Leave of Absence 2022.11.04

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
Friday, November 04, 2022
The House met at 1.30 p.m.
PRAYERS
. [MADAM SPEAKER in the Chair]
LEAVE OF ABSENCE

Madam Speaker: Hon. Members, | have received communication from Mr.
Esmond Forde, MP, Member for Tunapuna, who has requested leave of absence
from today’s sitting of the House. The leave which the Member seeks is granted.

SESSIONAL SELECT COMMITTEES
(APPOINTMENT OF)

Madam Speaker: Hon. Members, pursuant to Standing Order 89(2), | have
appointed the following Members to serve on the sessional select committees of
the House of Representatives for the Third Session, Twelfth Parliament.

Standing Orders Committee

Mrs. Bridgid Annisette-George Chairman
Mr. Dinesh Rambally Member
Dr. Rishad Seecheran Member
Mr. Faris Al-Rawi Member
Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly Member
Mr. Keith Scotland Member
House Committee
Mrs. Camille Robinson-Regis Chairman
Mr. Barry Padarath Member
Mr. David Lee Member
Mr. Colm Imbert Member
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Sessional Select Committees 2022.11.04
(Appointment of)

Mr. Brian Manning Member
Mrs. Ayanna Webster-Roy Member
Committee of Privileges
Mrs. Bridgid Annisette-George Chairman
Mrs. Camille Robinson-Regis Member
Mr. Fitzgerald Hinds Member
Mr. Stuart Young Member
Dr. Roodal Moonilal Member
Mr. Saddam Hosein Member

Statutory Instruments Committee

Mrs. Bridgid Annisette-George Chairman
Mr. Keith Scotland Member
Mr. Stuart Young Member
Mr. Kennedy Richards Member
Mr. Dinesh Rambally Member
Mr. Rudranath Indarsingh Member
Business Committee
Mrs. Bridgid Annisette-George Chairman
Mr. Colm Imbert Member
Mrs. Camille Robinson-Regis Member
Mr. Stephen Mc Clashie Member
Dr. Rai Ragbir Member
Mr. Ravi Ratiram Member
PAPERS LAID

1. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statements of the Telecommunications Authority of Trinidad
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and Tobago for the year ended September 30, 2018. [The Minister of
Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille Robinson-Regis)]

2. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statement of the Fair Trading Commission for the year ended
September 30, 2019. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

3. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statement of the Fair Trading Commission for the year ended
September 30, 2020. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

4, Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statement of the Fair Trading Commission for the year ended
September 30, 2021. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

5. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statements of the Siparia Regional Corporation for the year
ended September 30, 2014. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

6. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on
the Financial Statements of the Siparia Regional Corporation for the year
ended September 30, 2015. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

7. Report of the Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago with respect to the
Progress of the Proposals to Restructure CLICO, BAT and CIB for the
quarter ended December 31, 2021. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

8. Report of the Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago with respect to the
Progress of the Proposals to Restructure CLICO, BAT and CIB for the
quarter ended March 31, 2022. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

(To be referred to the Public Accounts Committee)

9.  Annual Report of Taurus Services Limited for the financial year ending

September 30, 2020. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]
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10.

11.

Annual Report of Taurus Services Limited for the financial year ending
September 30, 2021. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Annual Administrative Report of the Ministry of Agriculture, Land and
Fisheries for the period October 01, 2019 to September 30, 2020. [Hon. C.

Robinson-Regis]

Hon. Robinson-Regis: Shall | go ahead?

Madam Speaker: Well, | will just announce you.

Hon. Robinson-Regis: Thank you, Ma’am.

Madam Speaker: Okay. So, Leader of the House.

12,

13.

14,

Ministerial Response of the Ministry of Health to the Twelfth Report of the
Public Accounts Committee on the Examination of the Report of the Auditor
General on the Public Accounts of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago for
the financial year 2016. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Ministerial Response of the Ministry of National Security to the Fifth Report
of the Public Accounts Committee on the Examination of the Report of the
Auditor General on the Public Accounts of the Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago for the financial year 2014 with specific reference to the Ministry of
National Security. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Ministerial Response of the Ministry of Education to the Fifth Report of the
Public Accounts (Enterprises) Committee on an examination of the Audited
Financial Statements of the National Schools Dietary Services Limited
(NSDSL) for the financial years 2016 to 2019 and follow-up on the
implementation of the recommendations in the Report of the Auditor
General on a Special Audit of the School Nutrition Programme managed by
NSDSL. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

UNREVISED



Papers Laid 2022.11.04

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Response of the Personnel Department to the Third Report of the Public

Administration and Appropriations Committee on the implementation of the

recommendations of the Twenty-Fourth Report of the Public Administration

and Appropriations Committee on an examination into the Processing of

payment of Pension and Gratuities of Retired Public Officers and Contracted

Employees. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Ministerial Response of the Ministry of Youth Development and National

Service to the Third Report of the Joint Select Committee on Finance and

Legal Affairs on an inquiry into the impact of COVID-19 on the Micro and

Small Enterprises Sector. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Annual Report of the Public Service Commission for the year 2021. [Hon.

C. Robinson-Regis]

Annual Report of the Police Service Commission for the period January 01,

2021 to December 31, 2021. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]

Annual Report of the Statutory Authorities Service Commission for the

period October 01, 2020 to September 30, 2021. [Hon. C. Robinson-Regis]
URGENT QUESTIONS

Trinidad and Tobago Police Service
(Initiatives to Protect Children from Criminal Elements)

Dr. Roodal Moonilal (Oropouche East): Thank you. Thank you very much. To

the Minister of National Security: Having regard to the incident at the Rose Hill

RC Primary School in Laventille, will the Minister state what new and immediate

Initiatives are proposed by the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service to better protect

children at risk to criminal elements at their schools in the so-called hot spots?

Madam Speaker: Minister of National Security.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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The Minister of National Security (Hon. Fitzgerald Hinds): Thank you very
much. Madam Speaker, | have observed that the question emphasizes the word
“new”. That is quite exciting, sounds good, but some of the responses to the crime
situation are not going to be new. There is precious little new under the sun, you
know. But in answer to your question, | had the opportunity, Madam Speaker, to
visit the location, the school, speak with the administrators of the school, the
community, and | did so in the presence of a Deputy Commissioner of Police who
had responsibility for that, and the operations officer of the Trinidad and Tobago
Defence Force since our responses to crime involve the defence force across
Trinidad and Tobago.

| am advised by the Commissioner of Police that what would be done in that
particular area, in light of that unfortunate development around the school, and on
the facts, Madam Speaker, the actual shooting incident took place about 200
metres from the school. The administrators of the school told me in the presence
of the police that they were satisfied that at no stage in that event were the children
at peril of any physical harm, but naturally the sound of gunfire is traumatizing and
troubling for all of us. And the Catholic Board which is the manager for that
particular school, has, over the years, taught the children certain procedures, safety
procedures, whatever the difficulty might be and the children reacted accordingly.

Madam Speaker, the police have advised me that they will impose some
more—and | am aware that there are regular patrols. The community confirmed
that, but of course the police cannot be there all of the time so they propose to
improve and increase the number of—
Madam Speaker: Member, your time is now spent.
Hon. F. Hinds: | am obliged.
Madam Speaker: Member for Oropouche East.
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Dr. Moonilal: Thank you very much. Minister, in light of your response, could
you confirm that you are indeed the author of a Facebook post suggesting that the
video that was circulating was misleading, the children were not in any imminent
danger and therefore the teacher overreacted in the circumstances? Are you the
author of that Facebook post?

Hon. F. Hinds: Madam Speaker, the police have indicated that they intend, driven
by intelligence, to ensure that there are more static patrols. In other words, they
remain on that and surrounding locations far more permanently, Madam Speaker,
and that they intend as well to have some counselling sessions with the staff and
the students and that the IATF Hearts and Minds Programme of the police service
will work with the school to develop and educate and expose the children and the
staff to other things and to reach out of the general community because that
problem is symptomatic of other issues in the general community, as members of
the community indicated.

Madam Speaker, | am satisfied that the police are fully aware of the
goings-on in that area and they have identified the technical solutions they propose
to put in place to create a more safe and comfortable environment for the staff and
the students of the school. Thank you very much.

Madam Speaker: Member for Oropouche East.

Dr. Moonilal: Thank you very much. Minister, could you indicate whether or not
those strategies or the approach you outlined will also be used in other areas where
they may also have a similar circumstance, not only at that particular area?

Hon. F. Hinds: Most certainly. Most certainly. And I can emphasize as well, one
of the major planks in the police’s effort in this matter, and more generally as the
Member has asked, is the question of firearm retrieval. We are struggling to

improve the activity to go out there, intelligence-driven, and find these things
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called “firearms”, take them out of the hands of the criminals and let them join the
7,000 that we already have in hand for destruction after the legal processes of
arrest and charge and conviction of those who were found in possession of them,
Madam Speaker. Thank you.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Educational Institutions
(Programmes to Deal with Psychological Trauma)

Mr. Rodney Charles (Naparima): To the Minister of Education: Given well
publicized reports of events at the Rose Hill Roman Catholic Primary School in
Laventille, will the Minister indicate whether there are programs to deal with
psychological trauma which can affect the learning experiences of students at our
educational institutions?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Education.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
The Minister of Education (Hon. Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly): Madam Speaker,
the Ministry of Education deems the situation that arose at Rose Hill RC Primary
as most traumatic and has implemented the necessary processes to support the
students and teachers. The school has a resident guidance counselor and a
dedicated school social worker has been deployed for the next six weeks to offer
counselling to the students. Students requiring further support would also be
referred to the Developmental, Assessment and Intervention Unit of the SSSD for
deeper therapy and psychological support. This unit is staffed with clinical
psychologists.

The Student Support Services Division will also be working with parents to
offer them focused support in trauma management. The Employee Assistance

Programme has been engaged and has been offering sessions to teachers since the
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event occurred. The school is carded to resume physical operations on
Wednesday, 9" November, with the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service providing
sustained presence for the duration of school days for a period to be determined.
Madam Speaker: Supplemental, Member for—
Mr. Charles: Could the Minister identify the specific co and extracurricular
interventions that are conducted by the Ministry to deal with psychological trauma
such as what was experienced by the students at the school?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Education.
Hon. Dr. N. Gadsby-Dolly: Thank you, Madam Speaker. The counselling
sessions are held by the staff of the SSSD, the clinical psychologists, and they
would intervene with the students as required. In some cases, home visits may be
required to assist the students in dealing with the trauma that has been experienced.
Madam Speaker: Member for Naparima.
Mr. Charles: Could the Minister advise whether actual tests have been or are
being proposed to be conducted to determine whether—and how many students
being exposed to criminal activity affects the learning process?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Education.
Hon. Dr. N. Gadsby-Dolly: Thank you, Madam Speaker. That is exactly what
the psychologists will determine for the students who require such. Not all
students will require it but in the counselling sessions, as they interact with the
students, if deeper intervention is required and so on, that is where the clinical
psychologists will come in to do whatever tests are necessary to assist the students.
Madam Speaker: Only two allowed.

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS
Madam Speaker: Leader of the House.

The Minister of Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille Robinson-
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Regis): Thank you very kindly again, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, there are

20 questions for oral answer, we will be answering 19. | am asking for a two-week

deferral for Question No. 8.

There are five questions for written response, we are answering four, and |

am asking for a two-week deferral for Question No. 24.

10.

25.

WRITTEN ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS

Petrotrin Refinery
(Status of)

Mr. David Lee (Pointe-a-Pierre) asked the hon. Minister of Energy and
Energy Industries:

Given the statements at the recently held ‘Spotlight on the economy’ that
discussions were ongoing with regard to the Petrotrin refinery, will the
Minister give a detailed report on the status of the refinery as well as all
negotiations associated with it?

Expenditure on the Covid-19 Pandemic
(Details of)

Dr. Lackram Bodoe (Fyzabad) asked the hon. Minister of Health:

Will the Minister provide a breakdown of the expenditure on the Covid-19
pandemic for each of the (4) four Regional Health Authorities in Trinidad
for the financial years 2020, 2021 and 2022?

Murder Rate for the Year 2022
(Plans to Implement Measurable Outcomes)

Mr. Rodney Charles (Naparima) asked the hon. Minister of National
Security:

Will the Minister state what specific plans with measurable outcomes will be
implemented to ensure that the murder rate does not exceed 600 for the year
20227
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27,

National Lotteries Control Board
(Details of Positions Held)

Mr. Rodney Charles (Naparima) asked the hon. Minister of Finance:
Will the Minister state:

a. the positions held by Rhoda Bharath at the National Lotteries Control

Board and any other publicly funded State bodies/agencies;

b. the responsibilities for each position held; and

c. the remuneration package for each position held?
Vide end of sitting for written answers

ORAL ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS

The following question stood on the Order Paper in the name of Mr. David

Lee (Pointe-a-Pierre):

Trinidad and Tobago Scrap Iron Dealers Association
(Regulations for)

Could the hon. Minister of Trade and Industry state:

a) whether the Government has held meetings with the Trinidad and
Tobago Scrap Iron Dealers Association (TTSIDA) to create and draft
regulations for the Industry in the last two months; and

b) whether a specific timeline for drafting these regulations have been
proposed in order to allow the industry to recommence operations?

Question, by leave, deferred.

Sir Solomon Hochoy/Uriah Butler Highways
(Broken Cable Barriers)

Dr. Roodal Moonilal (Oropouche East) asked the hon. Minister of Works
and Transport:
Will the Minister indicate what steps are being taken to urgently repair the

miles of broken cable barriers along the Sir Solomon Hochoy and Uriah
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Butler highways?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Works and Transport.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
The Minister of Works and Transport (Sen. The Hon. Rohan Sinanan):
Thank you. Thank you, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, the Highways Division
routinely undertakes cable barrier repairs and maintenance. In fiscal 2022, a total
of 8.3 kilometres of contracted barrier repair was completed with a further four
kilometres of in-house repairs. In fiscal 2023, in-house repairs will continue to an
estimated six kilometres of cable barriers. This is expected to be supplemented by
an additional 18 kilometres of contracted repair to be undertaken by the Highways
Division and the Bridges, Landslips and Traffic Management Unit. Thank you.
Dr. Moonilal: Minister, would you care to tell us the time frame within which this
18 kilometres of work would be done?—when?
Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Thank you. Madam Speaker, the tender for this
portion, my information is that it should be out shortly and we are hoping that by
the end of the first quarter and we should have a contractor on board with it.
Thank you.
Madam Speaker: Member for Oropouche East.
Dr. Moonilal: Minister, in light of the tragic death of WPC Susan Duncan-
Thomas on the 26" of October, arising from the lack of cable barriers, among other
factors of course, would you believe that this programme, fixing that particular
problem requires greater urgency than the six months or four months in which you
are suggesting it be done and what could be done?
Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Thank you again. Madam Speaker, repairs to the
cable barriers are an ongoing process in-house, but whenever we have to go out for

a contractor, we have to go through the proper procurement regulations. At the
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end of the day, this cable barrier, almost everything is imported, and the cable
barriers have been the victim of illegal removal, and also it is a system where if
you touch one part of it, it actually drops for about 1,000 metres. So it is an
ongoing challenge and that is why we have ongoing work taking place on it.
Thank you.

Madam Speaker: Madam for Barataria/San Juan.

Mr. Hosein: Thank you very much. Madam Speaker, can the Minister confirm
whether or not there is an ongoing maintenance exercise in terms of the last
servicing of these barriers?

Madam Speaker: Minister of Works and Transport.

Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Madam Speaker, yes. The in-house crew do have a
regular maintenance on these cable barriers, however, again, it is subjected to
having the parts which are really imported. What the in-house team will do, they
will actually rent the equipment for installation and utilize the in-house labour to
pull the cables, and things like that. The cable barriers, by far, are probably the
most friendly safety element, but it does pose a lot of challenges for us here,
because, again, once you touch one part of it, it drops for about 1,000 metres. |
have had instances where the barriers were removed unlawfully by certain
elements and there are several challenges. But, yes, and we are looking at a
medium and long-term measure to actually enhance the cable barriers going
forward.

Ramai Trace Hindu School
(Completion of)

2. Dr. Roodal Moonilal (Oropouche East) asked the hon. Minister of
Education:
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Will the Minister inform the House of the timetable for completion of the

Ramai Trace Hindu School?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Education.
The Minister of Education (Hon. Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly): Thank you, Madam
Speaker. Madam Speaker, the Ramai Trace Hindu School will be completed as a
part of phase two of the Ministry of Education’s priority school construction and
outfitting programme. The total estimate cost to complete this project is $38.67
million. The National Maintenance Training and Security Company Limited has
advised that the contractor has already been engaged and the required drawings
have been completed. The required funding has been approved and is being
arranged by the Ministry of Finance.

Accordingly, barring unforeseen circumstances, construction work should
commence in December 2022, and the Ramai Trace Hindu School should be
completed within the next year.

Fully Operational CCTV Cameras
(Number and/or Percentage of)

3. Dr. Roodal Moonilal (Oropouche East) asked the hon. Minister of National
Security:
Will the Minister inform the House of the number and/or percentage of
CCTV cameras fully operational at this time?
Madam Speaker: Minister of National Security.
The Minister of National Security (Hon. Fitzgerald Hinds): Thank you again,
Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, according to information received from the
Commissioner of Police as at Octoberl0, 2022, there were 1,796 closed circuit
television cameras installed throughout Trinidad and Tobago. Of this number,

1,123 were, as at that date, fully functional, with 673 considered to be either non-
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functional, or in 356 cases, functional with some limitation, Madam Speaker. It is
Instructive to note that the number of fully functional CCTV cameras continue to
move as it changes on a daily basis, with variations by the hour, sometimes even a
few minutes. CCTV cameras continue to be a major part of the apparatus, the tools
used by National Security and the police service in the fight against crime and the
prevention thereof.

Accordingly, the Ministry of National Security gives the assurance that we
will continue to work with our service providers to ensure that the system operates
far more effectively and continues to serve in the way we envisage. The Ministry
of National Security is also very happily in the process of upgrading and expanding
this network in order to improve efficiency, crime management in this regard. |
thank you, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Member for Oropouche East.

Dr. Moonilal: Thank you very much. Minister, in light of the recent
announcement of the expansion of this programme, could you indicate the time
frame within which the new cameras will be operationalized?

