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Ms. Nichol Alves Autistic Society of Trinidad and 

Tobago 

Ms. Nicole Cowie Representative for Mental Health 

Ms. Niobe Rodrigues Interpreting Officer - Deaf 

Madam Chairman:  Good afternoon, everyone.  It is a pleasure to reconvene our 

meeting, seventh meeting of the Joint Select Committee on Human Rights, 

Equality and Diversity and I would like to welcome the members of the 

Consortium of Disability Organizations who are here with us today.  I would like 

to introduce myself, Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly, the Chairman of this Committee and 

I would like to ask the other members of the Committee, please, to introduce 

themselves starting with the Vice-Chair. 

[Introductions made by the members of the Committee] 

Madam Chairman:  So now that the members of the viewing and listening 

audience know who we are, we would like the members of the Consortium to 

introduce themselves as well. 

[Introductions made by the officials] 

Madam Chairman:  Thank you, again, to all the members for being here with us.  

This afternoon, we are here to discuss the issues of the differently-abled with 

specific access to employment and services, education and so on.  We understand 

that there are approximately 52,000 members of our society in Trinidad and 

Tobago who are differently-abled—4 per cent of our population and that is, maybe, 

a low count.   

Now recently, Trinidad and Tobago ratified the UN Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities, that was in June 2015 and we did this to ensure 

that we reaffirmed our Government’s commitment and the commitment of the 

people of Trinidad and Tobago to ensuring proper rights for the differently-abled.  
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That convention has eight general principles which I would just like to touch 

very briefly on:   

 Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including the 

freedom to make one’s own choices and independence of persons;  

 Non-discrimination;  

 Full and effective participation and inclusion in society;  

 Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as 

part of human diversity and humanity;  

 Equality of opportunity;  

 Accessibility;  

 Equality between men and women; 

 Respect for the evolving capacities of children with disabilities and 

respect for the right of children with disabilities to preserve their 

identities. 

So those were the eight principles of the general convention.  And there were three 

fundamental concepts: 

 Changing the definition of disability;  

 A paradigm shift involving focusing on the ability rather than the 

disability; and  

 The right to full inclusion in society, with a slogan of No One Left 

Behind.   

We have recently heard about a UNDP conference that sought to find the 

way forward for meeting the goals of the convention as just espoused, 

incorporating persons with disabilities into the labour force and formulating a 

national register of persons with disabilities.  And out of this convention or this 

conference came a number of recommendations as to how these objectives could 
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be met.   

And it is against this background that this Committee found it very 

important to address this whole issue of how we are treating with persons with 

disabilities in our society; how we are exposing the plight of a lot of these persons 

and how as a society, we are intending to deal with it and what progress we have 

made having ratified the convention on all of that. 

So we are here this afternoon to examine this, and I will tell you that I have 

seen some interest in this topic coming on the social media.  I will tell you also that 

I have received phone calls because people are very interested in finding out how 

or what we expose here today, what we look at and, therefore, the 

recommendations that we make to ensure that we advance the cause of persons 

with disabilities. 

The objectives of this enquiry are:  

 To understand the challenges to access services faced by persons with 

disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago including but not limited to 

facilities, transport, employment, education—primary, secondary and 

tertiary—health;  

 To understand the challenges to access employment faced by persons 

with disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago;   

 To examine the current revisions to the national policy and persons 

with disabilities;  

 To determine the status of stakeholder consultations with respect to 

the review of the national policy on persons with disabilities;  

 To determine the legislative framework required to safeguard the 

rights of persons with disabilities; and 

 To understand the physical framework and procedures to engage non-
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governmental organizations and the private sector to partner with the 

public sector on persons with disabilities issues.   

At this point, I would like to indicate that this hearing is being broadcast live 

on Parliament Channel 11, Parliament Radio 105.5 FM and the Parliament’s 

YouTube channel ParlView.  Viewers and listeners can send the Committee 

questions related to the today’s topic via email and that is 

parl101@ttparliament.org, on facebook at facebook.com./ttparliament and on 

Twitter@ttparliament.  So we invite our viewers and listeners to be a part of this 

discussion.   

I would like to acknowledge receipt by the Committee of 14 written 

submissions and these were requested and received from the Ministry of Social 

Development and Family Services, Consortium of Disability Organizations, 

Ministry of Labour and Small Enterprise Development, Ministry of Works and 

Transport, Office of the Ombudsman, Persons Associated with Visual Impairment, 

Trinidad and Tobago Blind Welfare Association, United Nations Development 

Programme, Trinidad and Tobago Association for Retarded Children, Autistic 

Society of Trinidad and Tobago, Equal Opportunity Commission, Squeaky 

Wheels, Trinidad and Tobago Association for the Hearing Impaired, Trinidad and 

Tobago Bureau of Standards and the Ministry of Education.  I want to thank all of 

the organizations for submitting their reports and allowing us to have their view of 

things to deliberate on.   

At this point, I would like to invite Mr. Bhawani Persad, President of the 

Consortium of Disability Organizations to deliver brief opening remarks. 

Mr. Persad:  Thank you very much, Madam Chair.  Let me on behalf of CODO 

extend our sincere thanks to this Committee for having us here this afternoon.  It is 

a golden opportunity to have this dialogue to share with the public and those out 
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there and those of the Committee, what our views are, what our thoughts are on 

persons with disabilities.  I note that you said differently-abled at the beginning but 

the correct terminology is persons with disabilities. 

CODO is an umbrella organization representing over 40 organizations 

involved in the work of and for persons with disabilities.  It was established almost 

15 years ago to help in the promotion, in the training, in the advocacy and in 

general to keep in line with what is international customs and traditions in terms of 

getting feedback on subject areas like we are having here today.   

Over the last five years, CODO moved from just being an organization 

running out of people’s homes to establishing our own office and we want to 

express our sincere thanks to Ms. Ramlakhan who is here this afternoon because it 

was her driving force that transformed CODO from a suitcase operation to an 

office-type development.  Through her initiative as well, CODO has been, over the 

last couple of years, involved in a music festival for children in special schools and 

this year, we were pleased to, just on Friday, have 18 special schools undertake the 

music festival for 2016 here in Trinidad.  Tobago is not left out.  Since we started 

the project in Tobago in 2014, we have gotten from two to three, the number of 

special schools involved and their session will be on Friday.   

Another initiative of CODO was the leadership academy.  Time was when 

organizations were made up in the main of persons who are “normal” but who had 

a vested interest, one way or the other, to see how they could help persons with 

disabilities.  Today, that dynamic has changed a little bit.  We are seeing 

organizations where persons with disabilities are becoming more and more 

involved in the leadership of these organizations.  One of the workshops we have 

held or one of the activities we have held over the last couple of years was a 

leadership academy, where we identify persons with disability with leadership 
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potential, bring them for training and then allow them to develop in their own 

organization setting.  So that they will continue the process from here on in.   

Those are two of the activities that we have focused on over the last five 

years in particular, but we always held training programmes for our members in 

capacity-building, project writing and, you know, these things can be ongoing.  So 

we are not going to let up here because we recognize that every year, we have new 

persons to train, new activities to become involved in, and CODO urges all other 

organizations who are not yet members, who are working in the interest of and for 

persons with disabilities, to stand up and be counted, because, you know, stats play 

an important role in justifying what we need.   

As the Chairman said, we have over 52,000 persons with disabilities, which 

may be more because of the fact that this is just a rough sample.  You know, stats 

has been one of our burning problems.  But I think I have said enough for now, so 

Madam Chair, it is back to you.   

Madam Chairman:  Thank you very much, Mr. Persad.  At this time, I would like 

to invite questions from the Committee to the representatives of CODO.  Just 

reminding that all questions come through the Chair and if I can start the ball a 

rolling.  I would like to ask a question, anyone can address it.  Between 2010 and 

2015, the Equal Opportunity Commission received 49 complaints based on the 

status of disability and six of them focusing on education.  And the question I 

would like to ask is about the education challenges faced by persons with 

disabilities.  Are those challenges more prevalent in the primary, the secondary or 

the tertiary sector and have there been changes?  Have there been improvements?  

And with specific focus on the tertiary sector, because I know sometimes there 

may be focus on the primary and secondary, is there more of a problem in the 

tertiary sector?  So I guess I am asking a question that is a bit wide-ranging.  What 
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are the challenges?  Are there more in one sector than the other and have there 

been improvements to the challenges that are being faced?  

Mr. Persad:  Basically, there have not—all challenges are equal whether they be 

primary, secondary or tertiary education.  Whilst it is true to say that over the last, 

perhaps, two decades, we have made strides in education, we still have some work 

to do.  For example, teachers’ aides, students’ aides, equipment.  You have a lot of 

students now being integrated into schools, whether it be primary, secondary or 

tertiary, but yet, you do not have, in some instances or in most instances, the 

backup equipment.  You have computer labs in schools and these computer labs do 

not even have one computer with a screen-reading device or a software screen-

reading device that will show equal participation by both the visually impaired and 

other users of the service or “normal” students and that is just one.  The students’ 

aides situation, interpreters, all of these things.  There has been some improvement 

but still a long way to go.  I do not know if any other members of the committee 

will have any other additions. 

Ms. Alves:  I can add.  I speak on behalf of the Autistic Society.  We have had 

many complaints of persons being denied education alongside their regular peers.  

Even within special schools, persons with autism are not included.  So there is that 

denial of different and appropriate and of course, we meet a lot of the early 

intervention, so that is primary, secondary school age.  Apart from that, there is a 

lot of bullying in the secondary school.   

As a part of the Autistic Society, we have joined with some schools along 

the East-West Corridor in terms of training, going in speaking with teachers, 

speaking with students.  Apart from that, there is the lack of training of teachers on 

strategies used for persons with disabilities.  The strategies that we use for persons 

with autism can be used right across the board for all children with disabilities.  
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This includes a highly visual approach.  Many teachers are not trained so that what 

we propose is all teachers are trained to work with persons with disabilities right 

across the board, from early intervention right up to tertiary levels.   

The inclusion of children in the ordinary schools cannot be effective without 

properly trained personnel, including the teachers’ aides, as Mr. Persad stated 

before.  There is no one size fits all so that interventions are highly individualized 

so that there is not a curriculum that you can come up with and say that this is a 

special ed curriculum.  It is highly individualized—individualized educational 

programmes for each child who identifies with a disability.  Some children have 

co-morbid diagnosis which need very specialized approaches, so apart from the 

visual methods, they may need communication devices and technical support.  And 

so there is not a model that you can say this curriculum can serve all persons with 

disabilities, it is highly individualized and parent inclusion in that process is 

paramount. 

