DIS IS MY MESSAGE TO U
Havelock R. Brewster

I was asked on this occasion- which is being held in honor of the career and contributions to political economy of Professor Norman Girvan- to reflect on the question “towards a new twenty-first century political economy.” The Conference theme states that in the Caribbean post-independence period, the research community engaged in the search to find a Caribbean route to development, and to understand the workings of the economic system, then soon to be in the grip of the ideology of the dominant international organizations, the IMF and the WTO, and of the emerging globalization. It then invites consideration of where do we go from here. My answer is that, in the twenty-first century Caribbean political economy, the primary need is to put in place a Democratic System of Governance. For, in the final analysis, it is the quality and strength of governance that determine what takes place in the socio-economic system. 
Yet, it is remarkable that, although the political system is the primary determinant of the development options chosen, how little attention has been paid to it. True, there is an impressive volume of research on the political system as it is. But little on the fundamental issue of the relation of the system to people’s effective participation in decisions that critically affect them. For example, in the Conference theme there is hardly any recognition of the place of governance in the search for an autonomous path to development. And, among the papers being presented to this Conference there is not a single one that addresses this issue. 
Without coming to grips with this issue it is not going to be possible to develop a people- centered political economy. Let me give just two recent examples of failures in this respect. About four years ago Heads of Government met in Montego Bay and decided- yes, decided, to put in place a far-reaching system of Community governance along the lines of the European Community- which they themselves clearly did not understand- without the benefit of any prior technical consideration of the matter, and most importantly, without any popular consultation.  And this, at a time when they could not agree even on rationalizing the regional air transport system. It is hardly surprising that after four years this so-called Decision has still not been implemented, and in all likelihood never will be.  

The second example is the recent Heads of Government decision to sign on to an Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) with the European Community. This is an historic Agreement that irrevocably alters, in fundamental ways, our relationship with the developed world, and could even pre-empt our own broader Community aspirations. Whatever be the merits and shortcomings of this Agreement, the fact is that our Heads of Government decided to sign on to such an historic treaty- not only with little or no serious evaluation of its possible economic, social, political and foreign policy consequences- but without any popular participation whatsoever.    
By contrast, some countries in Africa, often dismissed by CARICOM governments as dictatorships, are initiating “comprehensive cost-benefit analyses of all the economic, social and development implications of a full EPA,” noting that with limited information, the signing of  EPAs becomes binding only if and when outstanding issues are re-negotiated.”      Worse, the call by a wide cross-section of persons in the Caribbean, including trade unionists, business people, academics, NGOs, for evaluation, popular consultation, and possible re-negotiation where warranted, was greeted by the Prime Minister of Jamaica with the  vituperative denunciation of them as “mendicants.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
Caribbean States have made a great virtue, have boasted insistently in United Nations forums, of their devotion to democracy- meaning regular four-yearly general elections, majority-based representative government, and the absence of political coups. However, although the present features of governance are lauded by the Western World, and by those in the Caribbean who have political power for the time-being, in certain cases reliant on tenuous racial majorities, they are but the minimum acceptable requirements for a truly democratically functioning State. Perhaps, in large States with many millions of people, it may be the least bad system in practical terms.
But the fact that there has been no real advancement in this form of democracy over the centuries in all but one or two Western societies, is by no means a presumption that that particular form of democracy is best suited, or even well adapted, to the needs of all societies, and in particular to societies with such peculiar features as extremely small size, sharp class differentiation, and race-based voting in situations where there are very slim differences in the ethnic distribution of the population. 
Two of our States have populations of over one million people; most have between 75 and 250 thousand. Such small populations, inhabiting small geographic spaces, plus easy and widespread access to telecommunications, ought to be ideal conditions for the practice of democracy. But in our micro-communities, the practice of what we now call democracy results in a tacit conspiracy to preserve the status quo, not to rock-the –boat too much  until the next four yearly general elections,  makes it all but impossible to attack resolutely  any of the major cross-cutting contentious problems of these societies—pervasive criminal activity and violence, drug trafficking,  moral laxity, economic inequality, local misgovernance and regional disparities, high unemployment, race discrimination, slack work habits, the  high and rising cost-of-living, anti-poverty housing and land distribution policy, execrable health care, food insecurity, misaligned  exchange rates, elitist education policy and school zoning, inefficient waste disposal, motor vehicle congestion and circulation gridlock, and abuse of the environment. Governance then becomes effectively confined to second-tier issues, often descending into comedy or the ridiculous, that take on an urgency and political heat of their own.
It seem to me then that in these micro-States the real problems can be resolved only by democratic governance—by participatory democracy, by societal consensus and inclusiveness, by abolishing class stratification into the governors and the governed, politicians and citizens, the government and the opposition. In fact, you might even say, in the final analysis, by advancing the “end of politics” of the traditional type. For the truth is that in these tiny States politics and what we call democracy so often result in a citizenry, in an “opposition,” in an underclass of the governed that is of little real consequence, and indeed, sometimes that literally has no voice at all, except at the time of general elections. 
So, as I see it, this is the primary, maybe visionary, challenge for Caribbean political economy in the twenty-first century. The prospect of an inclusive, holistic development is so much more diminished if it is not effectively addressed, albeit, in certain instances, the consequences of the absence of real democracy are temporarily masked by the uncertain windfalls of tourism and petroleum. So, the challenge I place before us, the message I wish to leave, is that we should strive to exploit the “benefits of small scale” in the interest of democracy and development. The practical design of this endeavor is something that could engage the ingenuity of the intellectual community. 
� Text of my address made on the occasion of  the SALISES Conference, 2008, held in  honor of Professor Norman Girvan,  at the University of the West Indies, Mona, Kingston, Jamaica, March 27, 2008.