Hon. F. Hinds: Based on my recall, the contractual arrangement provides overall
for, I think, just about two years or so. | am just off my head now, but I can tell
you, it is expected in those contract terms that the system be operational in one
year.

Madam Speaker: Member for Naparima.

Mr. Charles:  Minister, some time ago Yyou indicated that there were
approximately 730 or 40 non-functional CCTVs. One would have thought that
within this time the number should have been reduced significantly. What

assurances do we have that given what you said last time, and the 673 today, that
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we will have functioning CCTVs to allow for efficient functioning of the Trinidad
and Tobago Police Service?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. F. Hinds: Clearly the Member is a simple and linear thinker. | did say in
my response a while ago that the functionality of these items by—you know, they
are instruments; they are technical instruments. They are subjected to vagaries of
strong winds, weather conditions, people taking shots at them, and all manner of
vagaries. Madam Speaker, as a consequence of that, it is on the move. It is
moving all the time. So the Member is thinking that since we spoke in terms of
603 or 604, as he said, you should then have reduced it to 300. But it is a work in
progress. The thing is happening all along. Let me give a quick example; we have
sevenbillion people in the world as we speak but they are not the same seven
billion who would have been here three years ago. Thank you, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Claxton Bay Junior Anglican Primary School
(Details of)

5. Mr. David Lee (Pointe-a-Pierre) asked the hon. Minister of Education:
Given the commitment of the then Minister of Education in 2019 to
construct a new Claxton Bay Junior Anglican Primary School, will the
Minister state:

a) why has construction not been completed; and
b) the timeline for completion?

Madam Speaker: Minister of Education.

The Minister of Education (Hon. Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly): Thank you, Madam

Speaker. Madam Speaker, the Ministry of Education recognizes the need for a

Claxton Bay Junior Anglican Primary School to be rebuilt. Every effort would be
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made to complete this project in fiscal 2023.

Madam Speaker: Member for Pointe-a-Pierre.

Mr. Lee: Thank you, Madam Speaker. It is a follow-up question. Minister, you
said every effort would be made to complete the school in 2022. Could you state if
the school has been started as yet to date, Minister?

Madam Speaker: Minister.

Hon. Dr. N. Gadsby-Dolly: Not at this time.

Madam Speaker: Member for Pointe-a-Pierre.

Mr. Lee: A follow-up question: Based on no construction has started on the
Claxton Bay Junior Anglican Primary School, Madam Speaker, to the Minister, we
have 2022, when do you feel that the school would be completed for the children
of Claxton Bay, Madam Speaker?—Minister.

Hon. Members: Minister.

Hon. Dr. N. Gadsby-Dolly: Madam Speaker, every effort would be made to
complete the project in fiscal 2023.

NiQuan Energy Trinidad Limited
(Details of)

6. Mr. David Lee (Pointe-a-Pierre) asked the hon. Minister of Energy and
Energy Industries:
Having regard to the report in the Express of Sunday, September 11, 2022
that NiQuan has been given clearance by the Ministry to restart its
operations, will the Minister state:
a) when was the investigation of the explosion that took place in April
2021 on the NiQuan compound completed and submitted to the

Minister;
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b) why has the report and findings of this investigation not been made
public;
c) the agencies, state or otherwise, consultants, industry specialists and
all persons involved in the undertaking of this investigation; and
d) whether NiQuan and the Ministry have created a safety plan for
surrounding communities in the event of a disaster?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Energy and Energy Industries.
The Minister of Energy and Energy Industries and Minister in the Office of
the Prime Minister (Hon. Stuart Young): Thank you very much, Madam
Speaker. Madam Speaker, the question was posed by the Member for
Pointe-a-Pierre?
Madam Speaker: Yes.
Hon. S. Young: Okay. Madam Speaker, the report that was completed with
respect to the NiQuan incident by the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries
was completed in March of this year, March 2022. With respect to part b) of the
question for the Member for Pointe-a-Pierre, it is not considered appropriate for the
report to be published at this time, or at all, until the legal implications of doing
that are carefully examined. Further, it is necessary for all concerned to be given a
proper opportunity to review and respond to the many findings of that report and
the recommendations of the investigative team and to take the appropriate action.
2.00 p.m.
With respect to part (c), the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries
appointed an internal team comprising the following persons:
1. Mr.Craig Boodoo, Senior Petroleum Engineer;
2. Ms. Yashi Carrington, Senior Chemical Engineer, (Ag.);
3. Mr. Sean Mahabir, Mechanical Engineer Il, (Ag.);
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4. Ms. Omattee Mathura, Petroleum Inspector Ill;

5. Ms. Neisha Dipnarine, Mechanical Engineer mentee;

6. Mr. Shazil Yarsien, Chemical Engineer, service provider.

This was officially announced previously by the Ministry of Energy and Energy
Industries shortly after the incident, and has been widely reported in the local
media.

Separately, NiQuan has also done an internal investigation. Trinidad and
Tobago Fire Services and OSH Agency indicated that they were conducting
investigations into the said incident.

(d) NiQuan has a facility emergency management plan which covers both
on-site and off-site facilities. Procedures and arrangements are laid down for
liaison with off-site emergency services to secure their assistance with managing
an incident at the NiQuan GTL facility and beyond. These services include fire
services, police, hospital services, as well the EMA and ODPM as appropriate.

In addition to treating with on-site emergencies, the plan provides for a
determination of the neighbouring areas to be affected by an incident, the possible
extent of the effects and a course of action to be taken.

Thank you, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Member for Pointe-a-Pierre.

Mr. Lee: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Thank you, Minister, for your response.
Could the Minister state whether it is official that his Ministry, via the Minister of
Energy and Energy Industries, has given official clearance for NiQuan plant to
restart operation?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. S. Young: The answer is yes, Madam Speaker, because as we all know, and
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as the Member of Parliament should know—perhaps he does not know because he
Is not down there—the plant is operating.

Mr. Lee: As a follow up, Madam Speaker, to the Minister of Energy and Energy
Industries. Minister, could you state if you are aware that NiQuan, from my
records, has met with the fence-line community, especially Battoo Avenue and
Marabella, to ensure that something like this would not happen again, the blast of
April2021?

Hon. S. Young: Madam Speaker, | am not the Member of Parliament for Pointe-
a-Pierre. However, | am part of the regulator for NiQuan. So | am not personally
aware of what NiQuan has done with respect to the fence-line community. But |
am sure a Member of Parliament who is concerned would ascertain that from his
constituents and engage the company if he has any concerns.

Madam Speaker: Member for Naparima.

Mr. Charles: The Minister has given approval for the restart of NiQuan—
Madam Speaker: Do not say, “the Minister”, the Ministry.

Mr. Charles: The Ministry has given approval. Do you not think that it would
have been wise to wait on this report to find out about the safety procedures to
protect the citizenry in the fence-line communities?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. S. Young: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. Unfortunately, the
Member of Parliament for Naparima did not listen to the comprehensive answer. |
stated that the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries’ report is dated
March2022. The plant opened within the past few weeks, which comes way after
March2022. So to answer your question, the plant was opened months after the
report was completed.

Madam Speaker: Member for Couva South.
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Mr. Indarsingh: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. Minister, could you
confirm, taking into consideration that the workplace accident occurred at NiQuan
in the Ministry’s go ahead, that is the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries’ go
ahead to resume operation, did the Ministry collaborate with the Occupational
Safety and Health Agency before it arrived at that decision?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Minister.

Hon. S. Young: Madam Speaker, all of these bodies are independent bodies. |
was not part of the body that was tasked with doing the investigation. So therefore,
| cannot answer that question with any degree of certainty.

Madam Speaker: Member for Pointe-a-Pierre.

Mr. Lee: Thank you, Madam Speaker. As a follow up to the Minister. Minister—
Madam Speaker: No, no, no. We are now on to Question No. 8. Four questions
were asked as a supplemental.

Mr. Lee: | believe that question was deferred. Question No. 8 was deferred.

Madam Speaker: So we go on to—yes, Member for Fyzabad. Thank you.Medical
Services at Hospitals
(Status of)

9. Dr. Lackram Bodoe (Fyzabad) asked the hon. Minister of Health:

Will the Minister provide the status of the following:

a)  the renal dialysis unit at the Couva Hospital,

b)  the cardiac catheterization laboratory at the San Fernando General

Hospital; and

c) therenal dialysis centres to be built at Mt. Hope and San Fernando?
The Minister of Health (Hon. Terrence Deyalsingh): Thank you very much,
Madam Speaker. Good afternoon to you, good afternoon to Members of this
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honourable Chamber.

As of April 12, 2018, the assets of the Couva Medical and Multi-Training
Facility were vested in a special purpose company, the Couva Medical and Multi-
Training Facility Limited, of which the University of the West Indies, UWI, is the
majority shareholder. In this regard, a response does not apply.

Part (b), the cardiac catheterization laboratory project at the San Fernando
General Hospital is listed under the PSIP, the Public Sector Investment
Programme, for fiscal 2023 and is being pursued.

Part (c), the matter of the renal dialysis centres to be built at Mount Hope
and San Fernando are currently before the courts and are therefore sub judice. In
this regard, it will be therefore improper to comment further on this matter. Thank
you very much.

Madam Speaker: Member for Fyzabad.

Dr. Bodoe: Thank you, Minister, for that response. With regard to the cardiac
catheterization laboratory, can you indicate whether there has been any further
progress in terms of tenders being pursued and so on?

Hon. T. Deyalsingh: Yes. Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. So before we
can go out for tender, hon. Member, we are doing a brief on the project. | can tell
you that we asked SWRHA, South-West Regional Health Authority, to do a full
brief on the project, a technical brief. That technical brief is finished and is in my
possession at the Ministry of Health as of last week. We have put together a
technical review committee because we have to decide, for instance, do we want a
floor-mounted C-arm or a ceiling mounted C-arm, what type of imaging system do
we want, do we want hemodynamic monitoring and so on. So we are looking at all
those technical specifications now, before we go out for tender. So | hope that

answers the question, Madam Speaker.
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Madam Speaker: Member for Fyzabad.
Dr. Bodoe: Thank you, Minister. So in view of the fact that the user brief is now
available and the fact that $25 million, if I remember correctly, was allocated in the
PSIP, can you at this point indicate what the projected cost of the unit might be?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Health.
Hon. T. Deyalsingh: So we would not have a cost estimate at this point in time.
What we have at this point in time is the user brief, which is a technical document.
Based on what we decide to go out with, then we would get cost estimates. Right?
So it is a bit premature for me to go down that road but we are pursuing the matter
as vigorously as possible. And since the budget to now, we have done a lot of work
on it, as | have explained. Thank you very much, Madam Speaker.
Madam Speaker: Member for Fyzabad.
Dr. Bodoe: Thank you, Minister, last question, and | am happy to hear that the
process has started, but can you give any commitment or indication of whether this
project is intended to be completed in this upcoming financial year?
Madam Speaker: Minister of Health.
Hon. T. Deyalsingh: Thank you very much. | give the commitment that we are
working very, very assiduously to accomplish the goal. Given what is happening
around the world, and you may find this a little bit repetitive, but medical
equipment around the world, during COVID and now with the Ukraine war, is in
short supply, especially medical equipment coming out of Europe. So if we are to
purchase equipment from Europe versus another part of the world, those are
extracomplexities we have to cover.

So it is difficult to put a time frame, but we are working very hard to finish
this project, if not in fiscal 2023, hopefully by the end of calendar 2023. It may
roll over from one fiscal into the other. Thank you very much.
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: Minister of Works and Transport.

Southern Main Road, California
(Rehabilitative and Drainage Works)

11.  Mr. Rudranath Indarsingh (Couva South) asked the hon. Minister of
Works and Transport:
Will the Minister provide an update on the progress of rehabilitative works,
inclusive of drainage works, on the Southern Main Road between Roop’s
Junction to Savonetta Junction, California?
The Minister of Works and Transport (Sen. The Hon. Rohan Sinanan):
Thank you, Madam Speaker. The Southern Main Road between Roop’s Junction
and Savonetta Junction is approximately 6.3 kilometres in length. In-house
patching work with hot mix asphalt is routinely conducted using resources from
the Highways Division. Such work was last undertaken on Augustl6, 2022.
Further patching work in this location was completed last week. The existing drain
system along the Southern Main Road, between Roop’s Junction and Savonetta
Junction, is a combination of covered box drains and earthen drains. Manual
cleaning of drains is done as part of the routine maintenance conducted by the
Ministry. An exercise to desilt these drains via mechanical means is scheduled to
be undertaken in the first quarter of 2023. Thank you.
Mr. Indarsingh: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker, and | would like to
thank the Minister for his response. But a major part of this road leads to the port
of Point Lisas, and to know that a main road like this is being spot-patched by a
Ministry, could we—Minister, could you inform this House whether the
constituents of Couva South and the stakeholders who use the port of Point Lisas

can look forward to a full rehabilitation of this portion of the roadway—
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. Member: “Pave de road properly, man.”

Mr. Indarsingh:—taking into consideration that the Minister of Works and
Transport has given $200 million to the PURE division of the Ministry of Works
and Transport and an additional $200 million to the Secondary—

Madam Speaker: Member, we are lost in your question.

Mr. Indarsingh:—Road and Rehabilitation Company?

Madam Speaker: Member, we are lost in your question. We are really lost in the
guestion.

Mr. Indarsingh: | am asking the Minister, Madam Speaker, given the fiscal
allocations of over $450 million for 2023, when will there be a full restoration of
that portion of the Southern Main Road in California?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Madam Speaker, | do not know the figures. | can
account for figures at the Ministry of Works and Transport. From the budget
allocated to the Ministry of Works and Transport, the Ministry will do its
endeavour best to ensure that that money is well spent and spread around Trinidad
and Tobago. Once funding is available, then a full restoration of all the roads in
Trinidad and Tobago will be undertaken. Thank you.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Member for Couva South.

Mr. Indarsingh: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. | ask these questions
with a lot of trepidation based on the announcements of the Minister of Finance
because he told the Minister of Local Government and Rural Development he has
money to do work.

Madam Speaker: Are you asking a question? Member, if you do not wish to ask
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the question, | can go on to Question No. 16.

Mr. Indarsingh: | am willing to ask the question, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: So please ask the question.

Mr. Indarsingh: 26,000 constituents of Couva South are—

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Mr. Indarsingh: They want to get answers.

Mr. Hinds: The Speaker is on her legs.

Madam Speaker: Member, you are a seasoned Member. We are in question
time, either ask the question as listed here or we will defer to somebody else. |
believe you are now on—are you asking a supplemental under 11 or are you going
on to 127

Mr. Indarsingh: | am on question 12, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Question 12. Yes.Mission Road, Freeport
(Pothole Repairs)

12.  Mr. Rudranath Indarsingh (Couva South) asked the hon. Minister of
Works and Transport:
Will the Minister state when the potholes along Mission Road, Freeport
between St. Mary’s Junction to Freeport Police Station will be repaired?
The Minister of Works and Transport (Sen. The Hon. Rohan Sinanan):
Thank you again, Madam Speaker. The Freeport Mission Road between St.
Mary’s Junction and Freeport Police Station is approximately 1.1 kilometres in
length. In-house patching work with hot asphalt mix is routinely conducted using
the resources of the Highways Division. Such work was last undertaken in June30,
2022.
Additional contracted spot-patching along this section of Freeport Mission
Road was conducted on October 19, 2022. Thank you.
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Madam Speaker: Member for Couva South.

Mr. Indarsingh: Madam Speaker, the Member for Laventille West is—

Ms. Ameen: Behaving badly!

Mr. Indarsingh:—using language that is not comfortable to my ears.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: All right. | do not know what discomfort to your ears means, let
us get on with the business. We have many questions. | am sure your colleagues
want the opportunity to ask theirs and you know we have limited time. Okay? So,
you are asking a supplemental or are you going on?

Mr. Indarsingh: Yes. Minister, taking into consideration that there are over 100
potholes along this stretch of road, could you inform this House what portion of
your Ministry’s allocation will be utilized in fiscal 2023 to fully rehabilitate the
portion of this road?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Sen. The Hon. Rohan Sinanan: Again, Madam Speaker, additional contracted
spot-patching was done on October 19, 2022, and these projects are revisited from
time to time as funding is available. You must accept and understand that we have
a new company now, the secondary roads company, where a lot of the secondary
roads will be taken up by that company, and the Ministry now can concentrate on
the roads under the Ministry of Works and Transport. We give the assurance that
we will spend all the money allocated to us throughout Trinidad and Tobago.
Thank you.

Madam Speaker: Member for Couva South.

Mr. Indarsingh: Madam Speaker, just for clarity, Minister, because | heard you
referred to the Secondary Road Rehabilitation and Improvement Company—

Mr. Hinds: Not “socondary”, secondary.
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Ms. Ameen: “Oh God, behave yuhself nah, man.”

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Mr. Indarsingh: Madam Speaker, it is important the constituents of Couva
South—

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Mr. Indarsingh: Laventille West “does” get every—

Madam Speaker: Members, | am having great difficulty, I am having great
difficulty in hearing. Member for Couva South, would you ask your question,
please?

Mr. Indarsingh: Yes. Madam Speaker, for the benefit of the Minister, and taking
into consideration, Minister, that you referred to the Secondary Road and
Rehabilitation Company, could you just clarify whether this road will be handed
over to that particular company or it remains under your Ministry, taking into
consideration it is a main road which falls under the Ministry of Works and
Transport?

Madam Speaker: Minister.

Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Madam Speaker, it is clear that the roads that fall
under the Ministry of Works and Transport remain under the Ministry of Works
and Transport, and the secondary roads company will deal with roads that fall
under the municipal corporations. | think that is clear. What | did refer to is that
now the Ministry can concentrate on the roads that are specific to the Ministry of
Works and Transport. Thank you.

Madam Speaker: Member for Couva North.

Mr. Ratiram: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. To the hon. Minister:
Minister, this same piece of road from St. Mary’s Junction to the Freeport Police

Station, you will agree that one of the major reasons for those potholes is the poor
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drainage and the accumulation of water, especially in front of Rampersad Medical
and so forth. And several site visits would have been conducted by representatives
from the Ministry of Works and Transport—

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Madam Speaker: You have 15 seconds to ask the question. Please ask the
question.

Mr. Ratiram: Thank you very much, Madam. Hon. Minister, can you advise
when the drainage along this roadway is going to be solved, so that we will have
proper run-off of the water and it would not accumulate to create more flooding
and more potholes?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Thank you. Madam Speaker, drainage, we
recognize, is a very important part of road rehabilitation. And alongside the spot-
patching and so, drainage is always taken into consideration. And if there is the
need for improvement in the drainage, it will be programmed. Thank you.