Ms. Cowie:  I can speak to the tertiary part of the question.  In UWI right now, 

there is the disability affairs liaison unit.  Well now, the Student Life and 

Development Unit that seeks to help students with disability—tertiary level 

students with disabilities access university education, it is very effective.  I am a 

graduate so I know.  It is very effective; however, that is not sector wide, so that in 

all the other major institutions, they still have left to be a student disability policy 

and to have—because more and more increasing levels of students with disabilities 

are going on to tertiary level education, but it is not sector wide in terms of having 

a policy and having the supportive services needed for tertiary level students with 

disabilities. 

Ms. Rodrigues:  I would like to speak specifically on deafness.  When a deaf 

person enters deaf school, they do not have too much of an issue because they are 
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in a deaf school, most times surrounded with teachers who may know sign 

language and they are in a community of themselves.  But when things change is 

when they have to go off to secondary school and in secondary school, there is a 

very big challenge of lack of interpreters.  Now, it may seem that one interpreter 

might be able to work with a number of deaf students in a school but if we are 

logical, the idea is you have new deaf students coming into a school every single 

year, and many schools are serviced for the most by one or two interpreters, which 

is really very challenging for a deaf student also for the interpreter because the 

interpreter needs to have a break between classes and the deaf student is not well 

served by the fact that there is not enough people to serve them at school.   

This, of course, plays a role in them being able to pass their exams to go on 

to tertiary level education.  Most deaf people are not qualified to go on to tertiary 

level education because they do not get their CXC passes, they are not able to 

access A level exams and these are the requirements that they need to go on to 

tertiary level education.  Whereas even if, let us say, a regular person would like to 

not go on to UWI but go on to SBCS or any other tertiary level education, this is a 

very limited option for deaf persons because if they do apply, they ask them: Do 

you have an interpreter who will work with you?  Who is going to pay for the 

interpreter?—and all of these things affect their education and it affects the rest of 

their life, employment, et cetera.  

Ms. Ramlakhan:  I would like to speak on a model that was developed by CODO 

which will serve to enhance, not just the education system but to enhance all the 

other services that the State is meant to provide, not just for persons with 

disabilities but for all in society And there are five core things that need to 

addressed.  When we address these five core things, then you will find that all the 

other substantive clauses of the UN Convention—not just education but also 
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health, rehabilitation, employment—all the other articles will be fulfilled.   

One of the five things, the first one is awareness in sensitization.  We need to 

have a proper awareness in sensitization project done, not just for the public 

service but for our wider community.  The awareness in sensitization should 

include a high degree of experiential learning.  We have come to the realization 

that experiential learning is very effective in disability sensitization.  A high 

element of contrast where you show dos and don’ts.  For instance, in accessibility, 

if we are highlighting accessibility, we would like to show the proper way of doing 

a ramp, for instance, as opposed to the improper way of doing a ramp and 

therefore, the “ah-ha” moment is achieved just by highlighting that.  So awareness 

in sensitization is one.  Awareness needs to be done across the socio-economic 

ladder in society, then across all ages and across all geographic spaces as well.   

Another thing, the second one I would like to highlight, is tertiary education 

and training.  Tertiary education and training will provide the manpower 

requirement to drive a sustainable disability sector.  That will enable the State to 

fulfil its obligations to persons with disabilities and by that, I mean investing in 

manpower, not just of persons with disabilities.  It is not just about educating 

persons with disabilities but educating our mainstream population to fill jobs.  So, 

for instance, we mentioned that there is a lack of sign language interpreters.  We 

need a lot more sign language interpreters, we need CAT Reporters, we need 

access auditors, kinesthesiologists.  There are a wide range of fields that we need 

to start issuing scholarships for in Trinidad and Tobago.  All of the therapies: 

occupational therapy, physiotherapy, speech language therapy.  All of these 

professions, we have a shortage of in Trinidad and Tobago.  So tertiary education 

and training is the second one.   

The third one is the legal aspect.  We need to have that legal support.  Our 
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legal framework needs to be reviewed.  Many pieces of our legislation need to be 

reviewed to ensure that persons with disabilities can benefit from the services of 

the State.  The third one is accessibility and accessibility is a vast field.  One of the 

prongs of accessibility is access to the built-in environment, then we have access to 

information.  Attitudinal access is where awareness will come in.  Institutional 

access is where the systems within the public service are reengineered to facilitate 

persons with disabilities.   

And the last one that I would like to deal with is statistics.  Without proper 

statistics that are comparable at international level, we would not be able to get the 

empirical evidence that can influence policy and that will drive budget, that will 

attract ourselves the budget.  So if we address these five things, then education as 

well as employment and all the other articles of the UN Convention will be easily 

implemented.  CODO developed this.  We did not think that these articles are more 

important but we thought if we implement these first, then the others will be easier 

for us. 

Madam Chairman:  Thank you very much.  I will open the floor for any other 

member of the Committee. 

Miss Raffoul:  Hi everyone.  I have a question about educational facilities in 

particular.  My interest is in fiscal framework.  So how we can improve services 

for the population by having a greater number of partnership opportunities for the 

private sector and the NGO sector to be involved, and in particular to help them so 

that they do not have to be fundraising constantly but so that they can get funding 

from the Government.   

So my question is about the existing fiscal framework, the challenges.  And 

in particular, what is working?  What can be scaled up?  What can be improved?  

And what you, in your experience, directly on a day-to-day basis, see as being 
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positives and what you see as being opportunities for growth?  I know it is a very 

broad question so if you want, I can refine—my particular interest is education.   

I have spoken with persons who have said that they have children that are 

autistic or special needs or persons that run schools and they say that there are on 

paper, throughout legislation, funding opportunities but they are extremely difficult 

to access.  So private schools that are run that are available are expensive, and can 

only really cater to persons who have very high-paying jobs and therefore, a lot of 

children from lower income families are not able to access any services at all.  So 

my question is then, what is working, what is not and what can we do better? 

Mr. Persad:  Over the last couple of years, in terms of the built environment and 

education, a number of the new schools or all of the new schools have been fitted 

with proper ramps, et cetera, so which is making the built environment a little more 

user friendly now.  True enough, we have a number of schools and institutions that 

still have this situation where children, students cannot go upstairs to classes 

because there is no elevator or the likes, but I think we have seen some 

improvement in that.  However, as you quite rightly pointed out, we still need to 

make sure that all schools, and probably this is part of the legislative agenda too, 

that all buildings, be it education and/or otherwise, be accommodating and user 

friendly for all persons with disabilities.   

And not just all persons, but we now have things like service animals to be 

used by persons with disabilities, and that is another topic area.  But in terms of 

education, earlier it was pointed out, some of the challenges, but I think that with 

more emphasis on education and inclusion and mainstreaming, we are going to see 

a greater degree of participation by persons with disabilities.   

2.40 p.m.   

Ms. Cowie:  The questions that you were asking about with the fiscal framework, I 
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believe that there needs to be—first of all, the awareness part needs to be a key part 

of it.  Because I think, especially in terms of educational and also employment 

opportunities, oftentimes the private sector—and it is getting better with the private 

sector—but both the private and the public sector you find that attitudinal barriers 

reach across all sectors, all areas in society.  So that, because of your attitude you 

put your money where your interests lie.  And so with the fiscal framework I 

believe that there has to be a more concerted effort for both public and private to 

partner together with the NGO sector and that it has to be NGO- and disability-

sector-led, in terms of the persons with disabilities helping to make and shape the 

choices that shape the fiscal framework.   

In addition as well, a possible proposal might be that you might have a vote 

within each Ministry for disability access and for disability-related issues.  Because 

disability is cross-cutting and it is not just the particular general, not just education 

or health or these other main drivers of the disability sector. Disability is for 

justice, for all these other Ministries.  So, if you have a line, a vote, across all 

Ministries for disability-related issues, I think that fiscal framework could possibly 

be an answer.   

Ms. Ramlakhan:  And that approach has been recommended by many of our 

international bodies and we have seen it working for the Australians in particular.  

New Zealand, as well, has actually included in its pro forma for a Cabinet Note 

where they have a clause in each Cabinet Note, the pro forma, that needs to be 

filled in by someone as to the impact of that Note, whatever it is, on the disability 

community, in terms of is it an equal opportunity job, you know.  All those things 

need to be addressed and someone needs to fill out that clause in every Cabinet 

Note.  But that is moving forward.  That is what we can do from now going 

forward.   
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Then we have the issue of addressing the public service as it is.  So that 

takes—that is something called mainstreaming, what we refer to as mainstreaming; 

and mainstreaming includes reengineering of the entire public service in a manner 

that all persons with all abilities will be facilitated in a way that it is not special or 

it is not something that is out of the ordinary.  An average person with a disability, 

a person with a wheelchair, should be able to go into any public service, into any 

school, into the Ministry of Education, and be accommodated properly.  Hope I 

answered your question.    

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  Madam Chair, I want to refer particularly to a 

transportation issue and I want to quote from a letter that was sent from the Public 

Transport Service Corporation.  And I know that the PTSC provides services 

through the dial-a-ride. 

Mr. Persad:  ELDAMO. 

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  ELDAMO.  But I want to refer a situation which exists, 

where drivers are demanding that trained caregivers be assigned to the buses to 

guarantee safety of commuters.  I know for a fact, in the rural communities, for 

example the community of Valencia, for example, and Sangre Grande, buses are 

not leaving because there is an absence of caregivers.  Can you say who is 

responsible for caregivers and what we can do to ensure that the buses are 

equipped with caregivers; caregivers are present in those buses?  Can you 

enlighten this Committee as to the present status?  Because I know for a fact that in 

that area there is the problem of the absence of caregivers to ensure the buses leave 

the terminal.  Are you aware of that circumstance? 

Mr. Persad:  I am not aware of the caregivers’ circumstance.  It varies from 

disability to disability.  For example, I use the ELDAMO service from time to time 

and I certainly do not need a caregiver to accompany me.  Well I know that the 
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buses also have marshals on them who show you to your seat, et cetera, and with a 

little more training I think they could do a lot more.  But in terms of actual 

caregiver services, I think most times I have observed where, if a person who is 

severely disabled needs to get out or get around that they are accompanied by 

somebody, either a family member or somebody who works as a caregiver in their 

specific instance.  So that it could vary based on the degree of disability that this is 

required.  But I do not think generally we could just spend time putting caregivers 

on all the buses when, perhaps, they may not be needed.   

