Mr. Peters and do not necessarily represent the views of the 
Centrale Bank van Curaçao en Sint Maarten or the Caribbean Development Bank. 
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