Madam Speaker: Member for Couva South.

Camden Road
(Pothole Repairs)

13.  Mr. Rudranath Indarsingh (Couva South) asked the hon. Minister of Rural
Development and Local Government:
Will the Minister state when repairs to the potholes along Camden Road,
between Exchange Junction to Rivulet Road Junction, Couva will
commence?

The Minister of Rural Development and Local Government (Hon. Faris Al-

Rawi): Thank you, and | thank the hon. Member for the question. The particular

road at Camden Road, between Exchange Junction and Rivulet Road Junction,
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Couva, does not fall under the remit of the Ministry of Rural Development and
Local Government, nor is it vested in the Couva/Tabaquite/Talparo Regional
Corporation. However, with the Ministry and the cooperation of its collaborative
efforts with the Ministry of Works and Transport, in particular the PURE division
and the municipal corporation, we can perhaps look at a different approach to
undertaking this.

| should remind, as | have had direct discussions with the hon. Member who
has presented this question, who has raised this to my attention previously, the
secondary road repair company is also having a look at this.

And lastly, I would say, please bear in mind that | have publicly announced
the vesting orders as a matter of priority for municipal corporations, so that the
corporations can have vested responsibility to arrange this.

Mr. Indarsingh: Thank you very much, Minister. As | pose this particular
guestion, | received 10 photographs which | cannot display, of the number of
potholes along this Camden Road. In fact, the mother of all potholes in Trinidad
and Tobago is located on this road. Taking into consideration what you have just
indicated, could you indicate when this road, in terms of the rehabilitation, will
indeed be undertaken by the Secondary Road Rehabilitation and Improvement
Company limited?

Madam Speaker: Minister of Rural Development and Local Government.

Hon. F. Al-Rawi: Thank you, Madam Speaker. And for the benefit of the
listening population, through you, just to assure you that the Ministry and the hon.
Member for the constituency, we have been in constant communication on this
road. So | acknowledge that we have had significant amounts of position of
explaining how the works are going to come, and this is for the public record.

Just to assure, that there are three potentials for this solution. Number one,
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of course, is in applying the $429million that we just got in the budget across the
corporation because there is a Head under the municipal corporation, roads,
rehabilitation and bridges. So that is option one.

Option two is going to be via the secondary road repair company. As you
know it was recently capitalized and we are taking aggressive steps. We have, in
fact, done the survey of the works already in anticipation of being able to get to the
work through that company.

Number three, of course, there is the assistance that the Ministry of Works
and Transport has been giving, notwithstanding the fact that it does not have
jurisdiction over it. The Minister of Works and Transport has been assisting us
tremendously.

The last thing that | would say is that the hon. Member is well aware that we
have also had other discussions, he and I, in relation to the repair of a critical
bridge, which was indicated as a greater priority in interest to that constituency,
and which we have already engineered and is going out for scope.

So, in summary, we are juggling the money. We are trying to find the
opportunity. We got extra money in the appropriations for developmental
programmes in the budget, as everyone is well aware, and we are now days into the
receipt of that money. But | give my assurance that | am keeping my eyes
personally on the project as well as other projects that other Members have raised
on both sides of the House to the Ministry.

Mr. Indarsingh: Thank you much, Madam Speaker. | appreciate the response of
the Minister. And taking into consideration that the road leads to the port of Point
Lisas and also to the Point Lisas Business Park, where $690 million is being spent
by this Government, | hope that the wisdom of rehabilitating both roads is put on

the front burner. Thank you very much.
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Madam Speaker: Question? Member for Couva South, that is the question?
Mr. Indarsingh: Yes. Thank you.
Madam Speaker: Member for Chaguanas East.

Scrap Iron Workers
(Applications for Grants)

16. Ms. Vandana Mohit (Chaguanas East) asked the hon. Minister of Social
Development and Family Services:
Will the Minister state the number of applications for grants received to date
by her Ministry from scrap-iron workers since her public announcement of
their eligibility on August 24, 2022?
The Minister of Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille Robinson-
Regis): Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. On behalf of the Minister of
Social Development and Family Services, there are no applications from anyone in
that category.
Madam Speaker: Member for Chaguanas East.
Ms. Mohit: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Given the Minister’s response, may |
ask whether any consideration has been given by officials of the Ministry to
convene a meeting with this category, the scrap iron workers, to further guide these
workers as to how they can access the grants announced by the Minister?
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: Member, | will not allow that as a supplemental question,
having regard to the original question asked and the response given.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Ms. Mohit: Thank you, Madam Speaker. To the Minister responding, would the
Ministry be considering at any point in time, a temporary location, possibly a

community centre, in order to process these workers’ applications, if eligible?
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Madam Speaker: Member, again, | would not allow that. It is presumptive
having regard to what the original response was.

Madam Speaker: Member for Caroni East.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Kelly Village, Caroni
(Measures to Cease Crime and Murders)

17. Dr. Rishad Seecheran (Caroni East) asked the hon. Minister of National

Security:

Will the Minister inform this House what measures will be taken to cease the

escalating crime and murders in Kelly Village, Caroni?

The Minister of National Security (Hon. Fitzgerald Hinds): Thank you yet
again, Madam Speaker. Based on information received from the Commissioner of
Police, the Central Division Task Force and the Emergency Response Patrol Unit,
recently retooled, retrained and equipped for all kinds of eventualities, they have
together been given particular and focused responsibility in relation to the area
identified as Kelly Village, as Kelly Village has come to be identified by the police
experts as one of the hotspot zones in the country.

In addition, the Emergency Response Police Unit and other assets of the
Trinidad and Tobago Police Service, driven by the intelligence element within the
police service and outside of it, have been redeployed to augment the usual patrols
in that community. In this regard, the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service has
been focusing a large chunk of its resources on Kelly Village and environs, in
order to alleviate the incidence of violent crime, as has been reported within recent
times in that area.

Thank you very warmly, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Member for Caroni East.
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Dr. Seecheran: Minister, will the children of the St. David’s Roman Catholic
Primary School in Kelly Village be given training in how to react when faced with
an active shooter and gun fire?

Madam Speaker: Member, | will not allow that as a supplemental question.

Dr. Seecheran: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Minister, when will a police post be
stationed in Kelly Village to allow the law enforcement officers to curb the
proliferation of murders?

Hon. F. Hinds: Madam Speaker, that type of decision-making is quite properly
left by this Government to the Commissioner of Police and the experts in the
police service, who would assess the situation and make that kind of determination.
That is not a matter for the Minister of National Security.

Madam Speaker: Member for Caroni East.

Dr. Seecheran: Minister, have any of the newly acquired CCTV cameras been
allocated for the Kelly Village and the Caroni South Bank Road area?

Madam Speaker: Member, again, having regard to the type of question you
asked and the answers given, | am not going to allow that as a supplemental
guestion. Member for Caroni East.

Dr. Seecheran: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Minister, is a gun amnesty on the
cards and will be offered to these with illegal firearms in central Trinidad?

Madam Speaker: Similar position.

Hon. F. Hinds: [Inaudible]—to ask a proper question.

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Madam Speaker: Member. Okay. So, hon. Members, the time for Questions on
Notice has now been spent. Pursuant to Standing Order 29(10), | have been
advised by the Whip that the unanswered questions will be postponed to the next

sitting.
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Question time having expired, the following questions (18, 19, 23, 26, 28,

29, 30, 31) were not dealt with:

18.

19.

23.

26.

28.

Longdenville Presbyterian School
(Permanent Location for)

Will the hon. Minister of Education provide the status of the proposed plan
to move the Longdenville Presbyterian School from the Jerningham
Community Centre to a permanent location? [Dr. Seecheran]

Lalloo Trace, Cunupia
(Construction of Bridge)

Will the hon. Minister of Agriculture, Land and Fisheries provide an update
on the status of the proposed plan to construct a bridge at Lalloo Trace,
Cunupia? [Dr. Seecheran]

Tuta Absoluta (Leafminer)
(Strategies to Combat)

Will the hon. Minister of Agriculture, Land and Fisheries advise what
actions or strategies have been instituted to combat the Tuta absoluta
(leafminer) pest? [Ms. Mohit]

Trinidad and Tobago Coast Guard Incident
(Status of Investigation)

Will the hon. Minister of National Security provide an update on the status
of the investigation into the incident at sea involving the Trinidad and
Tobago Coast Guard and a Venezuelan vessel that resulted in the death of a
Venezuelan baby on February 6, 2022? [Mr. Charles]

Switzerland Visit
(Details of)
Will the hon. Prime Minister state the names and positions of all the

technical officers in the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries and/or
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29.

30.

31.

other Ministries who accompanied him on his recent official visit to
Switzerland? [Mr. Charles]

Digital Society Programme
(Details of)

With regard to the budgetary allocation of $15 Million for the
Implementation of the Digital Society Programme in the financial year 2022,
will the hon. Minister of Digital Transformation state:
a) the status of this Programme;
b)  the number of sectors fully digitalized to date; and
C) how the number of fully digitalized sectors impact the
achievement of the objectives of the programme? [Mr. Paray]

Micro and Small Enterprises
(Policy to Aid)
In light of the continued closure of a number of small businesses as a

consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, will the hon. Minister of Trade
and Industry identify whether any policy was formulated over the past year
to aid Micro and Small Enterprises? [Mr. Paray]

Bitumen Shortage
(Plans to End)

Will the hon. Minister of Works and Transport state what specific plans with
measureable outcomes are being taken to bring an end to the current

shortage of bitumen? [Mr. Paray]

Madam Speaker: The Attorney General.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Attorney General’s Budget Debate Contribution
(Clarification on)
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The Attorney General and Minister of Legal Affairs (Sen. The Hon. Reginald
Armour SC): Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, with
your leave under Standing Order 19(m), | wish today by personal explanation to
clarify an earlier utterance of mine in this honourable House.

On the 14" of October,2022, in my contribution to the budget debate then,
and with reference to the Senior Citizens’ Pension (Amdt.) Bill, | said among other
things, that that Bill:

“...intended to update and modernize the senior citizens’ pension scheme,

and to complement the proposed increase of the age of retirement from 60 to

65 years...”

Hansard, page 153, on the 14" of October, 2022.
2.30 p.m.

Insofar as that statement was understood to mean that the Government, of
which | am proud to be a part, has already taken a decision to increase the age of
retirement from 60 to 65 years, that is not correct. | wish today to place on record
that the Government is actively engaged in soliciting feedback from stakeholders
on an increase in the retirement age to 65, which has been a recommendation of the
actuaries of the National Insurance Board for many years in order to preserve the
integrity of the National Insurance Fund. Thank you, Madam Speaker, for the
opportunity to clarify my previous statement.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
FINANCE BILL, 2022

A Bill to make provisions of a financial nature and other related matters [The

Minister of Finance]; read the first time.

Motion made: That the next stage be taken later in the proceedings. [Hon. C.
Imbert]
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Question put and agreed to.
CIVIL AVIATION (AMDT.) BILL, 2022

A Bill to amend the Civil Aviation Act, Chap.49:03 [The Minister of Works
and Transport]; read the first time.
Madam Speaker: The Minister of Works and Transport.
The Minister of Works and Transport (Sen. The Hon. Rohan Sinanan):
Madam Speaker, in accordance with Standing Order 64(1)(b), | beg to move that
the next stage of the Civil Aviation Bill, 2022 be taken on Wednesday, November
09, 2022. | thank you.
Madam Speaker: Okay. The Minister of Works and Transport, I will ask you
again to address us on this item.
Sen. The Hon. R. Sinanan: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, in
accordance with Standing Order 64(1)(b), | beg to move that the next stage of the
Civil Aviation (Amdt.) Bill, 2022 be taken on Friday, November 11, 2022.

Question put and agreed to.

JOINT SELECT COMMITTEE
(APPOINTMENT OF)

Madam Speaker: Leader of the House.
The Minister of Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille
Robinson-Regis): Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, my
apologies. Madam Speaker, having regard to the decision of the House made
pursuant to Standing Order 79(3) regarding the resumption of proceedings on a
Bill, | beg to move that the Representation of the People (Amdt.) (No. 2) Bill, 2020
be referred to a Joint Select Committee hereby established.
Be it resolved that this committee be mandated to adopt the work of the Joint
Select Committee in the Second Session and report by March 31, 2023.
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And be further resolved that subject to the concurrence of this Senate on the
establishment of the Joint Select Committee on the Representation of the
People (Amdt.) (No. 2) Bill, 2020, that this House appoint the following six
Members to sit with an equal number from the Senate on this committee:

Mrs. Camille Robinson-Regis ~ Member

Mr. Colm Imbert Member
Mr. Fitzgerald Hinds Member
Ms. Shamfa Cudjoe Member
Mr. Saddam Hosein Member
Mr. Davendranath Tancoo Member

Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: Thank you, Madam Speaker.
Question put and agreed to.
FINANCE BILL, 2022
Madam Speaker: The Minister of Finance.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
The Minister of Finance (Hon. Colm Imbert): Thank you, Madam Speaker. |
beg to move:

That a Bill to make provisions of a financial nature and other related matters

be now read a second time.

Madam Speaker, before you and the House is the Finance Bill, 2022 and the
purpose of the Finance Bill, 2022 is to put in place some of the fiscal measures that
were announced in this honourable House on September the 26™, 2022 and some
other significant measures. The Bill contains 13 clauses, the majority of which
seek to implement the tax amnesty mentioned in the 2023 Budget Statement. From
the outset, it is important to highlight that this Bill addresses some, as | have said

before, and not all of the fiscal and other measures announced in the statement.
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This is not by accident but by design as the proposed tax amnesty is to be

effective from November the 14" 2022 while most of the other measures are
intended to be effective on January the 1%, 2023. Ant at this time | wish to signal
that in December it is my intention to bring before this House the Finance Bill,
2022 (No. 2) which will deal with matters such as the supplementary petroleum tax
adjustments and so on.
As a result of the fact—Dbecause of the fact that the amnesty is intended to take
effect on the 14" November, there was a need to formulate, prepare and bring this
Bill to Parliament in the shortest time possible after presenting the 2023 Budget
Statement to ensure a smooth start date for the amnesty of November 14, 2022. As
| have stated before, the other measures will commence on January 01, 2023. |
now intend to look at the Bill on a themed basis.

Clause 1 is self-explanatory, needs no further explanation, except to say that
it contains the short title of the Bill as the Finance Act, 2022. With respect to the
tax amnesty, in recent memory, Madam Speaker, there have been tax amnesties in
Trinidad and Tobago during the years 2000, 2007, 2010, 2015, 2016, 2019, and
2021. This amnesty is therefore the eighth of its kind over the last 22 years. For
the benefit of Members and the population at large, allow me to give a brief
overview of this matter.

A tax amnesty as it has become known in local parlance, can be described in
its simplest terms as follows: a period during which a taxpayer may remedy his tax
liability owed to the State without having to incur interest and penalties for the late
payment of taxes or associated with late filings. It is important to note that this
amnesty does not result in a reduction of the tax liability owed. It only affects
interest and penalties.

If one looks at the whole point of interest and penalties, one may theorize
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that the purpose of interest and penalties is to coerce taxpayers into meeting their
tax liabilities within the time periods established in law. The rationale is, make
your filings on time, settle your tax payments on time or you will be exposed to
further expense through interest and penalties. For example, the prevailing rate of
interest under section 103 of the Income Tax Act is set at 20 per cent per annum.
While the prevailing rate of penalty under section 54 of the Value Added Tax Act
Is set at 8 per cent of the amount outstanding per month or part of a month.

Interest on penalty under the tax laws is therefore no light matter. There are
serious financial consequences associated with late payment of taxes and late
filings. Having said this, | take note that there are those in society who
intentionally evade the payment of taxes and in some instances seek to defraud the
State of revenue. My views on this matter need to be made clear.

The remedy for intentionally evading the payment of taxes or defrauding the
State of revenue is enforcement action before the courts. There is no middle
ground, straddling of the fence, halfway house or blowing hot and cold when it
comes to that type of activity, tax fraud. The State must do its part to bring those
perpetrators to justice and interest and penalties in this context can be viewed as a
deterrent in the first instance. For those intent in engaging in criminality, let me
say that, that I am not convinced that interest and penalties scare these individuals
into compliance. After all, their intent is to commit fraud, so prosecution and jail
time is far more effective for such persons.

| also take note that there is a case where a taxpayer does not intentionally
set out to avoid paying their tax liabilities on time, with the result that this failure
nevertheless occurs for one reason or another. A taxpayer may have difficulty in
paying their tax liabilities on time, perhaps because they have difficulties finalizing

their accounts. This may happen for all sorts of reasons, some of which are beyond
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the control of the taxpayer; missing documentation, the provision of late TD4s and
the singular reason why we are doing this amnesty at the time, cash flow problems.
Because we recognize that during the period of COVID-19 from March 2020, right
through to 2021, many businesses, particularly small businesses were so cash-
challenged that they had to make decisions as to what they would do with their
cash flow. Regrettably several businesses found themselves in difficulty because
they had to focus on mandatory expenses, rent, salaries and so on and therefore fell
behind in the payments of their taxes.

As a responsible Government we recognized that this is factual and
therefore, although we had an amnesty last year, towards the end of that amnesty
period many small businesses contacted the Ministry of Finance and asked us to
extend the period but that was not appropriate at that time.

They asked for an extension because they were scrambling to put their
accounts together after the damage done by COVID and were unable to meet the
deadline to pay their taxes. So that this amnesty in particular is designed to help
those businesses that were adversely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.

So, | want to reiterate that the amnesty does not waive the actual tax owed
itself. It simply waives the interest and penalties and we have found over the years
that amnesties result in increased revenue to the State. Just give me one second,
Madam Speaker.

| asked the Board of Inland Revenue to give me records with respect to
collections in the various tax amnesties since 2010. And there was a tax amnesty
from the 8"—the 9" August, 2010 to the 6" of January, 2011; and then another one
in 2015; another one in 2016; one in 2019; and one in 2021. The 2010 amnesty,
2010 into 2011 amnesty, resulted in a collection of $1,619,655,954. So
$1.6billion. The 2014/2015 amnesty resulted in a collection of $2,482,428,293.
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The 2016 amnesty resulted in a collection of $766,723,186. The 2019 amnesty
netted $1,185,933,739. And the 2021 amnesty netted $1,129,518,000. So over the
years the Government has collected—various governments over the last seven
years, six/seven years have collected over $5 billion in amnesties and that has
assisted the Government’s revenue and the Government’s cash flow.