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  If I may enlighten you a bit more.  What is happening at 

present with buses, the buses are not leaving.  Now, I am referring specifically to 

children going to schools, children who are from the disabled community.  They 

are left behind or the buses are not leaving.  It is happening at this point in time 

where buses are not leaving because an issue was picked up with the Public 

Transport Service Corporation where the drivers were demanding that these 

marshals be assigned to the buses to guarantee the safety, because they are saying 

something happened previously where the PTSC was called to account for these 

persons who we describe as persons with disability on these buses.  But are you 

aware at all of any community being left behind or not picked up because of this 

particular situation?   

Ms. Ramlakhan:  To start with, that is a serious human rights issue.  Systems 

should be designed to accommodate persons to live an independent life.  The issue 

we have—let me speak to the ELDAMO service to begin with—the design of that 

service was done without the consultation of persons with disabilities.  To the end, 

when the service was about to be launched, persons with disabilities got to know 

that these buses had already arrived in the country.  We had no say as to what the 

design of those buses was; whether universal-designed principles were used on 
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those buses.  The design of the system itself, the ELDAMO system, that as well is 

questionable.  So the whole ELDAMO service needs to be reengineered.  That 

service needs to work.  It is not an inclusive service to begin with.  It does not 

promote inclusion of persons with disabilities.  It treats persons with disabilities as 

objects, as opposed to subjects and that is a grave concern and it is a human rights 

issue.   

Likewise, the water taxi service has taken the same approach recently, where 

they are stating that persons who use motorized wheelchairs need to bring an 

individual to help them get on to the water taxi service, get on to the vessel itself.  

That is another grave concern.  That goes against the very grain of the UN 

Convention and it is something that we need to look into.  I have made complaints 

on that issue.  They are now telling me that it is a policy of the water taxi service 

that persons who use motorized wheelchairs bring someone with them.  That just 

does not make sense.  The attitude needs to shift where the entire system, including 

the environment and the physical space is so designed to accommodate persons of 

all abilities.  And by that I mean using universal-designed principles.   

With respect to the buses in the PTSC service, PTSC does realize that every 

single bus coming into the country from now on must have disability access and 

the ELDAMO service or what is currently known as the ELDAMO service should 

be limited to first-mile and last-mile services, because that is the most difficult link 

in the travel chain for an individual with a disability—getting from their home to a 

bus depot and then getting on to a mainstream service with every other person.  So 

that is a challenge, but PTSC is aware of it and they have given the commitment 

that every single bus coming into the country now will have wheelchair access on 

it. 

It is my recommendation that the ELDAMO service, or that school service 
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that provides transportation for children with disabilities, that should be integrated 

in the mainstream school service, where children with disabilities use transport 

service just like any other child.  That is equality.  That is in line with the UN 

Convention, and I really do not promote picking up individuals from one place and 

transporting them to another as objects, and that is what the ELDAMO service is, 

unfortunately.  And it is all because of lack of a participatory design.   

Mr. Samuel:  Based on what you have just said, Ms. Ramlakhan, what happens 

with the people living with disability who depend upon the public service transport 

because alternative means of transportation are not available and suited for people 

living with disability, certain types of disabilities—   

what happens if the public service transport goes on a strike?  Are you 

saying that all of these folks that depend on the public service are now shut down?  

Which is a sad state, because people who, well I consider the average person with 

some disability somewhere along the line, but some more than some.  But what we 

are saying is that if the public transport is not readily available, then people living 

with disability have no alternative means of transportation because the maxi-taxi 

systems and other alternative aspects of transportation are not suited for people 

living with certain types of disabilities.  How do we deal with that and how do you 

deal with that and what recommendations do you have?   

Ms. Ramlakhan:  Okay, yes, transportation is a very important link including 

persons with disabilities in our society.  When it comes to the maxi-taxi service, 

incentives need to be—because they are private sector run.  They need to be 

incentivized, some manner of being incentivized to redesign their maxi-taxi buses 

so that, on a phased basis, you will get maxi-taxis, particularly the bigger maxi-

taxis, to accommodate persons of all abilities, including wheelchair users.  And I 

understand that concessions were given to the Maxi-Taxi Association when it came 
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to converting their maxi-taxis using the CNG fuel.  Disability could have been 

added into that, had we been consulted.  It would have been easy because the buses 

are now going to be redesigned and any supplier or any maker of a bus, 

internationally, will use universal-designed principles, which means that they will 

ask you, do you want wheelchair access on that bus?  And it is very easy to say: no 

we do not want it because it is not a requirement in Trinidad.  But had we been 

consulted at that point in time, then yes all our maxi-taxis, over a phased basis, 

would have had proper accessibility.   

When it comes to the built environment, so we are looking at things like bus 

terminals, bus stops, and so, sidewalks is another one.  But bus stops and terminals 

in particular, I think those were included in the national standard for accessible 

buildings, which Trinidad and Tobago did launch, the Bureau of Standards 

launched, last year.  So that, in theory, the work has been done for that.  It is just 

getting the finances to commit to redesigning our bus stops and bus terminals.   

Mr. Persad:  I am glad Sharda mentioned about redesigning bus stops and bus 

terminals, because of the fact that if you walk down to City Gate now and you have 

to go for a maxi even if you are using two crutches, it borders on ridiculousness.  

Because if you do not go up the steps and get around and you have to walk through 

the yard between all the maxis, that in itself creates its own problems.  So I think 

we need to begin at home to put things in place so that we begin to create an 

impression to start with, that look, we want to make changes that will see an 

inclusive society rather than a segregated society.   

Madam Chairman:  If I can move to a different topic.  I would like to discuss the 

issue of health.  So disabled or persons with disabilities who are using medications, 

are these medications available by CDAP?  Are they available throughout the 

country?  Are there any issues with quality of the medications that are being 
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supplied?  I do not know who would like to address this issue.   

Ms. Cowie:  I believe that there are issues with CDAP.  I know that there are some 

supply issues.  I can cite a particular problem within the mental health sector.  On 

two occasions, I think, in the last two years, there have been serious shortages of 

medicines or delays in terms of the supply chain of getting the medicine to the 

pharmacies and the user.  One I know in particular was the Prozac recall.  So, in 

terms of getting medications, there have been issues and it is commendable on the 

Government’s part that they have started with the health card so that streamlining 

and the collection of data, and so on, for refill prescriptions, and so on, will help in 

the long term, but in the shortterm there needs to be a better system in place for the 

supply chain so that it can get, especially, to mental health end users who must 

have their medication.   

Mr. Persad:  It is not only—well, added to the mental health situation there are 

those who have to use sometimes two or three eye drops and sometimes they may 

not be available, sometimes they are very high priced.  Because based on what a 

person is getting, whether they are living on just the grant or public assistance and 

they have to get these drops for eyes and/or other parts of the body, it can be very 

expensive and sometimes you have to go without food in order to get the drops and 

to maintain what you have rather than lose it totally and completely. 

Madam Chairman:  One other issue to touch on health.  With respect to 

preventative care, is there enough or is it robust enough to prevent someone who is 

having a problem from ending up—let us just use an example, if you are visually 

impaired—totally blind and that kind of thing?  Is there enough of that?  And we 

could also stretch that to the primary school system where there is the testing and 

so on.  Is there enough being done to prevent disability in our country where 

possible? 
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Mr. Persad:  Well, the more we get is the more we should have, in terms of these 

things.  Public education is going to be crucial to that, but again it is people’s 

lifestyle and people’s attitude that help to contribute towards how we behave and 

the kind of results we get in the end.  Because Trinidadians believe that God is a 

Trinidadian and they are not supposed to get sick.  So I think public education, 

continuous public education, and not just accept the fact that look, this cannot 

happen to me.  That, to me is paramount importance, the whole education on 

prevention rather than cure. 

Ms. Ramlakhan:  Can I just comment here on the importance of early 

intervention?  And by that I mean assessment and screening of children with 

disabilities, particularly vulnerable groups and groups that are at high risk.  The 

earlier we get it, the earlier we are aware of it and the earlier a child has an 

assessment, that increases the likelihood of the child being able to overcome 

whatever condition it is and also to be mainstreamed and included in society.  So, 

yes, that is on one hand. 

On the other hand, for persons with existing disabilities, for instance a 

person who is blind, the lack of opportunity and the lack of accessibility in our 

society also causes a barrier and, therefore, rippling health issues will occur.  So by 

that I mean a person is limited to staying in their homes because of the 

environment being so acidic or less welcoming.  And by that you get the onset of 

depression.  You get an onset of diabetes because persons tend to eat a lot more.  

They will sit in front of a television, not exercise properly, not go out in the 

environment, not interact with people.  So you have all those secondary issues that 

come out of a disability.  Not to mention things like amputations, because once you 

get diabetes, you have to be very careful.  So lifestyle diseases, there will be an 

onset or an increase in the probability of that person getting a lifestyle disease.   



22 

 2016.06.06 

Ms. Rodrigues:  I would just like to add to about there is a lot of public 

information being disseminated on the government information channels, feeds, 

things about Zika, et cetera, and all of this information is only packaged to serve a 

hearing community.  We are at our association went off to Government 

Information Services to work with them to work with interpreters in providing sign 

language interpretation for all government information for deaf persons and 

persons who may not be able to receive the information just by hearing it. 

This, of course, would have a ripple effect as to deaf adults.  If a deaf adult 

is not aware that their child, who may be hearing, is sick and they would not be 

able to identify certain things that are wrong with their child.  Their child may be 

able to acquire disability as well because the parent is not aware that something is 

wrong with my child, something is going on.  So the lack of information for a deaf 

person, and there are many deaf adults, will, of course, affect all the members of 

their family because they are not able to access the information only by hearing it. 

The things that you see is insufficient information.  We prepared a website 

with medical information for deaf persons.  We asked persons to approve it for us 

so that we would be able to say okay this is approved by the Ministry of Health.  It 

is taking some time and this website has been on for two or three years now, with 

assistance from the US Embassy.  All these things are what affect the lives of 

others.  You may think that disability is just for the person who has the disability 

but it affects all their family members as well.   

Miss Budhu:  Thank you, Madam Chair.  Would you say that not having  equal 

access to facilities impede persons with disabilities from joining the labour force, 

and what are your recommendations as persons with disabilities may have different 

learning difficulties?   

Mr. Persad:  Okay.  Just to say that the whole question of accessibility is major.  
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And, of course, it will impact on persons being able to participate in anything, 

including employment.  But also, there is the other side of it where attitude of 

employers need to change.  Attitude of co-workers need to change.  And one of the 

recommendations is that, one, incentives are provided to employers who genuinely 

employ persons with disabilities.  I say “genuinely” because my past experience 

has taught me: well, look, I am going to take this person on board but if he comes 

and he just puts his head on the desk we would pay him for the day.  You know, a 

charity-based approach, which we want to get out of.   

Secondly, it may take just a little alteration, a little adjustment, to make the 

work environment more comfortable for persons with disabilities, and you now do 

not, nowadays, have to dismiss someone because they have acquired a disability.  

They can still function using adaptive technology, using these things.  So it does 

not mean you have to send home somebody.  So there are ways and means of 

getting around the problem.   

But also there is a big issue right now with persons who receive disability 

grants.  A lot of persons are educated, they received an education but because, 

again, of the attitude they cannot find a job in the open market ordinarily so, and 

they would be afraid to lose their grant once it is found out that they are working.  

We think that we could use the grant as a part payment and whoever is employing 

them, whether it be in the public or private sector, that we come up with a base rate 

that will make the persons utilize their skills, the education that they have benefited 

from, and still be a contributor to society, rather than just being a recipient.   

Ms. Cowie:  In terms of the access to education, which also Niobe would speak 

about, especially for the deaf, that lack of access to proper education impedes 

employment particularly to varying degrees according to the disability.  Because if 

you have no education, no qualification; no qualification, no employment.  
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And stigma is also a big part.  Employers, as you know, do not want to 

face—are afraid of not only what they think about what they would do with a 

person with a disability but they are also afraid of liability issues, with regard to 

persons with disabilities. 

Employers may also be fearful of the cost of accommodations and it has 

been proven by the ILO that the cost of accommodation is minimal.  I think for the 

average person with disability maybe about US $100, which is pretty minimal in a 

decent-size private sector establishment and very minimal for the public service.  

So lack of access is a big problem.   

The Government really is, I think, the one to be the driver for that and it is 

not that we want to rest everything on the Government.  But because the 

Government is the largest employer and the most influential employer within the 

Caribbean, not just Trinidad and Tobago, I think the Government being the one, 

especially to lead the charge, in terms of not only employing persons with 

disabilities, but the awareness and the educational part as well as the legislative 

part of it, because we have—I think there are issues across the board, everybody 

has issues, with the equal opportunity legislation as it stands because it is not really 

fully meeting the needs of the disability community.  So, I mean, all of those issues 

combined are what makes for lack of access to employment and, you know, one 

possible suggestion also is supported employment.    

3.10 p.m.  

For example, in the case, I can use particularly in my case, but also in all 

disabilities, that you have supported employment environments where you have 

vocational training alongside whatever support services that may be needed, in 

order—and vocational rehabilitation, in order for persons with disabilities to then, 

either access employment on open the market, along with the incentives that would 
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be provided to the open market, but also access in supported environments for 

certain levels of disability in workshops, for certain levels of disability.  It might 

be, for example, the OJT Programme might be appropriate as a measure in terms of 

vocational training, but there are a wide range of solutions that can be employed, 

but the first lack of access besides transport, has to be the attitudinal barriers 

towards employing persons with disabilities.  

Ms. Alves:  I just want to add that job coaching is a new field, and it certainly 

helps.  Works through the sheltered workshops for persons who have severe 

intellectual disabilities, they can contribute to the private sector, or even to the 

Government through their sheltered workshops.  So that whole concept of 

supported employment, is continued with job coaching.  Persons may need 

assistance in transitions in the workplace, help with socializing issues, and the job 

coach can work with them through those processes.  So that is just an addition. 

Mrs. Gayadeen-Gopeesingh:  I would like to perhaps take you to another level, 

and we speak about participation, but when we talk about participation, I am 

interested in—perhaps with your own family.  How or what challenges do you all 

face when looking for a partner or a spouse?  [Laughter]  

Mr. Persad:  Do you really want me to answer that?  [Laughter]  Well, I could 

speak of my own experience.  When you do it once and you get a good response, 

you “kinda” do it twice to feel extra nice.  No, in all seriousness, [Laughter] I am 

happily married.  I did not face any major challenges with my family.  I am my 

own being, free to choose who I want to choose to get married.  Right now, well, I 

am visually impaired.  My wife has a physical disability, but we are a combined 

team, and love is what you make it.  Life is how you live it. 

Ms. Cowie:  I am also happily married.  I am a person with bipolar disorder. The 

issues that I have had are the normal everyday ups and downs of marriage, and life 
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and everything else.   

I would say it depends just as with everything else in the private sphere, it 

really depends on the persons involved and so on.  Granted, because of the fact that 

there are stigma and attitudinal barriers, there are some people who will face 

challenges.  We are not the representative sample; Bhawani and I, you know, 

[Laughter] and Niobe who is married to a deaf man—are not necessarily the 

representative sample.   

So there are challenges, but that does not necessarily preclude you from 

finding a spouse, getting married, having a family life.  What would preclude you 

from family life are the other things that impede on us.  For example, employment, 

transport, all the other things in public access and public life that are in the 

environment, would definitely preclude you from or impede you from having the 

fullest level of family possible. 

Ms. Rodrigues:  Just to say, I have been married to my husband for 11 years this 

year.  We have three children who are all hearing, and they all sign.  They must 

sign because at home I am not paid for signing.  [Laughter]  We have the regular 

challenges, although I must say when I have an argument with my husband, I 

almost never win, because if he turns his head like this, [Turns to her right] 

conversation is over.  [Laughter]  But what Nicole says is really true, if there is an 

issue with all the things that will be lead up to the quality of our family life, which 

is employment, education, et cetera.   

If there is a PTA meeting at school, my husband cannot attend in my stead. I 

must be there because I am the person that will receive the information.  If he goes, 

there is no interpreter there to service him.  I might have to hire somebody to go 

with him to the PTA meeting, and these things are not things that when a child is 

registering at school, that the school would notice.  They would not notice until 
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you register the child, and they want to call the parent to speak to them about 

something.  How am I going to call this parent?  How am I going to contact?  

Where is the interpreter who will interpret to the parent? 

Again too, to speak about the issue that Mr. Bhawani raised about the grant 

that deaf persons get or persons with disabilities get.  Persons with disabilities 

sometimes hold on to that to their own determent.  They really are afraid 

sometimes to go out to get a job, because this is sure money, right?  —and if they 

step out of the bound to get a job, they cut it like that.  And it is six months and is 

interview and you have to beg to get the money to come back here.   

There is a deaf person that I know.  She has three or four children.  They all 

had public assistance for the children.  She had a grant for herself, but, of course, 

this money cannot mind children.  She went off to get a job; all money cut.  What 

is she going to see about her children with now?  The father of the children does 

not pay.  The disability grant is good, but Government needs to flex a little bit, in 

saying: “Okay, you make this certain amount of income, disability grant should be 

standard.  Wherever, you are a person with disability this is standard.”  We cannot 

change having a disability, fine.  It will not disappear.  She is not going to become 

a hearing person overnight, and start doing what I do, interpret for persons.  You 

keep that grant for the rest of your life.  When your children come off of disability, 

off of the public assistance, let them go and work.  We need to be a little bit more 

compassionate in why the person has the grant, and if they need extra income,  

please allow them to have extra income, and not let it be a cutthroat business, 

where you go out to work?  Fine, that is the end of it, yes?  

Mr. Persad:  Just to add a—very quickly I know we are running out of time. 

Regarding the grant, I have suggested to various Ministers that all persons with 

legitimate disability claims, should be given the grant, because it costs us more to 
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live.  For example, I mean, I do not drive, so if I have to get from point A to point 

B, whilst I am very mobile, not everybody is.  It costs me because sometimes I 

may not be able to do it alone, I may have to hire somebody.  Generally, the cost of 

equipment, the cost of technology, everything is a lot higher than the average 

individual.  The average individual can go out there if he finishes his normal day 

work, and as they say, run taxi or cut a lawn or whatever.  But as persons with 

disabilities, we have more challenges when it comes to the cost of living. 

Ms. Cowie:  I would also like to add to that issue with the grant, a lot of people 

hold on to the grant because what can happen, and what often happens is, okay, 

you have gotten a job as a person with disability, but retaining the job is a problem, 

because in many cases you may face discrimination or exploitation on the job.  

So you get off the grant, you go and you get the job, you retain it for six 

months or a year, and then you are off the job.  What is your issue now? So it 

creates what is known as a benefit trap.  Where it is better to stay on the grant and 

remain living below minimum wage standard, where it is sure, than to go and 

chance on the open employment market, where you might lose your job.  

Ms. Alves:  My comment was in reference to Mrs. Gayadeen-Gopeesingh’s 

question.  Very often, as it is, there are no programmes or services available for 

adults with intellectual disabilities.  There is no alternative for them for staying at 

home.  For those who cannot work in technical and vocational schools and have 

access, so that very often the burden of care and responsibility falls on parents.   

There are very good early intervention programmes and should we get 

inclusion in mainstreaming in place, persons will be cared for up until high school 

level even into tertiary in terms of their education.  For those persons who cannot 

benefit from programmes like that, who may have profound and severe disabilities, 

there needs to be consideration of their needs.  Day programmes and services that 
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go beyond the age of 18 that serve them, and give them an opportunity to meet 

friends and meet people. 

Very often persons with multiple and severe disabilities are looked upon as 

asexual and as they should not have a partner.  This is absolutely incorrect, and 

should they be afforded the opportunities through day programmes and 

programmes like that, they have the ability to come out of their homes, meet 

people, you know, interact and socialize which is another really important thing, to 

avoid the other issues that Sharda had mentioned before. 

Madam Chairman:  All right.  Thank you.  Sen. Moses? 

Mr. Moses:  Thank you very much, Madam Chair.  As stakeholders, what 

initiatives have you all taken on your own accord to be involved in any review of 

the national policy on persons with disabilities? 

Mr. Persad:  Okay.  We understand that there is a review.  We are supposed to be 

consulted as stakeholders.  That has not been done as yet, but when the Ministry is 

ready, we are anxiously awaiting for that. 

Madam Chairman:  Well, our time has—Sen. Moses? 

Mr. Moses:  I just want to make a point by way follow up.  So I take it that it is in 

a rather passive way if not called upon, you would not make any effort, so as to 

ensure that your point of view/position be advocated and be represented in the 

fullest sense?  

Ms. Ramlakhan:  So the current policy that is now expired closely resembles the 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities that we have recently 

ratified.  Our recommendation is that the new policy—and we have made this 

recommendation to the Disability Affairs Unit—that the new policy closely 

resembles the CRPD, and does not stray too far from it.  In fact, if we were to take 

the CRPD and adopt that as policy, we will be very happy with that approach. 
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Because it is rights based, it is in keeping with international trend.  So it will save 

us a lot of time in discussion and allows us to move forward a lot faster. 