And in all amnesties we have had very long queues at the Inland Revenue
Division, particularly on the last day. You know Trinidadians and Tobagonians,
how they operate, last minute. But be that as it may, and just let me correct one
statement | gave there because | realize that when | was reading it, it did not seem
to jell with my own memory. In 2019 we actually collected $2.4 billion. We were
looking for $1 billion and we collected $2.4 billion in 2019 and that assisted us, no
end, with our cash flow issues in 2019.

In the recently concluded 2021 tax amnesty, a total of 25,920 taxpayers
availed themselves of the opportunity offered by the State. That is the last amnesty
where we collected $1.1 billion. For this tax amnesty we are being quite
conservative. We are forecasting that we will collect $680million. And if what
happened in 2019 happens in 2022/2023, then the actual collection of revenue
could be as much as twice that figure. We expect at least, 30,000 taxpayers to
benefit from this amnesty and we shall see how it goes. But we do believe that it is
necessary to assist those businesses that had difficulty during the COVID period.

| also remember on a previous occasion that Members opposite who also
Implemented tax amnesties while they were in government twice, said that what
we were doing—and one has to wonder what they were doing—was that we were
giving people a “bligh”. We were trying to help friends and big business. We
were condoning criminality. So | wonder what happened in the 2010 to 2011

amnesty and the 2014 to 2015 amnesty. Was that what was going on during those
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amnesties? So those statements are just scandalous in the extreme and they are
wholly inaccurate. Every tax amnesty is limited to the period of the amnesty. And
If you do not settle your taxes during this time, the interest and penalties you will
be reinstated and additionally, you will have to pay accumulated interest and
penalties. And | want to repeat again, that the amnesty does not reduce your tax
liability.

The amnesty is available to all taxpayers. So there is no particular
individual who is getting a benefit. There is no favouritism, there is no nepotism
involved in an amnesty. It is across the board to every single taxpayer in Trinidad
and Tobago, the hundreds of thousands of taxpayers. It is not a get-out-of-jail card
because most tax offences carry terms of imprisonment that may be imposed at the
discretion of a judge. A tax amnesty does not interfere with that discretion nor
does it interfere with the Board of Inland Revenue’s ability to pursue criminal
conduct. In other words, criminals who are pursuing tax fraud can be prosecuted
before, during and after a tax amnesty. It makes no difference.

So turning to the Bill, clauses 4, 8(b), 9(b), 10 and 11, implement a tax
amnesty for the period November14, 2022 to February the 17", 2023. And as in
the past this date can be extended by order. This amnesty is consistent with all of
the amnesties that have come before and it has all the features of previous
amnesties.

What clauses 4, 8(b), 9(b), 10 and 11 of the Bill amend respectively are the
Registration of Clubs Act, the Income Tax Act, the Value Added Tax Act, the
Stamp Duty Act and the Property Tax Act to introduce the tax amnesty.

It should be noted that the amnesty also extends to the following laws
because they are linked to the provisions of Income Tax Act. So there is a

particular provision in the Income Tax Act that extends to the following Acts: the
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Corporation Tax Act, the Unemployment Levy Act, the Petroleum Taxes Act, the
Health Surcharge Act, the Miscellaneous Taxes Act, and Tourism Development
Act. So | trust | have properly explained what we are about.

Moving on now, clause 2 of the Bill which is the fourth theme, seeks to
amend the Commissioner of Affidavits Act to bring an increase in fees relating to a
number of items as follows: for the service or a document of appointment of
commissioner of affidavits, the old fee was $200. It is now $400; it is now
proposed to be $400. For swearing an affidavit the old fee was $2.50. The
proposed fee is now $10. With respect to each exhibit attached to an affidavit, the
old fee was 50 cents. It will now be $2.50.

With respect to the appointment, anniversary of appointment of a
commissioner of affidavits which is paid into the Consolidated Fund, the old fee
was $100. The new proposed fee is $200. These fees for the commissioners of
affidavits were last adjusted in 1993, almost 30 years ago. We therefore consider
the increases quite reasonable. And while | do not have much personal experience
with commissioners of affidavits, | am told that there are some commissioners of
affidavits who did not comply with the prescribed fees in the Commissioner of
Affidavits Act. And | guess the reason was that they felt it was not cost effective
to do so. | certainly hope now that we have adjusted these fees, that they will
comply with the law.

Now, if | go to, by way of an analogy, there have been two practice
directions, practice guides to the assessment of cost for the legal profession, one in
2007 and one in 2015. Whereas the commissioners of affidavits fees have not been
adjusted for almost 30 years. Clause 2 of the Bill therefore seeks to deal with that.

Clause 3 of the Bill, and this is important, seeks to increase fees relative to

the issue of licences, certificates and permits under the Firearms Regulations by
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100 per cent. And, Madam Speaker, may | ask how much more time do | have?
Madam Speaker: Your full time ends as 3:22:06.
Hon. C. Imbert: That is about 27 minutes. Thank you. With the exception of the
fees for pepper spray, all other fees for firearms user’s licences, certificates and
permits were last adjusted in 1993, again, nearly 30 years ago. The fees will be
adjusted as follows. The fee for a firearm user’s licence, the old fee was $150,
dating back to 1993. We are now proposing $300. For a member of a rifle
association, the fee for the user’s licence will move from $20 to $40. For a firearm
user’s licence for a shotgun, the fee will move from $120 to $240. For firearm
user’s employee’s certificate, the fee will move from $80 to $160. For a fircarm
user’s employee certificate shotgun, it will move from $50 to $100. For a fircarm
user’s employee’s certificate, a revenue officer or other public officer, the fee was
zero. It will remain zero. For firearm dealer’s licence, the old fee, $500, that is
moving to $1,000. A gunsmith’s licence, the old fee is $100. That is moving to
$200. The firearm disposal permit, there is no fee and it will remain at no fee. A
firearm import permit per firearm, the old fee was $5. This shall now be $10.
Permit to take firearm abroad, the old fee was $5. This will now be $10 per
firearm. For variation of a licence, a permit a certificate, the old fee was $10, it
will now be $20. For a duplicate, copy of any licence, certificate or permit for
which a fee is payable, the old fee was $20, it will now be $40. For renewal of a
firearm user’s licence, the old fee was $250, this is moving to $500. A pepper
spray import permit, the old fee was $50, this is moving to $100. And a pepper
spray permit moves from $50 to $100.

There are some other fees that we will deal in the Finance (No. 2) Bill, and
that will be the increase in a user licence fee for a weapon called an assault

weapon. And we will need to tighten up the Firearms Act to properly define what
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exactly is an assault weapon. | did my own research and in the United States, for
example, an assault weapon is defined as a semiautomatic weapon that can
discharge a significant number of rounds in a short period of time. But we will get
a proper legal, scientific definition for this and we are going to increase the fee for
a user’s licence for assault weapons significantly.

With respect to oil pollution the current fine for the discharge of oil from a
vessel in Trinidad and Tobago waters is only $10,000. | recall some years ago that
the Ministry of Energy and Energy Industries had to clean up an oil spill down in
the Chaguaramas area. And in fact, | saw that spill myself and there was oil
everywhere in the Chaguaramas area. And the fine for that is just $10,000. We are
increasing that to $100,000 in section 3(1) of the Oil Pollution of Territorial
Waters Act. And in fact, as | look at this | remember that it cost us $2million to
clean up that oil spill in Chaguaramas some years ago.

We all know oil pollution has a devastating effect on marine life and on those who
depend on the ocean for their livelihood such as fishermen, divers, tour operators,
athletes and so on. So that we do not consider increasing the fine from $10,000 to
$100,000 to be a punitive measure. In fact, as | look at it, it is significantly less
than what it costs the State to clean up these oil spills.

3.00 p.m.

With respect to the valuation of land, | did mention this in my budget
statement. Clause 6 of the Bill seeks to include three new sources from which the
Commissioner of Valuations can obtain information under the Valuation of Land
Act for the purpose of the valuation of land in Trinidad and Tobago. It is
well-known, it is a matter of public comment, that the Commissioner of Valuations
has been on a drive to obtain information on land and properties given the

commissioner’s responsibility under the Act to prepare a valuation role. To this
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end, the commissioner in the latter part of 2021 put out a public notice in
accordance with section 29 of the Valuation of Land Act requiring every person in
possession of lands and/or buildings in Trinidad and Tobago to furnish the
commissioner with a return containing the particulars required by the
commissioner. The commissioner was forced to extend this deadline a number of
times in order to give owners of land the opportunity to comply with this
mandatory public notice. Several land owners chose not to comply. That is
another matter.

But apart from obtaining information by way of a public notice, the
commissioner can also access relevant information from other entities under the
Act. In this regard, section 14 of the Act already permits the commissioner to
request information from the Board of Inland Revenue, the Registrar General, the
Registrar of the Supreme Court, and an officer employed in or in connection with a
department of government other than the department concerned with the
administration of the Tax Act.

We are looking for certainty, Madam Speaker. So the amendment being
proposed under clause 6 would require that the entities listed in the clause furnish
the commission with information in their possession. So we are adding the
following, and that is to section 14 of the Valuation of Land Act:

“...the Trinidad and Tobago Postal Corporation established under the

Trinidad and Tobago Postal Corporation Act;

...the Water and Sewerage Authority established under the Water and

Sewerage Act;

...the Trinidad and Tobago Electricity Commission established under the

Trinidad and Tobago Electricity Commission Act; or

...an  officer employed by or in  connection  with...”
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—TTPost, WASA or T&TEC.

To clarify, when one looks at section 16(1) of the Valuation of Land Act, a
valuation role is required to contain, among other things, the following
information:

“...the name and postal address of the owner;”

...the situation, description and measurement or the area of the land;

...the address of the land;

...the unique land identification number or other number by which the land

is identified;”

The information in the possession of TTPost, WASA and T&TEC may in all
probability assist with the preparation and the accuracy of the valuation role
because we will now have three independent databases to cross-reference the
information that has been submitted to the commissioner, and is also already
available to the commissioner from the records. And | want to point out that by
law the Commissioner of Valuations is required to produce the valuation role. It
must be as accurate as possible, and must contain all of the information that I just
spoke about. So that the starting point for the compilation or the preparation of the
valuation role is to allow the Commissioner of Valuations to have the information
required under the Valuation of Land Act.

There is also one other feature that exists in clause 6 of the Bill, and this
relates to the form of information to be furnished to the Commissioner of
Valuations and the time frame to submit the information to the commissioner.
What we are doing in reference to these two matters is permitting the
commissioner to determine and approve the form—which makes sense—as she is
required to prepare the valuation role; and secondly, utilize an order as opposed to

regulations to set the time frame to provide the information. These are relatively
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minor amendments but we think they will improve the efficiency of the Valuation
of Land Act, and | want to point out they are purely administrative in nature.

| now move to illegal timbering. Clause 7 of the Bill is meant to address the
scourge that is known as illegal timbering in Trinidad and Tobago. The proposed
amendment seeks to uplift all the offences under the Forests Act to $100,000. This
includes illegally felling of trees, illegally removing timber, illegally removing
excess timber, entering prohibited areas, kindling, keeping or carrying fire into any
forest reserve or state lands, except at such seasons and manner as the Minister
may notify, and unlawfully affixing a mark used by a forest officer to any tree or
timber. 1 do not think I need to tell anyone who is familiar with this problem of
what is going on with illegal timbering in Trinidad and Tobago. And we certainly
believe it is appropriate at this time to uplift the penalty for all of these things,
illegally removing timber, unlawfully fixing a mark used by a forest officer, and so
on.

With respect to clause 8(a) of the Bill, this is meant to put in place benefit
which this Government has given the people of Trinidad and Tobago now for the
third time, an increase in the personal allowance from $84,000 to $90,000, which 1
spoke about in the 2023 budget presentation. Through this measure the income of
persons earning $7,500 per month or less will not be chargeable to income tax. In
other words, once you earn $7,500 a month or less you will pay no income tax. So
we are removing tax rather than imposing tax.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. C. Imbert: This measure will put an additional income of $1,500 per year in
the pockets of over 300,000 individual taxpayers. And it would be remiss of me
not to remind Members opposite, and the population, that this Government

increased the personal allowance from $5,000 a month, to $6,000 a month, to
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$7,000 a month, and now increasing it to $7,500 a month.

| now move to value added tax registration. Clause 9(a) of the Bill is meant
to address the threshold for registering for Value Added Tax by increasing the
required value of commercial supplies made during a 12-month period from
$500,000, in the 12-month period, $600,000. What we have discovered, Madam
Speaker, is that the administrative requirements for small businesses to comply
with the Value Added Tax Act are burdensome. It is also not cost effective to try
to police Value Added Tax with respect to businesses that have such small
incomes. Because we are talking about maybe $40,000 a month. The VAT on
income of $40,000 a month is just $5,000. So that it is not cost effective to try to
police discrepancies in VAT in that amount. So we felt it is appropriate at this
time to increase the threshold for registration for VAT from $500,000 a year to
$600,000 a year.

With respect to scrap iron, well, | have been hearing all sorts of things. |
heard the Minister of Works and Transport talking the other day about people just
cutting away and removing sluice gates or flap gates that cost $200,000. | do
remember the people at NP telling me some time ago that the facility they have in
Caroni for the storage of fuel, some innovative person came, removed all the gates,
removed the entire fence all around the facility. You would have seen the reports,
Madam Speaker, of the theft of a church bell recently. So this matter was certainly
out of hand. And when one looks at the penalties for offences under the Old Metal
and Marine Stores Act, the penalty was only $15,000. So if you steal an item
worth $200,000 then paying a fine of $15,000 may be worth it for a criminal. So
that we are elevating the fine for all offences under the Old Metal and Marine
Stores Act from $15,000 to $100,000. There are some other matters that have been
addressed by the Attorney General and the Ministry of Trade with respect to scrap
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metal, but my task today is simply to explain why we are elevating the fine for the
theft of metal from $15,000 to $100,000. And I think anyone who is serious will
agree that this matter has gone completely out of hand in Trinidad and Tobago.
With respect to the final clauses of the Bill, clause 13(1) establishes January
the 1%, 2023 as the date on which clauses 2, 3, 5, 7, 8(a), 9(a) and 12 of the Bill
come into effect. Clause 13(2) which deals with the amnesty establishes
November the 14", 2022 as the date on which clauses 4, 8(b), 9(b), 10 and 11 of
the Bill come into effect. These are all the provisions that are related to the tax
amnesty. The remaining clauses of the Bill will take effect on the date of assent.
Now, one may wonder since this Finance Bill flows from the fiscal measures in the
budget statement as to what remains to be done. So I think it is relevant at this
point in time for me to indicate the remaining measures that we would be dealing
with. The measures that are still left to be done that require legislative action will
be the investment tax credit for development related investments in the energy
sector; the changes in the supplemental petroleum tax for new wells in shallow
water marine areas; the tax credit for electronic money issuers or electronic
payment providers; the change in petroleum profits tax; the approved small
company exemption from corporation taxation; the tax incentive for renewable
energy; the School-to-Work Apprenticeship Programme; and, the firearm users
licence for assault weapons which | mentioned a little while ago. And those are
the ones that we will deal with in the Finance Bill (No. 2) in December. How
much more time do | have, Madam Speaker, about four minutes?
Madam Speaker: Your time ends at 3.22.
Hon. C. Imbert: Thank you very much. So | have nine minutes. So, Madam
Speaker, since this Finance Bill is intended to implement a number of fiscal

measures announced in the budget statement, and they will have an effect on
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revenue, some will reduce revenue. For example, the increase in the personal
allowance will reduce revenue, because it is reducing taxation for a significant
number of people. The amnesty is intended to generate revenue, because we
expect that persons will take advantage of the amnesty and will pay their taxes
within the amnesty period. The provision such as the Commissioner of Affidavits
Act amendments will produce some revenue for the Treasury by way of those fees
that go to the Consolidated Fund. There may be an effect on Value Added Tax
with the change in the threshold. We will have to see, that is one that you cannot
easily estimate. And the fines and penalties for illegal timbering and theft of metal
and so on, may result in—and oil pollution—some increase in revenue.

So therefore it would be remiss of me, Madam Speaker, before 1 sit down, to
just reiterate the context in which these fiscal measures are being made. The
amnesty in particular is expected to generate at least $680 million. It may generate
more. And that is a significant aspect of our revenue for 2023. We have also
benefited, Madam Speaker, in 2022, from enhanced revenue which has improved
our cash balance at the Central Bank. It has improved our ability as a government
to make timely payments to creditors, to persons who are owed significant sums
for services and goods they have provided to the Government of Trinidad and
Tobago, and to various statutory authorities and state enterprises. | have already
announced the enhanced revenue that we received, but it is worth repeating here,
and it is worth explaining, that even though we received an additional $11 billion
in revenue in 2022, and more than we expected, we still ran a small deficit, and we
still were not in a surplus situation, and therefore the additional revenue simply
helped our cash flow.

It has reduced our overdraft at the Central Bank down to 39 per cent, as it

was a couple of days ago, and it makes it much easier for the Government to pay
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what is called discretionary expenditure which is expenditure on things like rent,
janitorial services, security services provided by private security firms, money
owed to contractors, and a number of arrears of payments that have been owed
over the years because of our tight financial situation. But | want to stress that all
it has done is improved our cash flow. | would hope in fiscal 2023, if everything
goes well, that we may actually generate a fiscal surplus in 2023, which will be a
watershed day for Trinidad and Tobago. With those few words, | beg to move,
Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Question proposed.
Madam Speaker: Member for Oropouche West. Might | take this opportunity to
remind all Members we are back to our normal speaking time, 30 minutes with a
15 minute extension if you so request.
Mr. Davendranath Tancoo (Oropouche West): Thank you, Madam Speaker, for
the opportunity to present the Opposition’s viewpoint of the presentation by the
Minister of Finance of the Finance Bill, 2022. Madam Speaker, having listened to
the hon. Minister present, | must state that his body language, his tone, his entire
demeanour, and even the content of his presentation suggests that the Minister
himself was uncomfortable with what he was saying.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo: He lacked the conviction of his words, Madam Speaker. Madam
Speaker, if you would have listened to the hon. Minister’s presentation you would
swear that this Minister and his colleagues who were thumping their desks after he
spoke, are living in some other place other than in Trinidad and Tobago where we
all live.