Madam Chairman:  Well, I want to thank the representatives from the 

Consortium of Disability Organizations, for being with us and for sharing with us. 

I think we have a much amplified idea of what are the situations surrounding 

health, surrounding education access, and we do have some very good 

recommendations coming out, both in your written submission, as well as what 

came out today in the oral submission.  So I thank you very much for sharing that 

with us, and we look forward to our report, where we can make recommendations 

that will advance the cause of persons with disabilities. 

At this point we would like to suspend the meeting until 3.30 p.m., where we 

will meet with the representatives of the Disability Affairs Unit of the Ministry of 

Social Development and Family Services. 

Thank you. 

3.23 p.m.:  Meeting suspended. 

3.32 p.m.:  Meeting resumed.  

REPRESENTATIVES OF MINISTRY OF SOCIAL  

DEVELOPMENT AND FAMILY SRVICES 

Ms. Jacinta Bailey-Sobers  Permanent Secretary 

Mr. Dennis Williams   Acting Deputy Permanent Secretary 

Mr. Vijay Gangapersad   Acting Chief Technical Officer 

Mr. Michael Reid    Senior Research Officer 

Ms. Catherine Ferreira    Research Officer I 

Ms. Tessa Pascal    Research Assistant 

Madam Chairman:  Good afternoon again, everyone.  A special good afternoon 

to our new panel who are with us, from the Ministry of Social Development and 
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Family Services.  I would like to introduce myself, Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly, 

Chairman of this Joint Select Committee.  I would ask the members of the 

Committee who are here with us to introduce themselves, beginning with the Vice-

Chairman. 

 [Introductions made] 

Madam Chairman:  If I could ask now, for the representatives from the Ministry 

of Social Development and Family Services to introduce themselves.  

[Introductions made] 

Madam Chairman:  Thank you all for being present with us this afternoon.  

Earlier in this session we would have met with representatives of the Consortium 

of Disability Organizations.  We are meeting with you with the same objectives 

and these objectives of this enquiry are: 

 to understand the challenges to access services faced by persons with 

disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago, 

included but not limited to facilities, transport, employment, 

education, primary, secondary and tertiary, health; 

 to understand the challenges to access employment faced by persons 

with disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago; 

 to examine the current division, so the national policy on persons with 

disabilities; 

 to determine the status of stakeholder consultation with respect to the 

review of the national policy on persons with disabilities; 

 to determine the legislative framework required to safeguard the rights 

of persons with disabilities; and 

 to understand the fiscal framework and procedures to engage non-
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governmental organizations and the private sector, to partner with the 

public sector on persons with disability issues. 

I would now like to invite Mrs. Jacinta Bailey-Sobers to give brief opening 

remarks. 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Thank you very much, Chair.  As the lead Ministry charged 

with the mandate of attaining the goals and objectives of Government’s social 

development agenda, we are very pleased as a Ministry, to have been invited to 

attend and to contribute to this enquiry.   

Indeed it is an important one for us.  It focuses on the challenges faced by 

persons with disabilities, ranging, of course, from employment opportunities as 

you said, to segregation, isolation.  We heard a number of those words which are 

all social barriers to access for this target group. 

Madam Chair, a most comprehensive combination of measures, to address 

the concerns of persons with disabilities, have been undertaken by the Ministry of 

Social Development and Family Services over the past years. Primarily the 

establishment of the Disability Affairs Unit in 1999, and you will hear much more 

about this Unit, and why it was established, but certainly the intent was to serve as 

a coordinating agency, an agency for advocacy, for creating the linkages, for 

networking with the agencies that would enable that inclusion to take place. 

As we dialogue in this session, you will hear much more, Chair, about the 

initiatives of the Unit and some of our priority projects.  The NGO’s which we 

give subventions to, in order to assist persons with disabilities, and also where we 

are with respect to the review of the policy on persons with disabilities, and the 

convention which we recently ratified in June 2015 

Madam Chair, the Ministry has made considerable strides towards 

improving access.  However, we appreciate that to comprehensively and 
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holistically address the challenges faced by this group to access services and 

gainful employment, action is required by all stakeholders. 

We recognize that Government will not, and cannot do it alone.  We are 

happy that the agencies for and of persons with disabilities, were also part of this 

enquiry.  In terms of our role and responsibility, we recognize that we have other 

Ministries with key responsibilities, and we continue to have that role to engage 

them to ensure that this target group, they are fully included into society and they 

are able to access those services which they need to improve and ensure a quality 

of life. 

Thank you, Chair.  

Madam Chairman:  Thank you very much, Mrs. Bailey-Sobers.  I would like 

now to open the floor for questions from the Committee, for the members of the 

panel who are here with us.  I would like to begin by asking a question.   

There was mention of the number of groups that get subventions from the 

Ministry, to assist with their mandates and to assist with helping persons living 

with disabilities.  A number of the groups have—or there has been some sentiment 

with respect to the governance of these groups, the use of the funds and that type of 

question has been coming up; 

So what want I want ask is this, what support is available from the Ministry, 

the Disabilities Affairs Unit, for the groups to whom subventions are given?  And 

what measures are taken to ensure that the subventions that are given to them, are 

used for the greater good of their constituency, that group that they are supposed to 

serve?  

3.40 p.m.  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Thank you, Chair.  In the Ministry of Social Development 

and Family Services we do have a unit called the NGO unit, which has the 
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responsibility for the grant of the subventions which is the administration and also 

the monitoring of the subventions that are granted.  So that responsibility is not in 

the remit of the Disability Affairs Unit.  That unit, the NGO unit, is staffed with 

persons who will actually go out to the NGOs and examine their books and so on, 

and ensure that the funding that is provided by the Ministry is actually spent on 

what it is supposed to have been spent on.  We also have the audit role.  We have 

an internal audit function and an auditor who also—as part of their work plan in 

the division—would go out to the NGOs on a quarterly basis and review their 

books to ensure that the proper recording and accounting are in place. 

Madam Chairman:  Just a quick follow-up.  Are the auditors up to date with the 

groups?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  The NGO unit, I would say they are up to date, because the 

way that the subventions are processed, they are actually granted elements of the 

subvention every quarter, on a quarterly basis, and in order to receive the funding 

for each quarter, they must send in certain documentation that will highlight what 

the previous quarter allocation would have been spent on and what they plan to 

spend the next allocation on.  So that unit would be more up to date than the 

auditors, which would usually do—because of the number of subventions that we 

give from the Ministry, they will usually allocate certain organizations, probably 

one organization would be reviewed by the auditor once for the fiscal or probably 

twice, because of the number of organizations and the resources in the audit 

division.  

Mr. Samuel:  For me to understand the task that the Ministry has ahead of it and 

has been facing for the years gone-by, can the Ministry enlighten me or the 

Committee as to the categories of people living with disabilities that access the 

services of the Ministry?  If they are categorized, I would love to hear a list of the 
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categories—people who are impaired, visually, hearing or whatever—and what is 

the quantity of people accessing the services of the Ministry and the budget 

allocations, if it is sufficient from that standpoint.  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Thank you.  I will begin by indicating that through the 

subventions we would actually provide for some of those categories of persons 

with disabilities through their organizations.  However, we also provide services, 

again, through DRETCHI for the persons who are hearing impaired, for example, 

and then we have the disability assistance grant, the special child grant.   

Recently, that is at the end of the last fiscal, we would have had, through the 

URP Social, a grant for parents with children with cerebral palsy, but that has gone 

over to the Ministry of Works and Transport.  Those are primarily the persons who 

we would provide grants to from the Ministry.  We also have the CTO here who 

was previously, in recent time, responsible for the Social Welfare Division, so he 

could give a sense of numbers and figures in terms of the special child grant, the 

disability grant and also some of the services that they provide in terms of 

equipment for persons with disabilities.   

Mr. Gangapersad:  Thank you.  Good afternoon, again.  I would start off firstly 

with the disability assistance grant.  As of last fiscal, end of last fiscal, we had 

24,111 persons receiving the Disability Assistance Grant.  The expenditure as at 

the end of last fiscal was $535,729,187.  We also have the Special Child Grant.  

Currently, we have 1,078 children receiving the Special Child Grant under the 

Public Assistance Programme.   

Between fiscal 2011 to 2015 and, more so 2015, there is a programme where 

we give assistive devices.  These are like walkers, special beds and equipment like 

that, 418 persons got it in 2015.  We gave out 419 wheelchairs in 2015, 40 walkers, 

40 canes.  We outfitted 25 persons with prosthetic.  Persons also access dietary 
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grants and also pharmaceuticals.  

The quantum as it relates to the special child is $1,150, and that I indicated 

before was 1,078 persons.  For persons who are forced to stay home and take care 

of a special child, a single parent, they are also included in the grant.  Those figures 

I do not have right now, but they are also provided with assistance under the Public 

Assistance Programme.  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  If I may just add, we also provide a service through the 

National Social Development Programme where we will redesign a home if there 

is person with a disability in that home so that person would be able to have greater 

accessibility, but I do not have the figures in terms of how many of those homes 

were redesigned over the past two or three years.  

Mr. Samuel:  My question is based on—I am not too sure I should be asking you 

this or the Ministry of Health, but I think it falls within your ambit because you are 

responsible for grants on that standpoint.  Quite a number of children are born 

prematurely in the country.  I am not too sure of the figures, but I understand it is 

quite a bit.  There seems to be no mechanism in place for assessment of those 

children at that age to be able to detect abnormalities in their growth.  If they are 

detected early then solutions can be found quickly and the cost down the road can 

be alleviated.  I can tell you that because I have a grandson that was born 

prematurely, but he lives abroad and the mechanism abroad was fantastic, because 

the fact that he was born prematurely, early o’clock they sent therapist at the house 

and people to check the child on a weekly basis and to see if they could pick up 

any abnormalities, and then he was sent to a special school that dealt with children 

that were born prematurely to ensure that the development process is there.  Has 

the Ministry been looking into such avenues and such areas working in tandem 

with the Ministry of Health?  Are there any plans of such nature?  Because if you 
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can detect these things at the early age it would cost us less to remedy it than if the 

child grows up with an abnormality, and then we have to continue the process of 

grants and stuff like that down the road.  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  I will ask Mr. Reid who was previously acting as the head of 

the Disability Affairs Unit to respond.  Mr. Reid. 

Mr. Reid:  Good afternoon again.  I am not aware that we have actually engaged 

the Ministry of Health to treat with that issue.  However, I do see the need for early 

diagnosis whether it is the remit of this Ministry, certainly the dialogue could take 

place between the Ministries to bring that about.  But there is value in early 

detection so that any remedial measures could be put in place to avoid whatever 

disability that is being more debilitating later on in life.  So to answer your 

question, I do not recall us ever having that conversation with the Ministry of 

Health.  