Madam Speaker, listening to the hon. Minister pilot this Bill 1 would have
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wondered if he was living in Trinidad and Tobago where tens of thousands of
persons have lost their jobs since 2025 or simply exited the labour force and
entered the underground economy. Where over 260,000 persons are living in
poverty, according to the latest statistics that we have. Madam Speaker, the hon.
Minister in his presentation was boasting about theeconomy. He was boasting
about their revenue streams that he was getting. But, Madam Speaker, | wonder if
he is living in same country where hundreds of thousands of persons are trapped on
a daily basis in traffic jams because of the Minister’s incompetence—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo:—the Government’s incompetence in public transportation, in
establishing a public transportation system. Where entire segments of this country,
in fact, large swaths of this country suffer flooding when the rain drizzles, and that
Is because of the failure of the Government to deal with the infrastructure. |
wonder if the Minister in his presentation—maybe that is why he was so lacklustre
in his presentation—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo:—because he has simply ignored the fact that 99 per cent, as
opposed to the Government’s 1 per cent, remain frustrated by rising food prices, by
high crime rates, by the failure of small and medium size business to attract foreign
exchange. | wonder if the Minister really is living in this country. | wonder if the
Minister is aware of the level of pressure, the level of frustration and fear that
citizens are living in because of the avalanche of crime which traps them in their
homes, and even in their homes where criminals are barging in, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: Madam Speaker, | wonder if the Minister is aware that countries

across the world are now saying that Trinidad and Tobago is a dangerous place to
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live in, a dangerous place to invest in.

Madam Speaker, there is very little else | could say about the Minister’s
presentation, so | want to turn my focus on the Bill itself. This Bill seeks to put
into the legislative framework several proposals made by the Minister of Finance
during the budget presentation, and several other factors as he indicated before.
But it is important, Madam Speaker, to take a look at this, because what it does is it
tells the country what the policies and priorities of this Government are, how the
Government views taxpayers, and how they deal with the business community in
general. That is what this Finance Bill should be looked at in context with. And
given the litany of woes, Madam Speaker, that | just mentioned that exists in
Trinidad and Tobago, it is important to look at the Finance Bill itself and see if in
conducting the Minister’s business if any of those woes would be assisted in any
form or fashion by the proposals being made in this Finance Bill, 2022. And | put
it to you, Madam Speaker, that when we review this we will see that all that would
happen at the end of this period, at the end of this fiscal on the basis of the Finance
Bill, 2022, is more pressure for citizens of Trinidad and Tobago.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: Madam Speaker, the Bill seeks to amend 12 pieces of legislation.
So it is not an insignificant piece of legislation in itself. And in the interest of time
and for completeness, Madam Speaker, | propose to deal with a few of those
clauses and my colleagues who will follow will deal with some of the other
clauses.

| turn to clause 3. Clause 3 of the Bill repeals and replaces the Third
Schedule of the Firearms Regulations to the Firearms Act, Chap. 16:01, amended
by Legal Notice 31 of 1971, to achieve two objectives, both of which demonstrate

the lack of commitment of this Government to the protection of citizens of
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Trinidad and Tobago. And that is what is in the Finance Bill. This is what the
Minister has brought to us, both subclauses, and that is clause 3, demonstrates the
lack of commitment of the Government of Trinidad and Tobago to the protection
of the very same citizens that pay their salaries.

Madam Speaker, one part of the clause deals with the increase of fees
payable for permits, licences or certificates related to firearms and firearm dealings
and firearm associated relations. They propose to increase this by 100 per cent.
But what is the purpose of this? What is the mischief that the Minister is seeking
to correct by doubling these fees? Madam Speaker, by law firearm user’s licences
and other certificates and permits are provided to law-abiding citizens for the
express purpose of protecting themselves, their families and their properties. And
to qualify for an FUL, and just to use that one segment to reflect the rest of the
fees, to qualify for an FUL and to qualify for any of the permits or licences that fall
under clause 3, persons are required to provide a list, a series of character-related
information, including a Police Certificate of Character, vision, medical and
psychological testing, permission from a spouse if that person is so married, and a
justification of the need. Applicants are interviewed directly, and are addressed by
officers who visit their homes to ascertain whether there is sufficient security in the
home for the proposed firearm being requested.

Persons to whom these fees apply in clause 3 must also undergo a period of
training in the use and handling of firearms by a nationally qualified and approved
instructor. And even after the award of a licence, firearm holders must annually
pay relevant fees and present their firearm for inspection. And these are the fees
that they are seeking to increase. | am advised, Madam Speaker, and it is in the
public domain, that there are tens of thousands of applicants dating back multiple

years whose circumstances would have changed from the period of time when they
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would have applied to the period of time when they hopefully would be considered
for the award of a licence or a permit under this clause.

In recent times, Madam Speaker, | am advised by several police officers
across the country, in police stations across the country, that there has been an
increase in the number of applications coming to them from the firearms unit
reflecting the increase or the skyrocketing amount of persons now seeking
firearms, and that is because of the uncontrolled increase in crime caused by the
Government’s incompetence and lack of focus in protecting citizens.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: One of the things that—one of the segments of clause 3, that the
Minister has proposed to it, doubled the fee for, relates specifically to the sort of
protection that farmers and fishermen would pursue. Madam Speaker, there is no
secret that farmers and fishermen in Trinidad and Tobago are plagued by pests and
praedial larceny while the praedial larceny squad has languished over the last
seven years without adequate officers, vehicles, accommodation, without security
of tenure, and in many cases, without even the necessary firearms and ammunition
for themselves to confront and deal with the thieves who are often better armed
than them. We have had fishermen who have lost their engines, who have been
thrown overboard. We have situations where fishermen have been killed at sea,
and that is because they have not been allowed the ability to protect themselves
from nefarious elements. Anyone who is connected to social media could also
agree, and would also admit, because we would have seen it on a daily basis, the
huge number of carjackings, the huge numbers of robberies of business places and
of home invasions, et cetera. And that is because of the presence of CCTV
cameras which are carrying these things live, in real time, Madam Speaker, and we

could see it in full colour, the level of criminal activity, Madam Speaker, that is
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being allowed to run rampant throughout this country.

And we must therefore take the increase in fees for these applications in that
context, that there is now a greater need for persons to protect themselves because
they can no longer have confidence that the Government is putting in place the
requisite requirements, the requisite infrastructure, to protect themselves. So
people are now seeking to protect themselves, and those are the persons who are
now being told that they must pay twice as much. Madam Speaker, with all due
respect, | think that the Government’s priority is misdirected.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: What they are supposed to be doing is protecting the citizens.
And you know if they focus on doing just that, if they focus on doing the job of
providing the police service with the kind of support that is needed, then we would
not be in a situation where citizens are so petrified that they are desperate to get
firearms.

3.30 p.m.

| am advised, Madam Speaker, and it is again in the public domain, that
some 0.3 per cent of the population have been awarded firearm user’s licences over
the last few years to protect themselves. And these too are the persons to whom
these fees will be fed. These are the persons who will now have to pay double the
cost that they were paying before. This will include police officers and prison
officers who are required by law to submit, to provide, to relodge the firearms that
they would have been provided with on the basis of their job and then leave those
firearms in the stations, in the various stations, and go home unarmed.

It is a fact, Madam Speaker, that for the last 12 months or so persons who
have been applying have been complaining vehemently that they have not been

able to be treated with expeditiously and we have to match that with the fact now
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that while more people are applying, more people are frightened and petrified
about their safety, while more people are begging for firearms to protect
themselves and their families, Madam Speaker, we have a surge in crime. And that
misbalance is because of the failure of the Government to provide the resources.

And again, Madam Speaker, it is not just the increase in the fees, it is the
inability of the Government to ensure that proper continuity, that a proper structure
Is put in place, that a proper method of allocation is implemented to ensure that
persons do not have to wait months and years to provide security for themselves
and their family. As a matter of, Madam Speaker, citizens are becoming so
desperate that there was a recent newspaper article in which several individuals,
who were business owners, advised that because they were unable to get legal
firearms they were now pursuing other types of protective measures, including
purchasing illegal firearms to protect their homes and their families. And again,
that is because of the misdirection of the Government.

The Government right now, the hon. Minister right now is focused more on
taking money out. This seems to be a revenue generating measure as opposed to it
being a facilitative measure so that people can protect themselves. What the
Government has therefore done is admit its own incompetence, Madam Speaker.
One such example that was raised earlier today in this honourable House was the
situation where we have school children being asked to lie on the ground because
they are unable to protect themselves—

Madam Speaker: Okay. So, Member, | am just giving you some guidance with
respect to Standing Order 48(1). While | understand the context, 1 am standing
now that you are moving on to something else and to guide you with respect to
Standing Order 48(1).

Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker, much obliged. Madam
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Speaker, | noticed that in clause 3, again, there was a doubling of the fee for the
acquisition of an FUL and for a duplicate copy of the same. So there was a
doubling of the fee. But this FUL is actually a printed booklet which lacks
significant safety features and it is easily capable of being forged in today’s world
of technology. It is also a flimsy document, bulky and easily damaged. Worst, the
entire process for renewal, which they are now going to charge me twice for, does
not facilitate the cross-referencing of criminal records and court matters with
police records, so that a person with an FUL duly applied for and awarded, could
still have his licence renewed even though he may have committed a criminal
offence between when he was awarded the firearm and when he was seeking a
renewal, because the systems have not been digitized enough, sufficiently, to
ensure that there is a trigger, that there is some red flag that is raised, to provide, to
ensure that this FUL that you are now providing, that you are now paying for, to
ensure that it falls into the right hands, Madam Speaker.

Be that as it may, it is a fact though that—or more recently, there was an
attempt to change that FUL document that we get to what was called an electronic
card. And the purpose of the card, Madam Speaker, was to ensure that that
digitization took place. So that as you have this card in your hand, a police officer
who stops an individual and seeks their approval, seeks their licence, would have
been able to verify that this same person has a legitimate firearm user’s licence and
can then cross-check the court system and the police records to make sure that that
person has not ran afoul of the law. Instead of increasing the fee then, Madam
Speaker, for the reissuance of a duplicate or for a firearm user’s licence in this
format, an FUL in this format, the Government would have been better served if
they could digitize the application process, if they could digitize the court records,

If they could digitize the firearm user’s licences so that it could better match what
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we are seeking to establish here, which is the use and the award of firecarm user’s
licences to persons who can defend themselves, their homes and their families.

Madam Speaker, the second objective of clause 3 is the introduction of two
new permits: for the importation of and for the personal possession of pepper
spray. This is a worrisome, worrisome matter, Madam Speaker. Because in
June2021, the legislation for the use and regulation of the possession of pepper
spray in Trinidad and Tobago, including its manufacture importation distribution
on sale, was passed in this House of Representatives, this very same House, in
June2021. The Opposition then viewing this as a critical measure which would
have afforded some level of protection to women and girls from the increased
criminal activity targeting females in this country voted unanimously in support of
the legislation. Contrary to what you would have heard from Members of the other
side, we have supported this legislation.

The then AG, speaking in this very House, indicated that he would move
expeditiously to ensure that the regulations are put in place, to ensure that pepper
spray would have been able to be imported and put in the hands of women and
girls to protect themselves. However, as with the Judith Jones report, Madam
Speaker, the Government is comfortable sitting comfortably on their hands while
women and children are massacred, raped, brutalized in this country because of the
absence of the protection of this pepper spray. It has been 15 months since this
legislation was passed in this honourable House and to date, not a single ounce of
pepper spray has been imported into this country legally.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo: Not a single ounce of pepper spray has been in the possession of
individuals legally to allow them to protect themselves according to the law,

Madam Speaker. That is an indictment against this Government; it is an
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indictment against the Attorney General, past and present; and it is an indictment
against the Minister of National Security who has completely failed—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo:—to protect women and children in this country.

Madam Speaker, according to the police estimates, there have been over 250
cases—
Madam Speaker: So, Member—
Mr. D. Tancoo: Yes, Madam Speaker.
Madam Speaker:—it is not a debate on pepper spray. So if you could tie what
you have said to the provision of the Bill at this stage, | will be quite comfortable.
Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you, Madam Speaker, and | will do so. Madam Speaker,
it has been 15 months since the law was passed in this honourable House. And
today, the Minister is finally coming to seek the approval for the issuance of a
pepper spray licence, a licence to import pepper spray and a licence to possess
pepper spray after 15 months—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo:—after 15 months. The irony of that, Madam Speaker, is that this
brings no comfort to anyone. Because if it took them 15 months to prepare a form,
Madam Speaker, and that is all it was, if it took them 15 months to prepare a form,
how long would it take them before they actually implement this legislation—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo:—Dbefore we can actually have pepper spray so that our mothers,
sisters and daughters can have some chance of protecting themselves against the
criminal elements. But | expect nothing better from the Members on that side, |
expect nothing better from the men and women sitting on the opposite side,

because they have demonstrated, as | said before, Madam Speaker, a complete lack
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of care and concern when it comes to protecting citizens of this country.

Madam Speaker, | call on the hon. Minister of Housing and Urban
Development, Camille Robinson-Regis; I call on the hon. Minister of Planning and
Development, Mrs. Pennelope Beckles-Robinson; the hon. Minister of Education,
Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly; the hon. Minister in the Office of the Prime Minister, the
hon. Ayanna Webster-Roy, and other Members opposite; | call on you, Madam
Speaker; | call on them to advise why it is that they have continued to sit on their
hands when they should have been at the forefront of protecting women in
Trinidad and Tobago.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. D. Tancoo: It is unacceptable that 15 months have passed and they have only
now come to start the process of importation.

Madam Speaker, I turn to clause 6. Clause 6 amends the Valuation of Land
Act by repealing and replacing section 14 which codifies a list of persons and
organizations which must comply with the request from the Commissioner of
Valuations. The new section 14, Madam Speaker, reformats the existing section
14 and adds three more bodies, three more entities, which will now be required to
provide information to the Commissioner of Valuations. So we are looking at
adding TTPost, WASA and T&TEC, as well as any officer employed by or in
connection with any of these three organizations will now be required to provide
information to the Commissioner of Valuations. This is because the Government
has finally realized that citizens in this country are opposed to the property tax.
They are opposed to the manner in which the property tax is defined and described
and is to be implemented.

But | note, Madam Speaker, something that the hon. Minister indicated

earlier. And he said today that one of the reasons for the amnesties, one of the
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reasons for him introducing the amnesty is because of the fact that many persons
have written to him, many businesses have written to him indicating that they were
caught between the devil and the deep blue sea, and they were unable to put their
documents in order, and therefore, they were seeking an extension of a waiver,
they were seeking to waive the interest and waive penalties, et cetera. And
therefore, | appeal to the Members of the national community today from this
platform, Madam Speaker, and through you, to start writing the hon. Minister if
you do not support or if you have difficulties, if they have difficulties—I hope that
members of the public will begin writing to the hon. Minister, since he seems to be
listening to people writing him, and appeal to him then for a “bligh”, appeal to him
to not implement the property tax, especially as it is now. So even with all this
information that he is now putting in place under clause 6 to get all this additional
information so that he could implement the property tax as he himself described,
Madam Speaker, | hope that the Minister will reconsider.

Madam Speaker, | also want to raise another issue on the same clause—
subclause. Again, | indicated before that this Finance Bill shows that the
Government does not have its priorities right. So while they are walking around
collecting information from WASA and from T&TEC and from TTPost, it will do
the Government much, much better to spend some time collecting information as
to how many people in this country who currently do not have a proper water
supply and find their way to fix that, instead of collecting information from WASA
to determine how they could charge them property tax. Because it is patently unfair
for persons in this country to be asked to pay taxes for things that they do not
receive.

Madam Speaker, | move on to clause 8. Clause 8 amends the Income Tax

Act and it seeks to do two things. Clause 8(a) seeks to increase the personal
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income tax exemption from $84,000 to $90,000. The Minister boasted about that
just now. And this means that persons who are working for $7,500 per month or
less will be exempted from income tax. The Minister make a big hoorah about that
as if he was doing something very special that would benefit citizens. According
to this very same Minister in a previous commentary, this means that 300,000
persons will now have an additional $1,500 per year in disposable income and the
Minister believes that that would have created a sufficient—it would somehow
manifest in a fiscal stimulus for the economy.

In typical style, however, Madam Speaker, this Minister is giving with one
hand and taking back with two hands; $1,500 per year, according to the Minister,
his figures, works out to about $4 per day. That does not even come close, it does
not even come close to the increase in the cost of fuel and the increase in the cost
of transport which the Minister implemented in the very same budget that he is
trying to flatter and convince citizens that he is giving them a “bligh” of $1,500.
And when you add the increase in transport costs and the increases in cost of food,
the introduction of property tax and the proposed increased cost of water and
electricity, what we have is actually a situation where the Minister is giving with
one hand and taking back with two to the detriment of the population of Trinidad
and Tobago.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: This increased allowance that the Minister is boasting about,
therefore, is simply cosmetic and deceptive. It is not going to add to anybody’s
pocket, especially when the Minister, the very same Minister, is bending over
backwards to take out of their pockets.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: Clause 8(b) proposes to introduce yet another amnesty for the
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iIncome tax. Madam Speaker, the hon. Minister stood in the cage opposite and
advised that we complained on the last occasion—

Madam Speaker: Excuse me. In the what?

Mr. D. Tancoo: The enclosure, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Speaking booth?

Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Yes, yes. The analogy of the cage did not sound right.

Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you, Madam Speaker. The hon. Minister stood in the
enclosure opposite and advised that once more, for the umpteenth time, in fact it is
for the third time, Madam Speaker, he is now going to introduce a tax amnesty on
income tax. And he sought to negate what we were saying on this side but it bears
repeating, because every time you bring a tax amnesty of this nature, every time
you do it, what you are doing is giving up interest, what you are doing is giving up
a form of income, what you are doing is deliberately telling people, “Well, you
have not paid, you can pay now”. It is not just an attempt to raise revenue, Madam
Speaker, it is an attempt to clean up the backlog of outstanding taxes.

So when the hon. Minister comes to the House today and says that we were
misleading the—well, he did not say we were misleading the House, but we are
creating the illusion that this creates a problem, there is no illusion, Madam
Speaker. The purpose of an amnesty is not so that every two years you can now
come back and say, here, “You did not pay, pay now and we will forgive”.
Because, Madam Speaker, what that does, it reduces the desire to comply.
Individuals who would have duly fulfilled their obligations under the law and filed
their income tax on time, who would have paid their penalties on time, including
interest on such penalties, are now being told that while you have done the right

thing, persons who did not do the right thing are better off than you. What the
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Government has now done is legitimize—

Madam Speaker: So, hon. Member, your original 30 minutes speaking time are
now spent. You are entitled to 15 minutes additional if you so wish.

Mr. D. Tancoo: Much obliged, Madam Speaker, | will accept that gracefully.
Madam Speaker: Please continue.

Mr. D. Tancoo: Madam Speaker, what the Government is doing is endorsing tax
evasion. What the Government is doing is telling people who have duly complied
with the law that it is okay not to comply with the law because the Minister is
going to bring a tax amnesty. And he is doing that on the basis that more revenue
will be generated but it is weakening the infrastructure, it is weakening the
enforcement capability of the Board of Inland Revenue—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: Because how then can an enforcement unit pursue and prosecute
individuals who have not paid income tax, when right after they are pursuing and
creating legal circumstances to prosecute these people and make sure that they pay
their income tax on time, right after they do that, while they are in the process,
while the Board of Inland Revenue is in the process of following the law itself, the
Minister comes with an amnesty and basically says, “Disregard the legal process”.
Madam Speaker, that creates the space for tax evasion, it creates an incentive for
tax evasion, because while an individual—instead of paying your income tax, these
individuals could have simply taken the money that they would have used to pay
their income tax, bank it, generate a revenue stream, generate an interest and bring
that back, knowing that they could then put the outstanding taxes that are now due,
they can now put it back into the Board of Inland Revenue with a nest egg of the
interest that they would have generated when they banked that money. That is a

disadvantage to the person who legitimately went ahead and paid their fines and

UNREVISED



69
Finance Bill, 2022 2022.11.04
Mr. Tancoo (cont’d)

their dues as required. So what the Government is actually doing, Madam
Speaker, is facilitating lawbreakers and that cannot be acceptable.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo: And we have seen that, Madam Speaker, not just at the Board of
Inland Revenue, but on other boards as well. This entire process of coming time
and time again at very short intervals to give amnesties for income tax effectively
undermines the operation of the rule of law; it effectively undermines the operation
of the laws relating to the income and revenue stream of this country; it effectively
undermines the functions of the Board of Inland Revenue because it encourages
people not to pay tax.

Madam Speaker, it is also curious that given that the last amnesty ended a
year ago, September 2021, that the Minister at that time when he was receiving all
these letters could have extended, by order, which existed then and exists again, he
could have extended the time from September to now or to the current prescribed
period, but he did not choose to do that. So | am curious as to what happened in
the intervening period, between September 2021 and current, that will tell the
Minister that persons who did not submit between September 2021 and now,
between that period, who would have then not have necessarily had to pay
penalties and fees, because it is one year, what would have happened then. And |
challenge the Minister in his windup to tell us, tell the country how many people
outside of that one year period are therefore affected who will fall under this
amnesty, because if it was just for that period, September 2021 to current, those
persons would not have required the amnesty, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker, | turn to clause 9. Clause 9 seeks to introduce two
amendments to the VAT Act, Chap.75:06. The first amendment seeks to increase
the VAT registration threshold from 500,000 to 600,000. Now, according to the
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Minister in his budget presentation:

“This measure will positively impact the growth and development of the

small and medium”—sized— enterprise sector.”

However, by the Minister’s own estimate, the cost to the Treasury if fully
subscribed would be about $12.5 million, which means that the actual benefit is
minuscule and the number of small and medium-sized enterprises that will benefit
Is insignificant. This is a cosmetic initiative which is probably why the Minister
was unable, in his budget presentation and today, to advise how many small and
medium-sized businesses would benefit from this amendment at clause 9. By my
calculation, Madam Speaker, this amendment only allows an SME to sell an
additional $274 per day in goods and services before it is required to register. Two
hundred and seventy-four dollars per day for a small and medium-sized enterprise
is completely insignificant. So the Minister trying to create the perception that he
Is giving a “bligh”, a fillip of some sort to the small and medium-sized sector,
enterprises sector, is—I guess | cannot say deceptive, but misleading, it is
completely misleading.

| wonder if the Minister really believes, and maybe that is why his demeanor
was as it was today, | wonder if the Minister really believes that this $274 per day
in the adjustment of the bracket before you is required to file VAT, if that is
sufficient to stimulate the small and medium-sized enterprise sector. It is a
disrespect to that sector that generates a substantial amount of revenue, that hires a
significant number of persons. Instead this Minister continues to treat the small and
medium-sized business sector as a bastard child under this Government.

Clause 9 also seeks to provide a series of waivers and interest and penalties
for entities and enterprises which have not paid VAT or interest over a series of

years up to and finishing at December 31, 2021. This was done before as well. Just
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like with the Income Tax Act before, this too has the same arguments. What it
does, it creates the direction for persons not to pay VAT when it is due. So by the
Minister now coming and removing the interest on penalties and so on, to try to
attract persons to come to pay VAT at this point in time, again what he is doing is,
he is telling businesses that it is okay not to pay VAT because at some point in
time again, for the third time again, they will come again with an amnesty to
facilitate those persons who broke the law. And that is what this is about, Madam
Speaker, the entire Finance Bill that the Minister spent so much time talking about
with regard to the amnesty, those waivers that we are talking about encourages
individuals because—

Madam Speaker: Maybe you could find another way to say that, maybe you
could find another way to say that.

Mr. D. Tancoo: | will try my best, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Yes.

Mr. D. Tancoo: The Finance Bill, Madam Speaker, 2022, contains several clauses
which deal and provide amnesty for income tax, for the provision of taxes, for
persons who have not fulfilled their legal requirements of paying tax on time. That
IS not acceptable. It cannot be acceptable. No government should be willing to
facilitate by any action persons who are repeat tax offenders. That is tax evasion.
And the Minister in his own presentation signals that he is very concerned about
tax evasion, that interest and penalties are not enough to coerce people to pay tax
liabilities. And while he is saying that, that the interest and penalties are not
enough to force persons to oblige by the law, he turns around and gives them a tax
evasion. He gives them an opportunity—

Madam Speaker: He gives them a tax—

Mr. D. Tancoo: He gives them the opportunity not to comply with the law.
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Madam Speaker, it is a mixed signal. If it is that the Minister truly believes that
the penalties, and the interest on penalties, and the interest and fines on what is due
in tax is not sufficient, the Minister also said he does not believe that that is
sufficient, he believes in the legal process. The legal process, Madam Speaker,
requires the Board of Inland Revenue and the VAT Office to take legal action to
prosecute and persecute individuals who have breached the law. Instead he is now
tying their hands behind their back. He is now putting them in a difficult position
because the enforcement arms of both the VAT office and the Board of Inland
Revenue can no longer proceed to take what is rightfully their actions to ensure
that persons abide by the law.

Madam Speaker, this action by the Minister, this repeated action by the
Minister, sends a mixed signal to both persons who have not filed their income tax
or paid their dues and to persons who have not paid their VAT, but it is worse than
that. Because the Minister, while he is trying to bring in money into the revenue
stream by giving this concession, by giving this waiver, while he is trying to do
that, on the one hand to encourage people to pay, according to him, to pay because
you did not pay before, because you did not follow the law before, you can finally
get a ‘bligh”, a reason to pay now, when these people pay, what happens then is
that the Minister himself fails continuously and he has failed continuously to meet
his own obligation to provide VAT refunds on time, therefore and thereby
sacrificing the same individuals who have legitimately paid their VAT on time, the
same businesses paid their VAT on time, victimizing them for no other reason—
Madam Speaker: Withdraw “victimizing” and find another word.

Mr. D. Tancoo: | withdraw, Madam Speaker. What the Minister has done is
create a situation where persons who have abided by the law are held at a lower

standard, are treated badly, are treated inappropriately, compared to persons who
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have not abided by the law. It appears that the Minister has a preference to
facilitate persons—

Madam Speaker: | think, Member, you are going against—you are imputing
Improper motive there. So find another way to say what you want to say, please.
4.00 p.m.

Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, the evidence is
that these concessions facilitate those who break the law as opposed to those who
abide by the law. Therefore, it is a deliberate act by the Minister to provide a—
Madam Speaker, it is an unfortunate occurrence that what happens then is that
persons are encouraged not to comply with the law by virtue of the actions of the
Minister.

Madam Speaker, the irony of that is the same Minister indicated very
recently that he has great concerns about the integrity—in fact, Madam Speaker, if
| may quote, he said, Madam Speaker, that:

We have an inefficient VAT system.

That the reason that he is unable and has not been paying VAT refunds on time is
because we have an inefficient VAT system. Madam Speaker, that is not true.
That is not true because if we had an inefficient VAT system, then all the proposals
that he is trying to make now, would not work. What we have is an inefficient and
incompetent Minister of Finance. What we have is an inefficient and incompetent
Minister in the Ministry of Finance. And the reason that, Madam Speaker—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo:—the reason for my conclusion, Madam Speaker, is that when the
Minister removed the penalties and provided the waiver, he himself admitted that a
substantial amount of money, more than he expected, came in.

As a matter of fact, in the current waiver the Minister said they expect 680 million
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or much, much, much, much, much, much, much, much, more. He has no clue
how much money is outside there. He has no clue how much money he is
pursuing. And as a result of that, Madam Speaker, what we have is a Minister that
Is completely out of touch with what he is providing legislation for now to fix. He
Is completely clueless in the activities that he is doing, Madam Speaker—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. D. Tancoo:—so for that reason he is going to be continuously surprised on a
regular basis when people oblige, if they oblige, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker, it is clear that this Government does know what it is doing
when it comes to finances. It is very clear, which is why a Minister will stand
opposite and express great surprise that he underestimated his revenue stream by
25 per cent of the annual budget by $11 billion. Which other Minister in the world
will boast about having underestimated a revenue stream when he knew in advance
what the energy prices were going to be and what he hoped that the energy
production was going to be? No other Minister, Madam Speaker. The result,
Madam Speaker, of all of this discussion, Madam Speaker, is that | remain very
concerned as a member of the Opposition, as a Member of Parliament here, and as
a citizen of Trinidad and Tobago. | remain very concerned about the future of our
country when we have a Minister of Finance who is responsible for the expenditure
of $50 billion and $60 billion on an annual basis, who has no idea where his
revenue streams are coming from and where it is going to be.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Hon. Member, your time is now spent.
Mr. D. Tancoo: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Minister in the Ministry of Finance.
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

The Minister in the Ministry of Finance (Hon. Brian Manning): Thank you,
Madam Speaker, for the opportunity to contribute on this extremely important Bill.
Madam Speaker, listening to the last speaker we got exactly what we expected.
The gentleman presented a lot of insults, buzzwords and catchphrases, but very
little substance, Madam Speaker. But that is what we have come to expect. He
spoke of irony, but does not see the irony of speaking about crime, while so many
of his former and current colleagues have been slapped with criminal charges,
Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker—

Madam Speaker: So—Member, first, in addressing you will address your
colleagues as hon. Members or Member for whatever constituency.

Hon. B. Manning: Yes, Ma’am.

Madam Speaker: Okay? And you know | will just try to guide you with respect
to Standing Order 48(6).

Hon. B. Manning: Of course. Thank you. Madam Speaker, his contribution was
just absolutely vacuous and | will not spend any more time discussing it.

Madam Speaker, the Bill before you seeks to consolidate the country’s fiscal
position, and to provide the impetus for growth through policy and fiscal measures
that is so critical to these economic circumstances, while simultaneously
encapsulating Government’s broad macroeconomic fundamentals.  Madam
Speaker, Trinidad and Tobago is on the path to growth, and that is something that
we have been working towards for quite some time.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. B. Manning: Madam Speaker, the Finance Bill, 2022 introduces into
legislation the measures announced in the fiscal 2023 budget, and serves as an

important platform for the implementation and execution of key national policies.
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It is important to also note the key macroeconomic fundamentals against which
these policies have been contextualized including the growth of the domestic
economy by 2 per cent. Of course, the former speaker forgot to mention that. The
fiscal 2022 overall deficit of less than 0.2 per cent of GDP, Madam Speaker, well
below the international benchmark of 3 per cent of GDP.

Madam Speaker, Trinidad and Tobago, for those who are not aware, has
been running a deficit budget since 2009 in the wake of the financial crisis of 2008.
That, of course, during one of the most difficult economic periods in the history of
this country from 2010—2015. In 2014, we saw a collapse in energy prices, the
most precipitous collapse in energy prices since World War 11, but that did not stop
those on the other side from foisting on this country the single largest budget in the
history of Trinidad and Tobago, Madam Speaker—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. B. Manning:—in the face of falling revenues. Of course, the former speaker
did not mention that either. We have a stable exchange rate necessary for foreign
investments and our debt-to-GDP ratio which has been reduced from over 80 per
cent in September of 2021 to 70 per cent in September of 2022, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker that is what responsible economic management looks like,
and | would dare say that Trinidad and Tobago is one of the best countries to
rebound economically coming out of the COVID crisis. Our three-year medium-
term economic programme from 2022 to 2024 is building on the current
momentum in the domestic economy. We expect that our economy will continue
to generate growth after 2022. We are forecasting growth of 3 per cent in 2023
and 2024. This growth dynamic is supported by an expansion in the energy sector
over the period 2023 to 2024, with growth of 5 per cent per year, Madam
Speaker—per year.
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Madam Speaker, considering where we have been, | am extremely excited
about where we are going as an economy. The non-energy sector is also expected
to grow over the same period by rates of 2 per cent per year. We are consolidating
our fiscal accounts, higher energy revenues from the expected higher energy
production, and prices are paving the way to put our accounts on a sustainable
basis.

Madam Speaker, | now turn to the clause by clause examination of the Bill.
Amendment of the Registration of Clubs Act, Chap. 21:01 or tax amnesty. Clause
4 of the Bill will provide for a waiver of certain outstanding liabilities in respect of
taxes due and owing under the Registration of Clubs Act for the years up to the
year ending 31% of December, 2021, where a taxpayer pays his outstanding taxes
during the period 14 November, 2022 to 17 February, 2023 or such later date as a
Minister of Finance may prescribe. Madam Speaker, the former speaker also
spoke about—well, he decried the amnesties being offered by this Government, but
he also did not mention the amnesties that were offered by a former UNC led-
government, Madam Speaker. He did not see the irony of that either. Madam
Speaker, the waiver on interest and penalties provides an opportunity for those who
operate under the Registration of Clubs Act to become up to date, compliant with
their tax liability pending the full proclamation of the Gambling (Gaming and
Betting) Control Act, No. 8 of 2021.

Amendment of the Valuation of Land Act, Chap. 58:03. In his presentation
of the fiscal 2023 budget, the hon. Minister of Finance announced that the
Government is on track to commence collection of property tax in fiscal 2023. He
advised that the legal structure is already in place, but some simple amendments
would be made—

Mr. Ratiram: Madam Speaker—
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Hon. B. Manning:—to the Valuation of Land Act.

Mr. Ratiram:—I stand on Standing Order 44(10), please.

Madam Speaker: Okay. | mean, | do observe that the Member is quite tied to his
notes and this is not a budget debate where we tend to be little more lenient. |
think you could do better than that.

Hon. B. Manning: Understood. Thank you, Ma’am. | just want to make sure |
get the particulars correct. Madam Speaker, the first phase of implementation is
the development of the valuation role. And, of course, earlier the former Member
also spoke about the draconian property tax, Madam Speaker, as he has been
perpetuating the fear-mongering that has been coming from the other side, but let
me remind the national community exactly what we are talking about.

Madam Speaker, the property taxes will be implemented on the average
rental value of property. After deductions and other things are assessed, you can
get the average taxable value, Madam Speaker. And on that average taxable value
we have for agricultural property, Madam Speaker, 1 per cent. That is a property
tax on agricultural property. On residential properties, 3 per cent. Commercial
property, 5 per cent, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, just 3 per cent on the
average rental value of your home, there is nothing draconian about that. And
these property taxes, Madam Speaker, will be used directly to benefit the people of
Trinidad and Tobago in the reform of local government—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. B. Manning:—and that is to ensure the protection of person’s homes, to
ensure proper drainage, all of those good things that property owners need to enjoy
their properties in the first place.

Madam Speaker, | move on to clause 6 of the Bill which will amend section

14 of the Valuation of Land Act, Chapter 58:03, to include several utility agencies

UNREVISED



79
Finance Bill, 2022 2022.11.04
Hon. B. Manning (cont’d)

that would now be required to furnish the Commissioner of Valuation with
information that will facilitate the completion of the valuation role, namely the
Trinidad and Tobago Postal Corporation, the Water and Sewerage Authority and
the Trinidad and Tobago Electricity Commission. Madam Speaker, these agencies
possess vital information that will allow us, or the Valuation Commission actually,
to do their jobs to ensure that properties are accurately valued so that persons can
be assessed a reasonable property tax going forward.

Tax deduction allowance and measures, Madam Speaker. Our amendment

of Income Tax Act, Chap. 75:01, personal income tax. This amendment marks the
third time that this administration has increased the personal allowance which
increases disposal income to families, Madam Speaker; extremely important. In
2021, the personal allowance afforded to an individual who is resident in Trinidad
and Tobago as well as an individual who is not resident in Trinidad and Tobago
and is in receipt of pension income accruing or derived from Trinidad and Tobago
was increased from 72,000 to 84,000, Madam Speaker.
Clause 8 of the Bill will amend section 18 of the Income Tax Act to further
increase the personal allowance to $90,000, Madam Speaker. This, of course,
would place more money in the pockets of the people of Trinidad and Tobago,
Madam Speaker. It is designed to ensure that persons within this country are able
to cope with some of the challenging times that we have just come out of during
the COVID crisis and, of course, to stimulate our economy. This measure is
expected to stimulate economic activity by increasing consumption of goods and
services by consumers. It is our view that through the economic multiplier effect,
the net effect on GDP will be much more than the revenue foregone.

Moving on, tax relief and exemptions, amendments to the Value Added Tax
Act, Chap. 75:06, Value Added Tax Registration threshold. Madam Speaker,
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VAT is a tax charged on the entry of goods imported into Trinidad and Tobago and
on the commercial supply of goods and services within Trinidad and Tobago,
except where such goods and services are zero-rated or otherwise exempt from the
charge to the tax. For a person to make a commercial supply under the Value
Added Tax Act, Chap. 75:06, that person is required to be registered under section
20 of the Act. A person, however, can be exempted from this general rule with the
value of commercial supplies less than 500,000 as presently allowed under section
21 of the Act. Again, Madam Speaker, this is a measure designed to put more
money into the economy to stimulate the economy and, of course, improve the
lives of the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago.