Madam Chairman:  If I may ask on this same issue of consultation and the same 

issue of links, former links: is there a formal channel of communication between 

the Disability Affairs Unit and say the Ministry of Education that looks at how the 

disabled, the persons or children with disabilities are dealt with in the education 

system?  Is there a formal link?  If this is the unit that deals with ensuring that the 

principles of the convention and so on are held to, what types of formal links are 

there with that very important stakeholder which would be the Ministry of 

Education?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Chair, to answer that, the mechanisms we have in place right 

now include two committees: one committee which monitors the implementation 

of the policy and persons with disabilities, and one committee which is looking 

into the convention which we just ratified, and the implementation of that 

convention.  We have representatives from the key stakeholder agencies—
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education, health—on those committees and that is how the information is brought 

to bear on the Disability Affairs Unit and their work.  

Miss Budhu:  Thank you, Madam Chair.  Now, gaining employment seems to be a 

major problem for persons with disabilities.  Has the Ministry of Social 

Development and Family Services ever considered an employment database for 

people with disabilities so that they could advertise their capabilities and 

competencies so that employers can now select persons for the job?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Thanks for that question.  I am aware that we link with the 

Ministry of Labour and Small Enterprise Development.  We do not have a database 

of our own, but we do link and we have had discussions with the Ministry of 

Labour and Small Enterprise Development with respect to their employment 

exchange and providing information for us, but I do not think we have followed up 

with it, because in trying to get information for this enquiry we were not able to get 

a sense of how many persons are employed in the public service, you know, or 

even in the private sector who have a disability.  

Miss Budhu:  Another question is that, has there been any sensitization and 

training of employers, whether private and public, by the Ministry for the 

employment of disabled employees so that that barrier can somewhat break.   

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Mr. Williams, you want to probably respond to that in terms 

of your— 

Mr. Williams:  Good afternoon, Committee.  The PS referred a while ago to a 

committee to implement the UN Convention.  As part of the work of that 

committee, we have proposed to do sensitization with all of the Ministries and 

agencies, and this sensitization would involve issues related to what the member 

has raised.   

Mrs. Gayadeen-Gopeesingh:  When addressing disabilities the first thing we 
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really have to look at is really a definition—a quantification or prioritization of it—

and before we can do that we have to identify what it is before we can find 

solutions and before we could allocate resources.  So my question is: do we as a 

person or do we as people understand disabilities through its definition, and to 

perhaps the national level what do we mean by disabilities with respect to 

prioritization?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  I would commence the response, but I would ask some of 

the other members.  I am aware that in our policy we do have a definition, and 

since we have also ratified the convention there is also in the convention the 

delineation of the different types of disabilities.  So since we have ratified we 

would have embraced and adopted those designations, the definitions of disability, 

yes.  But I would also ask, we have Tessa here who would have done a lot of work 

too in the disability unit and who would also probably be able to give some sense 

of that definition and any other member here with us who might be able to give 

some light on that.   

Ms. Pascal:  Good afternoon, again.  In terms of the definition for “disability”, one 

of the issues we are having with that is a definition needs to be broad enough to 

encompass both disabilities that you are able to see, such as physical, visual, 

hearing versus those that you are unable to see, such as mental, developmental, 

behavioural, emotional and so forth.   

Our best definition so far is—and it is an evolving definition because 

disability is an evolving field and it will continue to evolve—the definition that we 

put together for the legislative policy document we would have done for the AG 

office, and that definition would have encompassed all those aforementioned 

disabilities.  It would also have defined temporary versus long-term disabilities, 

because some disabilities such as a broken leg, a broken ankle, even in terms of 
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mental illness they are sometimes temporary.  You may cope with it for your entire 

life, but the effects are temporary and, therefore, the accommodations may need to 

be temporary and, therefore, we did a broad-based definition for the legislative 

policy in which we combined the national policy definition along with the 

UNCRPD, the Convention’s definition and the WHO, the World Health 

Organization, their definitions for disability to encompass all aspects of 

disabilities.   

Mr. Reid:  If I may add, trying to pin a definition for disability is very difficult.  I 

think the definition depends on the context.  Sometimes you need to be broad with 

the definition, and then there are other times that you need to be a little more 

narrow.  It is a challenge not only for us in Trinidad and Tobago, but even the UN 

system, there is not a universal definition that you could pick up and use.  So it 

depends on the context.  For example, if you are using it for grants, it may be 

different from if you are using it for say access.  So it depends on the context in a 

lot of instances.   

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  I asked a question to a previous group, and I would repeat 

that question because I realize it was not totally answered.  I see here where your 

Ministry has a continuing relationship with the Public Transport Service 

Corporation, but I know that a problem exists especially with children, the 

transportation of children to these schools where the PTSC is refusing to take their 

children, pick up those children in the absence of a guide, or we call it a marshal.  

Can you say if you are aware of that situation and what could be done to solve the 

problems existing there? 

I can say as recent as last week I had communication with the Public 

Transport Service Corporation trying to address that situation, and they said that 

the bus must have a marshal to pick up those children to and from school.  So I see 
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you have a relationship with the PTSC.  Can your agency look into this situation?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  We are not aware, but we could look into it.  We have a 

relationship because we do have the ELDAMO buses, and we know that it 

provides a very valuable service for persons with disabilities, but I think that is 

primarily the adults.  So we would have to look into the issues with the children.  

Usually the children are at facilities where they have their own transport.  So I 

guess we would need to really look into this and see how the Ministry could assist.  

We are not aware.  

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  I want to ask a follow-up question.  Your Ministry sees 

about policy and principles and policy direction.  How broad is your consultation 

group?  Do you include persons from the Consortium?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  As far as I am aware, we always include the organizations of 

and for persons with disabilities in all our policy development since we have been 

given the remit for disability in this Ministry.  I am aware we always bring them in 

for consultation, but I could also ask Mr. Williams to speak, because he has been 

on most of these committees where we have had these organizations contributing.  

Mr. Williams:  So the short answer is yes, Committee, that we have always 

consulted with the stakeholders and, in fact, the chair of the Consortium is a 

member of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Committee.  

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  Thank you.   

Madam Chairman:  Well, in this instance, maybe I could ask a question and it 

deals more broadly with advocacy, because there obviously is a problem in some 

areas.  For example, we were told by the Consortium, just earlier, that with respect 

to the transportation there views may not have been elicited when the type of bus 

that was brought in, that decision was taken.  So I have a broader question.  Is your 
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agency involved in advocacy for the persons with disabilities?  Do you, as a matter 

of course, if there is an issue, for example, there are also issues with the 

governance of the groups—even though there is the NGO unit and there is the 

audit and so on—there is a problem with governance in some of these groups, and 

to whom do they turn?  To whom do they report these problems?  If there are other 

agencies that are doing things for persons with disabilities, are you the agency that 

would be the advocate that would coordinate and so that you would move as a 

mediator between the persons with disabilities and their needs and whoever is 

trying to do things for them.  Is that one of the functions you serve?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Yes, Chair, this is one of the responsibilities of the Ministry 

in terms of advocacy, and there are a number of issues where the Ministry has had 

to serve as mediator with some of these organizations.  Sometimes we have had 

success and sometimes because these agencies are autonomous agencies also, there 

is so much that we could do in terms of mediating and the final decisions really 

remain with the organizations.  In terms of governance though, once they are 

getting a subvention, we do have a contract with these organizations and, therefore, 

we could go in and ensure that whatever funding we provide—because many of 

these organizations they also have other funding that they get—we ensure that the 

funding that we provide that it is managed and it is monitored. 

I could also ask other members to speak to the advocacy issue and the 

sensitization and education.  In terms of the issue with the transport, sometimes we 

also have issues in terms of what the Ministry is proposing and what the 

community may want.  There may be issues too of cost and therein lies some 

decisions that might be taken that may not be in keeping with what would have 

been proposed by the agencies.   

Mr. Reid:  I would just like to say something about the Eldamo service.  There 
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was a committee, a stakeholder committee, that developed the proposal for the 

buses and on that committee were persons with disabilities.  It may not have been 

the Consortium of Disability Organizations, but there was a disability 

representative on the committee.  However, the purchase of the buses was not done 

in consultation with the committee or with the disability communities.  So there 

was consultation in the form of the committee, but it was not the Consortium of 

Disability Organizations on that committee.  

Mr. Moses:  Thank you, Chair.  Have you all taken any initiatives or extended 

invitations to local stakeholders as opposed to international organizations in any 

possible review of the national policy, reviewing the national policy on persons 

with disabilities?   

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  We have not started the consultations as yet.  We plan to do 

so in probably the next month or so.  However, we have also, as we listened, heard 

the Consortium indicate that they are happy to embrace the convention as the 

policy, and we are willing to look at that consideration to see whether it is 

something that we could adopt, because as was mentioned it would take much less 

time, and it is also a standing policy.  So we are thinking that we will go back and 

reconsider this proposition to see whether it is something feasible and practical for 

us to accept.  

Mr. Moses:  So to the extent that international organizations might have had 

consultations with the Ministry that would have been a response, a proactive 

approach on the part of such organizations and they would have made the approach 

to the Ministry.  Am I correct?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  We have had some consultations with international agencies, 

but primarily on particular projects.  So if we are developing, for example, the new 

centre at Carlsen Field, we would have had some discussions with an international 
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agency which manages a facility like that one in terms of how we should move 

with the project, and how we should actually design it and so on.  In the past, we 

have had those kinds of discussions with particular projects.  

Madam Chairman:  A question about data.  As an institution and as a Ministry 

that deals with policies and so on, you must gather data on different things.  Could 

I ask what type of data with respect to persons with disabilities is gathered and to 

what use is that put and what type of analysis is done within the Ministry using that 

data that is fed into your policy formation?   

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  I would ask the members from the unit and Mr. Reid who is 

also part of our social investigations division, which collects data in the Ministry, 

to respond to that question.  

Mr. Reid:  In terms of data collection, primary data collection, the unit, as far as I 

could recall, has not embarked on primary data collection.  There was an attempt to 

establish a disability registry which would have given a better idea of the number 

of persons with disabilities, and the various types of disabilities, where they live 

and their need for services and so on.  I cannot speak to where that project has 

reached.  However, we rely heavily on the data from CSO in the National Housing 

and Population Census to inform decisions when it comes to persons with 

disabilities.  