Clause 9 of the Bill amends sections 21 and 22 of the Value Added Tax Act
to increase the commercial supply threshold of persons exempted from registration
requirements under section 20 of the Value Added Tax Act to $600,000. This
measure will provide enhanced relief and support from the payment of VAT and
will positively impact the growth and development of the small and medium
enterprises sector at a cost of $12.5 million. It demonstrates Government’s
continued efforts in its support of the SME sector. Now, the last speaker decided
to gloss over the incredible work that this Government has done to support the
growth of the SME sector in Trinidad and Tobago, | will not to do so. And I
remind the Member and the national community of several programmes which
have been implemented and are accessible currently by the national community.

We have provided support, one, through the Gateway to Trade programme,
which is spearheaded by the Ministry of Trade and Industry in collaboration with
the Trinidad and Tobago Coalition of Services Industries. This is a nine-month
market readiness accelerated programme targeted to assist small and medium

enterprises in four service sectors: business and professional services; information
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and communication technology; energy services; and tourism, especially in the
areas of meetings, incentives, conferences and exhibitions.

Madam Speaker, we also have the Export Booster Initiative which is being
advanced by the Ministry of Trade and Industry in collaboration with the Trinidad
and Tobago Manufacturers Association with the aim of enhancing market access
for small and medium enterprises. We are envisaging that the export of value of
manufacturing goods will double by 2024. Madam Speaker, Trinidad and Tobago
has an extremely dominant manufacturing sector. In fact, it is the second largest
earner of foreign exchange in Trinidad and Tobago. It takes advantage of our low-
cost energy and also low-cost financing available in Trinidad and Tobago, and we
want to expand that sector to give more citizens an opportunity to participate.

There is also the grant fund facility which is administered by exporTT,
whereby business persons can access individual grants from the fund up to a
maximum of $250,000 per beneficiary to finance 50 per cent of the cost of
acquisition.

Mr. Hosein: Madam Speaker, | rise on Standing Order 48(1), relevance. Can the
Member just indicate which clause in the Bill this argument is tied into?

Madam Speaker: Okay. So | was giving the Member a little leeway with respect
to this because issues were raised with respect to how the provision has SMEs and
nothing was allowed. But Member, remember this is not the budget.

Hon. B. Manning: Understood.

Madam Speaker: Okay? So please—

Hon. B. Manning: | am just reminding the Member and the national community,
Ma’am.

Madam Speaker: Yes, but please, quickly wrap up that—

Hon. B. Manning: Sure.
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Madam Speaker:—and move on to something else—

Hon. B. Manning: Almost done.

Madam Speaker:—with respect to the Bill.

Hon. B. Manning: The SME mentorship programme, which is a collaboration
between the Trinidad and Tobago Stock Exchange, the Central Bank of Trinidad
and Tobago, and the Ministry of Finance—

Mr. Hosein: Madam Speaker, again | rise on Standing Order 48(1), relevance,
and clearly the Member has disregarded the ruling of the Chair.

Madam Speaker: No, no. What | said to the Member is that | was giving him a
little leeway based on—

Mrs. Persad-Bissessar SC: [Inaudible]

Madam Speaker: Member for Siparia, | am sure you did not expect me to hear
that, but | did. Okay?

Mrs. Persad-Bissessar SC: [Inaudible]

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: You know, | am on my legs and apparently, you know, for a
senior Member | would expect better. Member for—[Hon. Member sucks teeth]
And somebody just sucked their teeth. So the person who did that, I will sit and
give them an opportunity to stand and apologize. So, Member for Barataria/San
Juan, you are not going to own it?

Mr. Hosein: Madam Speaker, | did not do that and | deny that allegation being
made against me. | totally deny that allegation.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: But, you know, it is unfortunate. It is really unfortunate that
this is the level that we are all stooping to. Member, as | said, | will give you a

little leeway, because | see it is in response to points raised by the Member for
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Oropouche West.

Hon. B. Manning: Yes.

Madam Speaker: But as | remind, this is not the budget so if you could quickly
wind up that—

Hon. B. Manning: | will do so, Madam Speaker. Thank you so much. Yes. So
the programme, the Central Bank of Trinidad and Tobago and the Ministry of
Finance in providing small and medium enterprises for the guidance required to
transition successfully and grow their businesses while practicing good corporate
governance. Madam Speaker, thank you so much for your indulgence.

The programme will offer an experienced and highly qualified cadre of industry
professionals who would strategically develop the competencies of each SME to
facilitate growth and innovation. None of this was mentioned by the previous
speaker, Madam Speaker. The SME marketplace—

Dr. Seecheran: Madam Speaker, Standing Order 44(10), the Member is clearly
reading.

Madam Speaker: And Member, that was already raised. As I said to you before,
please not be so tied. This is a debate. Okay?

Hon. B. Manning: Madam Speaker, | am doing both.

Madam Speaker: This is a debate and let us not be tied to the text of your notes
please.

Hon. B. Manning: Thank you. Yes, Madam Speaker, so the SME marketplace,
which is designed to bring all of the beneficial programmes within Government
under one roof to be easily accessible by the people of Trinidad and Tobago, that is
exactly what we are doing and that is what this legislation is designed to enforce or
encourage. It is all available on the Ministry of Finance’s web page | will guide

those that are interested to take a look there. | move on.
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Madam Speaker, we also have in benefit of the SMEs. The SME loan
guarantee facility, National Entrepreneurial Development Company (NEDCO)
relief grants, a new 500 million—

Madam Speaker: Hon. Member, as | have tried to guide you, this is not a debate
on the SMEs.

Hon. B. Manning: Yes.

Madam Speaker: Okay? | have allowed you some leeway because of the point
made by the Member for Oropouche West, but I am not going to allow you to
develop this into a whole debate on the programmes for the SMEs. There are
specific—

Hon. B. Manning: Understood.

Madam Speaker:—provisions—

Hon. B. Manning: Madam Speaker, | will move on from SMEs.

Madam Speaker: There are specific provisions in the Bill, please deal with that.
Hon. B. Manning: Yes. Madam Speaker, VAT amnesty, moving on. The VAT
amnesty proposed in the Finance Bill will also provide additional support to
registered businesses and encourage their compliance with the VAT Act. Earlier,
the former speaker was speaking about something about tax evasion and promoting
tax evasion, and that is certainly, may be the most ridiculous allegation | have
heard in this House thus far, Madam Speaker. That is not what the Government is
doing. And, as | said before, during their time in office they also offered similar
amnesties. So, we are still wondering why was it good then but not good now. Of
course, we have received no answer on that.

Amendment of the Property Tax Act, Chap. 76:04, tax amnesty. Clause 11
of the Bill will amend section 54 of the Property Tax Act, Chap. 76:04 to provide

for a waiver of certain outstanding liabilities in respect of taxes due and owing
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under the Property Tax Act for the years up to and including the year ending the
31% of December, 2021. Of course, Madam Speaker, this is to assist those who
may be outstanding due to difficulty to catch up before the new taxes are
Implemented, and also to encourage revenues and compliance with the law.
Madam Speaker, this amnesty provides a timely opportunity for the population to
clear all outstanding taxes owed on properties before the new taxes take place.
Madam Speaker, what | would like to say is that this piece of legislation clearly
indicates the Government’s direction and the Government’s plan for this economy,
even though it may go above the head of the Member for Oropouche West. The
increased revenues, as has been stated, will be used to the benefit of the people of
Trinidad and Tobago, and from all indicators our economy is on a severe growth
trajectory, much to the chagrin of those on the other side. But that will not stop
this Government and this Ministry of Finance from doing all that it can to improve
the lives of the people of Trinidad and Tobago.

Thank you, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: Member for Mayaro.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. Rushton Paray (Mayaro): Thank you, Madam Speaker, for allowing me an
opportunity to contribute to this Finance Bill, 2022. Madam Speaker, we came to
this House a little over a month ago when the Minister of Finance presented his
fiscal package for 2022/2023 and that Bill was soundly rejected by the Opposition
Benches, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, one month ago the country rejected this budget

placed by this Minister of Finance. Madam Speaker, in the media the conversation
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was total rejection of the budget as well. Madam Speaker, the business community
rejected this budget. But, Madam Speaker, the budget found no support in any
sector of this economy. So, Madam Speaker, what we are here today to do is that
the Government is asking us to amend particular pieces of legislation that really are
going to prop up failed policies that we have determined that will not take Trinidad
and Tobago forward, Madam Speaker, and that is what we are doing here today.

Madam Speaker, | want to commend my colleague from Oropouche West
who—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray:—clearly put a position squarely in this Parliament today and he
touched on several areas of the clauses that are included in today’s debate and |
will in my contribution, Madam Speaker, look at some of the others that he was not
able to mention in the time allotted to him and I may touch one or two that he may
have spoken of but from a slightly different angle, Madam Speaker.

But, Madam Speaker, before | get into that, | must speak briefly on the
contribution of the hon. Member, San Fernando East. Madam Speaker, the hon.
Member stood on very thin ice because his first few points were weak, it had no
substance, it had no base. Madam Speaker, the Minister started his contribution
that Trinidad and Tobago was on a path to growth. Madam Speaker, | travel from
San Fernando to Mayaro every other day and | feel the path that he is suggesting is
as crumbling and as collapsing as the Naparima/Mayaro Road.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: And the journey, like my journey to Mayaro, is hurting and | am
sure the people of this country are hurting as well on that very same path—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray:—that the Minister speaks about.
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Madam Speaker, the hon. Minister boasted in some strange way that the
policy of his Government had stabilized the exchange rate, but, Madam Speaker,
there are thousands of small businesses in this country that cannot find one US
dollar. So what is the reason for having a stable exchange rate and you cannot find
exchange currency?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: So that is no boast, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, the policy
of this Government concerning the exchange rate has really created a black market
in this country that is driving an exchange when you could find it, of about $9 to
one, and driving prices up for the consumers in Trinidad and Tobago. And
Minister, that is nothing to boast about.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, the Minister also spoke about the quality of
economic policy that has been delivered by the Government of which he is a part
of, but | want to put it to the hon. Minister, that the policy of his Government has
driven the public sector debt to over $150 billion that our great-grandchildren will
be paying for this debt, Madam Speaker, and that is nothing to boast about, Madam
Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, and lastly in terms of my rebuttal to the thin ice
that the hon. Member was on, and this is what is surprising to me, that his
Government continues to hedge the future of Trinidad and Tobago on energy
decisions. While it is important, |1 have no doubt my mind, that we have an energy
market in this country for a couple of decades, but we have the hon. Minister of
Planning and Development who is going to be going to Egypt in a couple of days

to COP 27 and the conversation is about finding another alternative outside of
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carbon fuel and fossils, Madam Speaker.

So for the Minister to stand here today to talk about all the great things that they
are doing in the energy sector, Madam Speaker, I think it is really a cop-out to say
the least.

4.30 p.m.

So, Madam Speaker, as | get into the clauses of the Bill, | want to put on the
record that looking at the Bill itself, one would get a keen insight into a
government that is really underperforming. They have underperformed and the
policy decisions clearly dictate that. A lot of the financial measures that have been
presented by the Minister today in terms of the legislative amendments, they are
either very reactive or they seem to be agitated responses to national issues as they
come up but they lack creativity and vision in terms of how these amendments will
take Trinidad and Tobago forward.

So, Madam Speaker, a lot of the clauses that are being amended today really
IS going to place a financial toll on a lot of our citizens and if you look at the
Schedules, you would see $10 and $20 and $50 and to many of us here, that may
not be a lot of money but, Madam Speaker, to the ordinary men on the street who
are contending with the reality of life, high prices, high fuel prices, getting children
to school, paying their mortgages, $50 is a lot of money.

Madam Speaker, while all of this is happening, we do have thousands of
people who have been placed on the breadline by poor policy decisions of this
Government. When you have some policy decisions that are being sold as a
benefit to the working class but you have 60 per cent of our working population
earning less than $6,000 a month who will not benefit from the many of the tax
credits that they are being provided to.

Madam Speaker, when you look at issues that the Government should have
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brought bits and pieces of legislation to amend that would deal with the issues
around staff shortages of public officers, digitization to fix some of the ailing
components of our economy but Madam Speaker, that was not done. The Minister
came today and he provided a very basic surface-type explanation for the
amendments and | will attempt to raise some issues on some of them.

Madam Speaker, let us look at clause 2 which is a very simple clause. They
are looking to raise the fees for a Commissioner of Affidavits and the environment
that he operates in and “yuh talking” about $2.50 and $4 and so on. But, is raising
these prices, these fees, fixing the current problems we are having with the whole
system of affidavits and why that is important? The most downtrodden in our
communities, their sole and probably the only form of some legal support is
through affidavits because some of them cannot get to pay attorneys and so on and
so they go to a Commissioner of Affidavits and they get these sworn declarations
to help get a Self Help grant, to apply for the WASA and so on in lieu of not
having title documents.

So, Madam Speaker, when we are raising these fees for these areas, we are
really touching the most vulnerable in society. The hon. Attorney General, who is
not in the Chamber at this time, and | know | would have raised with the former
Attorney General. In Rio Claro, we have one and the police have reached out to
me on several occasions asking for my intervention because it is difficult for the
police to operate without having sometimes these Commissioners of Affidavits, the
JPs and so on, to assist them in processing, you know, their cases and so on. So |
am saying that legislation coming today really ought to help fix some of those
issues rather than just being punitive and raising fees and so on. So, Madam
Speaker that is one of the issues that | would have when coming to clause 2.

Madam Speaker, when we look at clause 3, clause 3 dealing with the
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firearms and firearm licences and so on, and | know my colleague, the Member for
Oropouche West, did spend a considerable amount of time in tackling a few issues
around that but I just want to reiterate very quickly without going too much in-
depth into it, is that | feel too and | share his view that the State seems to be
punishing law-abiding citizens for wanting to seek to protect themselves in the
middle of this crime pandemic that is affecting the country. Madam Speaker, | will
have to ask the question. The State having failed to capture and punish criminals,
Is the Government taking out, you know, its wrath on the victims of the crime by
making it difficult—
Madam Speaker: Member, | think that should not be said that way, if you could
withdraw it and find another way.
Mr. R. Paray: Sure, withdrawn, Madam Speaker.
Madam Speaker: It is imputing improper motives.
Mr. R. Paray: Thank you, Madam Speaker. | withdraw. The State should look
to support and encourage and help our citizens to defend themselves at all costs.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. R. Paray: In looking, | have reviewed some of the licensing arrangements
and fees in other jurisdictions in the Caribbean and comparative reviews show that
we are bordering on some of the highest fees in the region as well. So Madam
Speaker, the Minister has not made a clear argument as to the rationale behind the
fees and the jump in the fees as to why it is going to that level. On top of that too,
nothing in the amendments outside of the fees is assisting with the processing of
these applications as well.

So, Madam Speaker, when we are dealing with fixing a problem and you are
not dealing with some of the core issues, we are going back to a state where you

have to wait eight and nine years perhaps to get—for your application to be
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processed or a point where they even tell you that you have been rejected. So that
Is something that | feel strongly that when we are amending legislation for policy
decisions like these, we ought to do it to solve problems, not create more problems.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, if you were look at clause 4, clause 4 speaks to
the registration of clubs, you know. It fits in with the whole issue around the tax
exemptions and you know, you would ask the question and | think the Member for
Oropouche West raised it as well, that the law-abiding citizens, the law-abiding
business people in clubs and so on, they may feel a sense of slight. Because while
they are hard-pressed to follow the law and get their payments on time and
sometimes to do that, they may have foregone something else, then there are those
who sit idly by and relax saying well, you know we will get an amnesty and they
get to have “ah ball of ah time” knowing that they are going to get to pay this thing
without penalty and interest. So it may seem to be a bit disadvantageous for law-
abiding citizens, law-abiding businesses and we must not encourage that. \We must
never as a government, as a legislator create legislation that tells people sublimely
that it is okay to do the wrong thing.

So all I am saying, Madam Speaker, as we go forward and we bring
legislation to this Parliament, we must always insist that we do the right thing the
first time all the time.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, quickly as we go on to clause 5, we are dealing
with the issue around oil pollution and so on. There can never be any objection or
opposition to review any fines when coming to oil spills and anything that would
cause destruction to our environment. But the question to the common man on the

street: Why a ten-fold increase? Now, we can always decide whether “ah 100,000
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or ah 100 million is enough as a penalty, but | suspect as any government, and
you are bringing a rationale or a reason to raise a fine, then there should be
something to anchor it on, some foundation of why am | raising this ten-fold. That
has not been presented today and | think the Government should explain these
things when they come with these amendments as to why that size of increase. So,
Madam Speaker, pollution must be penalized but the penalties should meet
international benchmarks and have some sort of foundation and rationale to go
with it.

Madam Speaker, as we move quickly to clause 6 and | know this is one that
has some contention because we are giving the Commissioner of Valuation some
extra powers or some extra ability to be able to access information from additional
parties. But, Madam Speaker, the Government must say, right, and again, if the
Government had the right policies and systems in place from day one to encourage
citizens to do the right thing and submit your information and submit it correctly,
then there would be no need for—you know there is this perception like the
Government wants to be the big brother now and capture “yuh” information here
and there and everywhere. So it looks like you are snooping. While it may not be
the intention of the Government to snoop but at the end of the day, that is the
perception that is going to come around.

So rather than we encourage our citizens to do the right thing and let us do it,
there is a law in place, we have to follow the law but when there is the perception
that snooping because we are giving the Commissioner of Valuation some powers
to go into TTPost, WASA, T&TEC to get your information, you get this push back
as well. So rather than we move the country forward, we keep going backwards
because of the way how these things are being done and | urge the Government

that we should never, never, never give the impression that something clandestine
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IS going to happen. Madam Speaker, so that is just a simple suggestion that I am
having. | do not want, at the end of the day, the citizens of this country to feel that,
you know, that there is an insidious move to monitor and control the lives of our
citizens and | would leave clause 6 right there.