Ms. Ferreira:  Yes, I could tell you the status of that project.  We are at present, 

the registry project, the unit is at present meeting with other units and stakeholders 

within the Ministry to try and have it restarted.  It was started about two years ago, 

but the method we are going to use would be a new method, and we will be able to 

gather information on types, location of the person with disabilities and the 

services that they require.  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  If I may, Chair, I just need to also say that I know with this 
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particular project the registry that the community of persons with disabilities, there 

are some differing views in terms of this project and whether it is something that 

should be done.  So we have had that discourse over the years in terms of, you 

know, those that really believe there should be a registry and those that believe that 

there really should not be one, and if there is one how it should be managed.  So I 

think that has sort of stymied the project over the years too in terms of that 

determination.   

4.10 p.m. 

Madam Chairman:  Sen. Samuel. 

Mr. Samuel:  My question is directed to Mr. Reid.  Mr. Reid, you said that there 

were consultations with regard to the standards and the type of buses that should 

have been brought into the country at the time it was being brought in, but that the 

buses that were brought in were not to the specified request of the people that were 

living with disability or the Consortium. And I want to know, why have 

consultations and then not adhere to the request of the people who are to use the 

facilities?  It is a waste of time.  If we are just going to do what we want to do, why 

have consultations?  And if that is the case, what would happen in the future to 

avoid the same situations happening?  Because we have had the people from the 

Consortium here and they spoke tremendously about the type of vehicles that were 

brought in and that what they requested and suggested were not adhered to.  Why 

are we giving people what we feel they should get as opposed to what they 

requested?  I am much disturbed by that, and I do not believe we should ever have 

consultations and then just give people what we feel they should get.  So what are 

we going to do to make sure it does not happen again? 

Mr. Reid:  Mr. Samuel, I agree with you 100 per cent.  The committee would not 

have given technical specifications, that was the remit of PTSC, and the procuring 
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of the buses was the responsibility of PTSC.  In terms of the actual process of 

acquiring the buses, I am not aware of the process that was used.  We know that we 

had meetings, we would have discussed what the programme would require, but 

the buses, a team would have gone to view the buses that did not involve members 

of the committee.  So there was a disconnect in terms of what the committee would 

have recommended and what was actually acquired, and I do not know if anybody 

here has ever travelled in one of those buses; I have, and it is not a nice ride. 

Mr. Samuel:  It is a mess. 

Mr. Reid:  It is a very rough ride, and I have seen persons in wheelchair twisting 

on their seats to adjust for the rough ride.  But I had listened a bit to what the 

Consortium had said earlier and I agree that—and I think PTSC would agree too 

that in going forward what is required more is universal access to buses, so that the 

buses, the fleet that PTSC acquires in the future should all be wheelchair accessible 

so that persons with disabilities could stay at the side of the road at a bus stop and 

get onto a bus like anybody else.  There is a need for special services like 

ELDAMO, however, for a majority of persons with disabilities they are able to 

stand at the side of the road in their wheelchair and get on to buses. 

Mr. Samuel:  I will make a statement on that, ask another question, then you are 

saying to me and to all of us here that while you attempted to offer a service for the 

people living with disability you offered a disservice for the people because of the 

types of buses.  What I can tell you about the ride, it is terrible.  So it means that in 

the future how are we to alleviate the issue and not have the same problem 

reoccur?  Is the Ministry intending to put its foot down to ensure—because they 

will not blame PTSC, they would blame the Ministry—that put its foot down and 

say, look, these are the kind of stuff that is necessary, these are the standards that 

are requested and required, and that you must find some kind of collaboration with 
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both the Ministry and the Consortium, as well as PTSC, to ensure that a disservice 

is not offered in the future.  What is the plan? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  If I could answer, because we continue to collaborate on 

issues, and I think what is very clear is that there is the sign-off, because I think we 

could have discussions and people go away with the understanding but there are no 

written agreements in terms of what has been agreed on by both parties, and I think 

this is where we may miss it sometimes, and where we have agreed that moving 

forward we must have these written agreements.  This is what we have both agreed 

on in terms of how this facility should be built, what are the specifications for the 

equipment, or the buses, whatever it is, that everybody has signed off in terms of 

this is what we agree on.  I think that is the missing link. 

Madam Chairman:  Sen. Raffoul. 

Miss Raffoul:  Thank you, Chair, I have a few questions, first, from a fiscal 

perspective, what is the total budget of the Ministry?  I know it changes year to 

year, but on average for the last few years what is the general budget of the 

Ministry? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Well, because we have the senior citizens grant, and those 

types of services in our Ministry, it is usually in the billions.  So I think, generally, 

it is about $10 billion or more that the Ministry, its budget would be in terms of 

both the development programme and the recurrent expenditure. 

Miss Raffoul:  And a follow-up question, out of that total approximately $10 

billion, how much goes into grants? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  It will most likely be 90 per cent, or so, yes. 

Miss Raffoul:  And those are grants to individuals or to NGOs? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  This is the all-round grants, both to individuals and NGOs, 

about 90 per cent.  If you are also looking at the expenditure for salaries, and so on, 
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that may take up quite a bit, so together with both of them it might be about 90 per 

cent, but grants alone might be half of that, so about 50, 45 per cent. 

Miss Raffoul:  I am not sure if I understand, 50 per cent of the total $10 billion 

would be grants and the other 40 per cent of the 90 per cent would be salaries? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Okay, 90 per cent will be recurrent expenditure which would 

include grants and salaries, and so on, so of that 90 per cent probably half will be 

the grants of the Ministry. 

Miss Raffoul:  And the other 10 per cent would be capital expenditure?  Okay.  

Regarding funding to NGOs, the document that you all submitted said that 11 

NGOs were listed for receiving funds from the Ministry, but then the follow-up 

question—this is on page 16 of the document—the follow-up question only listed 

six with the actual values that they were granted year to year, so what about the 

other five NGOs? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Yes, there was a disparity because there were some NGOs 

that their period for receiving a subvention would have ended and was up for 

review, so that would have been the disparity.  So right now we have about eight 

NGOs, I believe, that are receiving, and there are three whose subventions are 

under review. 

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  This list on page 16 only has six of them so the other two 

that are missing are? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  You just have six, so I have here, I am not sure which ones 

are the ones missing, but it would be organizations such as—well you have 

Cheshire, you have Goodwill, so it would probably be Autism Services of Trinidad 

and Tobago, International Institute for Healthcare and Human Development, and 

PAVI, the Persons Associated With Visual Impairment. 

Miss Raffoul:  Those three are listed, so the ones that are missing, those are what I 
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was asking. 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  All right, so I have here Touch of Christ, Torres Foundation, 

Grace Community, Sunrise Mission, Deaf Empowerment.  Now some of these 

organizations may be given subventions but not by our Ministry.  It could be the 

Ministry of Education or another Ministry.   

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  So they were listed because they had to do with disabilities 

but not through your Ministry directly? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Right.  So we wanted to give a sense of subventions to all 

NGOs that provide services with disabilities beyond our Ministry also. 

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  And those are probably funded through which Ministry? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Education and Health. 

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  And if one wanted to find out the values of how much they 

had received, how does one do so? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  You mean those others or the ones that we give? 

Miss Raffoul:  The ones that were not listed in the section. 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Were not listed, I am not sure.  I do not think I have the 

information here, but we do have it in one of our documents, the Social Sector 

Investment Programme, but we do not have it with us to give you that information, 

sorry.   

Miss Raffoul:  What feedback would you give for the impact and the effectiveness 

of the NGOs that are carrying out work within the disability field?  Would you say 

that they are working collaboratively with the Ministry and are being impactful, 

there are measured results, they are achieving their objectives? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  We will say that they are doing well, but in terms of the data 

to indicate because it would mean that we would have indicators, and so on, to be 

able to evaluate.  However, through the NGO unit, that is the only way we monitor, 
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which is really an output monitoring rather than an impact evaluation of what they 

do.  So that more comprehensive type of evaluation and assessment, we have not 

reached to that place with the organizations. 

Miss Raffoul:  Are there plans to do so? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  We do have plans across the board with all our programmes 

to do the evaluation, however, we do have a resource constraint.  We have an 

M&E Division in the Ministry but it is just resourced by one person right now 

because there is a dearth of M&E, really qualified M&E persons across the sector, 

and you will find that in the Ministries you just have a few of them.  But we are 

working at the macro level to address that in terms of getting training from external 

agencies, bringing in that training, and collaborating with UWI to have a 

programme of M&E at that level.   

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  I also have a question about the National Policy on Persons 

with Disabilities, I understand it is currently being reviewed but the timeline, it has 

been taking longer than anticipated.  Is there any reason for that? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  I indicated that we had not started the review as yet, we are 

doing it internally first in terms of our divisions and looking at what needs to be 

done in coming up with a plan, but I also mentioned that having heard from the 

Consortium a while ago that they are happy to embrace the convention as the 

existing policy because we have ratified it, that as a Ministry we are willing to go 

back and look at that proposal and determine whether it is an approach we could 

agree on. 

Miss Raffoul:  Okay.  What is the anticipated timeline for completion? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Once we review this proposal, I would imagine within the 

next three weeks or so we could make a determination on whether we would want 

to go that way. 
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Miss Raffoul:  Thank you. 

Madam Chairman:  If I can just ask, drawing on what you said just now that you 

heard a particular point of view being put across just now and so it impacts what 

you would do, so this brings me to ask, is there—I know that there was mention of 

two committees, and that there is representation from persons with disabilities on 

those committees.  Is it your view that there is adequate collaboration between the 

Disability Affairs Unit and the organizations which deal with persons with 

disabilities?  And is it adequate?  Is it robust?  And that is where it ties in also to 

the whole issue of advocacy.  Is this unit a unit to which those organizations can 

turn if there is a problem with governance within the organizations, if there is a 

problem that they need to get across that will impact the actions?  Because they 

have given, the Consortium has given us some recommendations that could be 

quick wins, and I would like to know, are those things that are being taken into 

consideration, not only from the Consortium but there may be other suggestions by 

other disability organizations, is there a forum for those things to be captured and 

acted upon?  Is there enough collaboration, in your view, between this unit and the 

disability organizations that exist in the country? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Madam Chair, I believe there is collaboration.  In terms of 

how effective the collaboration is, I would not be able to say in terms of a measure, 

but I am aware that the disability unit collaborates with these organizations.  I am 

aware that they come to the unit if they want particular activities to be undertaken.  

If they have issues they would go to the NGO unit, which is a more recently 

established unit, and because they get their subvention from there, I think they will 

go to the NGO unit.  But I think they remain committed to bringing their issues to 

the Disability Affairs Unit, and probably someone from the Disability Affairs Unit 

could speak to this. 
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Ms. Ferreira:  Advocacy is one of the functions of the unit.  I have been at the 

unit for three months and within that time, I would have said, I have met with at 

least eight organizations of and for persons with disabilities.  The members come 

in and if they have any problems we discuss it.  Sometimes they even bring 

proposals to the unit that they would like, you know, that would assist the 

community, or it would assist their organizations, themselves.  So there is 

collaboration and there is work being done, and in the future the unit intends to 

visit all of the organizations of and for persons with disabilities.   

Madam Chairman:  I am not sure if Ms. Pascal wants to contribute. 

Ms. Pascal:  The Disability Affairs Unit tends to collaborate with the community 

regularly because we do not make a move without the community, even before the 

ratification of the convention because of one of the general principles is the 

anatomy of decision-making in that persons with disability need to have a say in 

what takes place in their lives, and the decisions that are made for and on their 

behalf we always tend to collaborate with everything we do with the community.  

We always consult, whether it is actually a formal consultation or phone calls to all 

the organizations, or emails, we always consult with them and get their feedback 

before we make a decision, before we move forward on anything. 

Madam Chairman:  Sen. Samuel. 

Mr. Samuel:  I am quite disturbed by the fact that it is because of our sitting today 

that we are hearing that the Ministry is now willing to look into the policy 

situation, as being suggested by the Consortium, to accept it.  I am quite disturbed 

about that.  It tells me that the collaboration is not the way it should be.   

Secondly, with regard to the Disability Affairs Unit, what is the mandate of 

the Disability Affairs Unit?  What is the strength of the unit, the capacity of the 

unit, and what is the quality of the unit?  Can the people of the Consortium and the 
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organizations that utilize the unit depend on the unit for the kind of support?  Can 

they readily say that things are getting better?  Or is it just a unit that they access 

for funds and grants, and whatever?  What are the plans of the unit?  How do you 

assess the performance of the unit from year to year to ensure and to see if things 

are getting better, not from the unit’s standpoint but from the people who are 

accessing it standpoint?  Because we can say we are doing a better job but the 

people who are accessing it are not saying that.  What mechanism of assessment is 

being done on an annual basis to determine the effectiveness of the unit?  And who 

is saying that?  What is the strength of the unit, the capacity of the unit, the quality 

of the unit?  I would love to find that out. 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Sure.  Just for clarification, I indicated that the Ministry is 

willing to consider the recommendation that I heard as I sat here, from the 

Consortium.  Now I heard it here, I am not privy to what goes on at the level of the 

committee that is looking at the review of the policy or the implementation of the 

convention.  Probably it came up there and they have discussed it but I am saying 

that I am hearing it now.  So probably they made that recommendation and it 

would have come up to me at some point, but I heard it readily here.  And I am 

saying, you know, in terms of the value that we could have in speeding up the 

process, I think it is a recommendation that we need to give consideration to.  So it 

may have been coming to me, but I heard it readily, and I am saying that is 

something I think we could quickly consider, just for clarification.    

In terms of the quality of the Disability Affairs Unit, we have some resource 

issues in terms of we do not have a head of the unit right now.  We have not had a 

head for a little while.  We did not have some key personnel that had been 

recommended for the unit for some time, so that would have inhibited what the 

unit could have done and how the unit would have performed in terms of how we 
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look at what the unit does.  As I indicated, most of what we do are output measured 

in terms of how much money goes into it and what comes out.  At the end of every 

year we do achievement reports.  We do have work plans that we work with every 

year, each unit would come up with their work plan in terms of what they expect to 

do for the fiscal year, and that is how we measure in terms of all the divisions of 

the Ministry.  When we had an M&E Division, however, we would have 

evaluations done of divisions and of programmes, and it was a little more robust 

then, but, as I said, we do not have the M&E unit again so we have not had 

assessments of programmes or divisions for a number of years; we are working 

towards rectifying that. 

Mr. Samuel:  So it means that reviewing policy, policies are being reviewed void 

of any mechanisms or assessing the operations.  It means that anything that you are 

going to do now you have no mechanism of determining if it is going to work 

because you have not been assessing, you have no M&E department, there is no 

monitoring and evaluation of anything, what guides you to bring about change? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  It is not that we are not doing any M&Es, it is not as robust 

as it should be.  This is what I indicated, because in some divisions, for example, 

how they would monitor in the absence of the M&E they will ensure that the 

programming at the beginning it is done so that the indicators are there and some 

kind of monitoring could be done, but in programmes which have already started a 

few years aback where we probably did not do the logical framework as we should, 

the indicators are not there and then we would just do the output base kind of 

assessment.  But in recent times the programmes that we are doing, we are 

ensuring that the logical framework is there, and while we do not have the M&E 

unit there are some indicators that either the Social Investigations Division or the 

M&E person resident in the division could do some kind of, not major but a bit of 
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assessment as to how the programme is doing.  So it is not as robust as it should 

be, I am saying, but there is some monitoring that is being done in some of the 

programmes in some of the divisions, but not pervasive. 

Madam Chairman:  Mrs. Smith. 

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  During 2010 to 2015, Ombudsman received 149 

complaints against NIB with respect to claims for the invalidity benefit, is your 

agency or is your Ministry—do you have a collaborative agreement with the 

Ombudsman that complaints received by that department is channeled to your 

Ministry for intervention, collaboration, advocacy? 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Yes, we do have some collaboration.  The way we do it is 

through a unit where we deal with issues, issues resolution.  We have a division 

that is set up to deal with issues, not only for the Ministry but for other Ministries, 

and one of the ways that they monitor what is happening, so that they are aware of 

where the major issues are across the public service, is through the Ombudsman 

report that they would get every year.  They also collaborate through the year with 

the Ombudsman because a lot of issues come related to the Ministry, so that is how 

the collaboration takes place.  In terms of the issues with the NIB, Mr. 

Gangapersad is here and he may be able to tell you, because the Division of Social 

Welfare treats directly with the NIB so those issues that are related to the NIB may 

be connected to us too because we have some similar clients. 

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  Can we say out of those 149 complaints how many were 

attended to?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  I am not sure the nature of the complaints going to the NIB; 

you said it would have been to NIB, yes? 

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  Yes, the Ombudsman received those complaints. 

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Concerning matters related to the NIB, so the NIB is not 
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under our remit but we do have some collaboration with them, but Mr. 

Gangapersad may be able to give some light on this. 

Mr. Gangapersad:  I am not certain—NIB does not fall under the Ministry, and I 

am wondering here whether there is a distinction between the Disability Assistance 

Grant, which is the responsibility of this Ministry and the Invalidity Benefit which 

is NIB.  

Mrs. Jennings-Smith:  Yes, it has to do with that, yes. 

Mr. Gangapersad:  All right.  So what we would be treating with is the Disability 

Assistance Grant, and maybe the report is treating with that.  Yes, we receive a lot 

of reports from the Ombudsman office concerning persons who may be aggrieved, 

one way or the other with their application for disability assistance.  In the past we 

have a very open relationship with the Ombudsman office.  In fact, at least around 

three months ago we had a meeting with them, convened a meeting with them to 

discuss the whole issue of how we are going to share information, especially as it 

relates to resolving these issues that come before them, and we have a shared email 

where the matters could now be sent straight to us.  They have also been visiting 

our offices directly throughout the country.  Rather than having to come or to send 

a piece of correspondences they can come into our offices, treat with the matter by 

speaking to the relevant supervisors.  These issues in terms of numbers and how 

much have been resolved, I would not be able to tell you the exact numbers, I can 

get that information to you, but a lot of these issues as they come up they have 

been resolved.  It is not as if matters are there which have not been resolved. 

Madam Chairman:  Sen. Raffoul. 

Miss Raffoul:  Thank you, Chair.  I just have a question that was similar to Sen. 

Samuel’s, it is about the M&E unit, you said that there was a lack of resources, but 

going back to the numbers you provided before $10 billion is the annual budget, 
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approximately half of that goes into recurrent expenditure, so that is $5 billion in 

total.  So, I could be wrong, I ask, my interpretation is that it may not be a matter 

of lack of resources but a lack of priority, and my personal view is not to say, well, 

why has it not been changed, I know things happen, but when is it going to 

change?  When is it going to be prioritized?  And when can we expect to see things 

better managed, especially when it comes to M&E in particular?   

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  When I said resources I meant the human aspect because we 

do have the financial, I mean, in some areas we are still not adequate, but it is the 

human resource to really go out there and do the M&E, and probably within the 

next two to three months, if I should say, we would have the M&E back on stream, 

because we have already proposed advertising those positions.   

4.40 p.m.  

Madam Chairman:  Maybe in closing I can ask the team from the Ministry to tell 

us, along with the resuscitation of the Monitoring and Evaluation Unit, which is 

admittedly very important and critical, could you give us at least two other 

initiatives which you are aiming to achieve, and could you tell us the time frame 

and tell us the importance of those initiatives and why they are your first and 

second priorities to ensure that the unit really lives up to its mandate?  

Mrs. Bailey-Sobers:  Chair, if I may.  We certainly will be looking into resourcing 

the unit at least to the point of what we have as an approved structure right now to 

ensure that it is fully resourced.  We also propose to ensure that it is resourced in 

terms of adequate funding as we go as prepared right now our budget.  

We also propose to ensure that in terms of access we look at our Ministry 

facilities to ensure that it is at least 75 per cent accessible.  Right now it is about 53 

or 54 per cent accessible in terms of our locations.  

We also commit to looking at this issue of the policy and the approval 
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review of the policy or the acceptance of the convention as the policy, which 

would take us forward to begin to finalise the legislation which is also a critical 

project or a critical factor in providing the services that we need to provide for 

persons with disabilities and persons with disabilities living the life that is due to 

them in Trinidad and Tobago.   

So I think those are the major commitments that we would make at this 

point. 

Madam Chairman:  I want to thank the persons who have appeared before us 

from the Ministry of Social Development and Family Services on behalf of the 

Committee.  I think we have touched on a number of very important issues, and we 

take your commitment to doing some of those major things very seriously, because 

we have at least 52,000 of our population who are depending on that.  So we want 

to thank you and to thank the members of the listening and viewing audience and 

those who would have sent in their comments and questions as well on the social 

media.  We thank you so much for your participation and we look forward to the 

report and the recommendations, which would help us in advancing the agenda in 

dealing with persons with disabilities, ensuring that they have the same rights and 

privileges as all of us do.  So we thank you.   

The meeting is now adjourned. 

4.42 p.m.:  Meeting adjourned.  

 

 