Madam Speaker, clause 7 is a bit close to me in terms of the issue around the
penalties for illegal timbering which, in my respectful view, the increase in the
fines really only goes as far as curbing the offence as it is today. But the
Government has really moved very, very slowly and | think that they have not
done enough in dealing with the crisis of deforestation. The slash and burn
farmers, you know, and squatters there, every one state land, but the Government
has really sat back for years in dealing with this matter. It has gotten to a point
where it has really created a huge impact on the environment.

And let me just give you an example, Madam Speaker. In Rio Claro, we
have had 25 acres of what we call the Ecclesville Windbelt Reserve that has been
destroyed, totally destroyed by illegal squatting and slash and burn. 1 have been
intimately involved in the matter because you know the legitimate farmers, they
come to me and they complain and | have reached out to the Commissioner of
State Lands, | reached out to the Minister of Agriculture, the former Minister of
Agriculture, | reached out to the praedial larceny police as well and they all seemed
to be hand-tied like ““Sunday crab” in bringing action to slow down or stop the pace
of that. I understand even in Tableland, even 300 hectares of forest that have been
bulldozed by illegal farmers as well.

But hear what is the impact for those things, especially in Ecclesville and
Tableland and so on. Madam Speaker, these forested areas are really used to slow
down the wind as it blows across the eastern seaboard. When these forests are

removed, you will have issues in central Trinidad where more roofs will start to
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blow off because there is nothing stopping the wind. So that is why it is important,
that is why | am saying the issues around illegal timbering, the fines and so on, all
that is nice, but | think we have not done enough as a government, as a parliament,
to really put a stop to this particular matter.

Madam Speaker, before | move on from clause 7, it is worth noting that in
the Conservator of Forests’ office, there are vacancies for 60 officers and 40 range
wardens. So the Minister should have really come today and advised legislatively
how we can fill that gap so we can really put a dent into the illegal deforestation.
So you know, I hope in the Minister’s wrap-up, he has an opportunity to say that
they are looking at these matters and it will augment what he is doing today with
regard to these fines.

Madam Speaker, clause 8 deals with the issue around the Income Tax Act,
personal allowance, the increase what the Member of Oropouche West calculated
at a $4 a day improvement in your financial life and the reality around that.
Madam Speaker, any type of tax credit on salary, the guestion you must ask is:
How does that affect the 150,000 people that have no job who are not in the legal
or the statutory working system that can benefit from that tax credit? So, again, the
country sees it as empty and vacuous as a promise and as a state, as a government,
we ought not to be putting mental pressure and stress on the people of this country
by they having to believe that these are sleight of hand that are being placed on
them by giving in one and taking twice the amount in the other hand. So we must
be wary, we must be careful when we come to this Parliament to issue or to bring
legislation or legislative amendments.

Madam Speaker, the whole issue around tax amnesty, we have spoken about
this tax amnesty coming from many years, many years from previous

administrations to this administration, but I think the point that we are missing is
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when we offer these amnesties, we are really haemorrhaging, we are losing money
when we offer these amnesties. But if | were to ask the State why in the last seven
years we have not been able to plug the loopholes at the Board of Inland Revenue,
strengthen the manpower requirement and all the weaknesses that go around in the
tax collection system, we would not have to be haemorrhaging money today with
tax amnesties and that is the question and that is what any sensible, mature,
responsible Minister of Finance ought to be bringing to this Parliament to fix those
ISsues.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, clause 9 we speak about the value added tax. We
speak about the threshold lifting to $600,000 as the Minister said he felt that a lot
of small businesses were having trouble administratively to manage the value
added tax. But it goes way beyond those small businesses because if you look at
the record of the State’s ability to collect value added tax, it has been poor. If you
look at the record, the administrative record in giving refunds and reimbursements
to businesses as well has been absolutely poor. Those two poorness or paucities on
both sides, that does not augur well for VAT as a tax collection system. And |
think the State should have come today, the Government should have come today
and said well, look, I am proposing a simpler option to “deburden’ businesses and
consumers from this highly administrative value added tax system and we are
proposing to do something simpler which will bring more money to the coffers of
the State. That is something that should have been here as part of the amendment
to the value added tax administration laws.

Madam Speaker, | want to go and close off my contribution on clause 12. |
know clause 12 as well is a very tricky one in that you know it is dealing with the

scrap iron dealers and it has really touched—you know whenever we make
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decisions that interfere with the most vulnerable folks in our society, it really goes
beyond action but it really impacts people’s thinking, their hearts, their livelihoods.
And this whole issue around scrap iron dealers by just putting a penalty or a fine,
increasing the fine, it really comes back down to an absence of creativity and a
lack of critical thinking on behalf of the State.

Madam Speaker | recall that the scrap iron dealers had presented over a year
ago because this problem that we have had to deal with was not something new, it
was happening a while ago and proposals were presented to the Government and
nothing was done. So definitely, the industry felt an opportunity to self-regulate
which the State did not take action on at that point in time. So what we feel today
Is that the Minister should have come to amend the relevant pieces of legislation to
allow for better policing of the system, perhaps look at a stricter licensing regime
for the industry, a registration of all operators that are working in the industry and
again periodic inspection of their facilities to make sure that there is no stockpiling
of these copper and copper elements.

Madam Speaker, in closing on this issue of the scrap iron dealers and this
issue of these fines, in our business, in the type of business that we do in the energy
sector, there is something called a root cause analysis and if one were to look at the
root cause or why are these fellas are risking their lives to climb up “ah pole two
o’clock in the morning and chop ah line which they feel is ah copper line”, it could
be another line full of electricity. But it is fed by the high unemployment level, the
steep cost of living and the criminal culture that we are creating in this country. So
“they get ah lil brave, Madam Speaker, and when one ah these fellas die, they
leave behind ah family, some children that end up” in the same cycle of poverty
and so on. So Madam Speaker, if we do not address the root causes for these

things from a legislative level, from a policy decision level, we will not be
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successful as a country and as a nation.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. R. Paray: Madam Speaker, all of these things that | have mentioned today in
my very short contribution, it really shows a government that is aimlessly trying to
find a space. They are in so many difficult areas and they are just not creative in
finding some solutions going forward. So, Madam Speaker, these amendments
that we are debating today, it requires a simple majority, it will be passed, but | am
putting to this House that there will be no benefit out of any of these amendments
that is going to shift the economic fortunes of Trinidad and Tobago. And I thank
you.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: Okay, so hon. Members, might | propose now as a convenient
time for us to suspend for 15 minutes and return. So this House is now suspended
for 15 minutes, we will return at, let us say, 5.15 p.m.

4.53 p.m.: Sitting suspended.

5.15 p.m.: Sitting resumed.
The Minister of National Security (Hon. Fitzgerald Hinds): Thank you very
much, Madam Speaker, for recognizing me to make my short contribution in this
the Finance Bill, 2022. This Bill, as we all know, would have come out of the
measures announced by the hon. Finance Minister as he delivered his 2022/2023
budget; a budget, in passing, | must say, that generated in me and the majority of
people in the national community great satisfaction and great pride.

In particular, I cannot seem to get it out of my thought, my recall actually,
on the morning, the Sunday morning prior to the delivery of that budget, the
Member for Mayaro, who spoke just before me in this debate, told this country, on

behalf of the Opposition, the UNC, obstructionist and untruthful as they have been
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from time to time, told this country that they can anticipate that tomorrow morning
the Minister of Finance would lay out a thousand and one new taxes. They will
tax, tax, tax in order to spend, spend, spend. Of course, again, | must point out, by
that time, the budget was already well written and the facts would show that not
one single new tax was announced in those measures, some of which we debate
here today in this Finance Bill.

Madam Speaker, the Member for Mayaro touched on a few issues that you
must give me the latitude, Madam Speaker, equally, to touch upon in passing. He
described this Government as underperforming, a government that boasts of having
In its reserves eight months’ cover, very unusually so for many countries of the
world where the international average, the experts tell me, is about one and a half
months. But we have eight months’ cover in reserve, a very strong position
indeed, yet he describes the Government as underperforming.

In economic terms, we have just very recently made a substantial deposit
Into our savings account, that is to say, the Heritage and Stabilisation Fund, shortly
before, | think, the budget, you know. And, of course, that would have followed
very active negotiations by the Government and our Prime Minister leading from
the front and generating some $11billion in additional, uncontemplated by the last
government, revenue. And all it leaves to me to wonder, Madam Speaker, as we
discuss these measures today, what would our country’s circumstances have been
without that $11billion that was generated by hard work and negotiation with those
with whom we were locked into contract arrangements, but on the basis of respect,
listened to what we had to say and caused us to generate, to earn, another
$11billion. Yet we are described as underperforming.

Inflation, 2.4 per cent, from the statistics revealed by the hon. Minister of

Finance, compared with the United Kingdom and many other very so-called
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developed countries of the world. This is amazing, Madam Speaker. And we are
described as underperforming. This Government, this Government sets an
example. It is not just preserving the jobs of 90,000 public officers and 50,000
state sector workers, altogether 140,000 ordinary citizens of Trinidad and Tobago
who depend on the state sector, the wider state sector, for their income after they
would have worked, and it is that income that is used to sustain the family, educate
the children, maintain the cars, pay the mortgage. And that is why we say, if you
want to see success, if you want to see the Government’s record, a large chunk of
its allocation goes into private bank accounts, employees’ bank accounts. And you
also have to look in those areas in order to see the power and the effectiveness of
this so-called underperforming Government.

And the Government sets the example for other elements of the industry, the
country, and the other elements of the workforce by holding on. You heard the
Minister of Finance say there were occasions when we had to borrow money to
make sure that they were paid. And we are being told by the Member for Mayaro,
who just spoke, that we do not have a heart for little and ordinary people.

Madam Speaker, he mentioned the question of digitization and the need for
it. As a matter of fact, as | speak to you, as Minister of National Security, | have
for the contemplation of a subcommittee of the Cabinet the online payments for
services from a major department in the Ministry of National Security, that is to
say, the immigration department. Because the Prime Minister, leading as Prime
Minister, told every Minister of his Government that we had to find, identify and
generate a digitization project in one’s Ministry, as the Government moves towards
digitalization, improved efficiency, better record-keeping, leaving the human
element for misbehaviour in public office out, when you digitize. It is happening

in the Ministry of Works and Transport. It is happening in the Office of the
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Attorney General. It is happening in national security. It is happening across the
board. Hence the reason why a Ministry of digitization was established, led by a
very capable professional in that regard.

The Member for Mayaro spoke about affidavits and moaned that the
increase in the cost of an affidavit would be a heavy burden to bear on the part of
the ordinary and little person, whilst saying so, taking no account of the fact—nhe
said where people cannot afford an attorney-at-law, they go to the little
Commission of Affidavits, not taking into account the significant allocation and
allocations over the years for the legal aid department, which supports that. And
then, now we have the special advocates that we have put in place to support the
court and the Judiciary when it becomes necessary. And most of all, not
mentioning the 175,000 citizens, ordinary citizens, and | am responding to Mayaro,
who would have benefitted from a $175million injection into their welfare, their
affairs, persons who are already either on disability grant, on old age pension, or
some other benefit in the social development platform, social security blanket, as it
were, an additional $1000, no mention of that, but we are underperforming.

And finally, in this regard, | want to point out, where we had a personal
allowance of $84,000, we have increased that to $90,000, meaning that once you
earn $7,500 or less per month, Madam Speaker, you will not be called upon to pay
one cent income tax which, at a rate of 25 per cent, would have meant $1,875,
which the worker would keep in his or her pocket to pay for that grocery bill, or to
pay the little rent, or to pay the installment on the car, or to save, if prudence is the
guide. Yet we were told, tax, tax, tax. In fact, here we are reducing the tax
liability to thousands of people in this country in the workforce whose incomes
would be $7,500 or less on a monthly basis.

And finally, if 1 may, Madam Speaker, the LSA, the Land Settlement
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Agency, an agency inside of the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, has
been providing—I saw some with my eyes, obviously. According to the old
colloquial saying, “with meh own eyes”. And | am aware of their engagement
with citizens all across this country who suffer from distress, need a little retaining
wall, the roof “blow off” in the strong winds, the roof leaking, the LSA has
rearranged its mandate now to facilitate the very ordinary little people that the
Member pretends to be speaking on behalf of.

The Member told us that there are vacancies for rangers and that the
Government should employ more people. Madam Speaker, employing more
people is important but it is not always the only solution or the panacea to the
nation’s problems. For my own part, | find it absolutely interesting, sometimes
even amazing, that we would have had a discussion on the entire budget package,
$57billion or thereabout, and we will have this discussion today, dealing with the
Implementation, the legalization of the measures properly announced by the
Minister of Finance in his budget delivery, that we would not have discussed the
question of productivity and enhanced work ethic, greater efficiency, greater value
for the salaries and emoluments that people, employers, including the Government,
would expend to hold an employee.

Eight economists told me, speaking together with them, | asked every one of
them: What would be the outcome, the outfall for the economy of Trinidad and
Tobago, if only we stepped up our productivity, every one of us in the workforce?
And invariably, and to the man and woman, they told me that the economy would
expand immediately by 20 to 25 per cent. And | would imagine for myself, |
imagine for myself, not only will the economy grow a larger cake to share, as it
were, but the quality of life for our citizens would immediately improve. All of the

little bugbears, the complaints about workers in this department and that, would be
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immediately improved if only we improved our productivity. And | felt it
Incumbent on me to say so, in the context of the Member simply saying hire more
people, without demonstrating to us that those who are already on staff are
operating optimally and that you cannot get more productivity out of them to
achieve the same outcome. But the Member thinks it is just an easy walk-through
or solution.

The Member mentioned clause 8 in this Bill, which allows the Minister,
paragraph two of it, | say paragraph two, the lower half of it, to deal with the
question of tax amnesties. And in his opening remarks today, the Minister of
Finance told this Parliament that tax amnesties have shown to have raised taxes
where otherwise people might have been reluctant to pay them. So, altogether it
has worked. But that is not the only way you get taxes, which the Government
needs in order to carry out the measures that we debate here today in this short Bill.

Another way is to make the general collection system more efficient and
more fair. And to do that, you widen the net. You make sure that all who are
supposed to pay uncle Imbert—sorry, Uncle Minister of Finance, just a little pun
on Uncle Sam, you make sure that no one walks away without making his or her
contribution. And if it is a corporate entity, should not walk away without making
a contribution to the asset—to the coffers of the State, especially in circumstances
where we as a society demand so much, especially in circumstances where the
Opposition is always pointing out what the Government must do, what it must
spend, how it should give, how it should give away, all of that.

So the revenue authority, which offends the sentiments of the Opposition
and to which they have objected from the very start and, which as | indicated, |
implied a moment ago, is a formula to improve the tax revenue for the

Government—Dbecause it needs these revenues to spend on all of the things that my
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friends on the other side and others demand. And in 2017, when we floated the
matter and brought the matter for the consideration of this Parliament, there were
four challenges to it. They went to court. | remember the Member for Siparia
saying that we will do that. Went to court. Sought an injunction. The matters
found themselves, matters related to this, objection to the property tax, twice
before the Court of Appeal, twice before puisne judges of our Supreme Court.
They challenged on the form and the language of the form. They challenged on
the registration process. And it took the Government the years between 2017 and
relatively recently to settle this thing after stiff challenges from the Opposition in
the Parliament and their friends and some of the Members as lawyers on the
outside, as they always do, obstructionists as | interpret it. And today, the Minister
of Finance brings a measure, and determined as he has to be, on behalf of the
people of Trinidad and Tobago, to make sure everybody pays their fair share and
therefore could justifiably demand their fair benefit from the nation’s coffers.
Madam Speaker, the reasons in clause 3 we seek to double the fees for
firearms and the various permits that the Firearms Act, Chap. 16:01 envisages—
and in this regard, just for the benefit of the citizens of this country, on whose
behalf we speak here today, we are talking about, in the Third Schedule, a
description of the licence, certificate, or permit, one, the firearm user’s licence.
And for those who held a firearm or hold a firearm user’s licence, the annual fee
was $150. The Minister announced a measure to double that and all the other fees
in this regard. So that goes to $300. The FUL for members of the Rifle
Association, approved by the President, that was $20. It now goes, obviously, to
$40. The firearm user’s licence for shotguns, $240. It was $120. The firearm
user’s employee’s certificate, what we say the FUEC, it was $80, now $160. And

so, it goes on, Madam Speaker.
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The dealer’s licence was $500. He is now carrying it to $1,000. The
gunsmith’s licence, that was $100 a year. It is now $200. The disposal permit,
well, there was no fee for that. An import permit per firearm was $5. That goes to
$10. The permit to take a firearm abroad, $10. The variation of a licence,
certificate or permit—so if you have one and you want to vary it for any reason,
change it, or you want an additional one properly done, properly managed, that
carried a fee of $10. It is now $20. And, of course, among these measures, three
new elements are now being brought to bear here, the renewal of the FUL, that is a
new one, that will be $500; the pepper spray import permit, that will be $100, and
the pepper spray permit, for those who want to use it, it having been imported and
it having been available for distribution, Madam Speaker.

So, the Minister seeks to double all of those fees and the introduction of
three new ones for obvious reasons. And there are two reasons for that. It will
increase revenue. And | can tell you, Madam Speaker, it does generate some
revenue, because between the years 2018 and 2019, those permits and the fees that
came to the State through the Firearms Act in this regard amounted to $2,647,780.
The 2019 to 2020 period, $3,236,117.50; 2020 to 2021, that went up by about
$1.4million. And the figure for that take was $4,613,840. I, unfortunately, do not
have the year-to-date figure, which might be relatively higher for certain reasons.
But the total revenue from those fees collected for those three years that | have just
identified, Madam Speaker, was $10,497,737.50. And if you double this, as this
measure is intended to do and will do, you would be talking about an annual
collection of roughly $20.5million.

But the purpose of this, Madam Speaker, is not merely about revenue. But
the Minister of Finance told us, when he put these measures to us, which was

approved by the Parliament, that it had to do with making/rendering it more
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onerous, if you like. Because the ownership of a firearm licence is a very serious
responsibility indeed.

We have had the operation of the Firearms Act since 1970. The first one
was 1970, in law, in this country, Act 44 of 1970. And we have never had a policy
to guide those who must operate this law on behalf of all of us. Recognizing that
this Minister of Government and recognizing it as a deficiency, mandated a team
inside of national security to draft, for the first time in this country’s history, a
firearms policy to guide those who must implement the terms of this law. And the
practitioners of administrative law will tell you that the policy must be in keeping
with, within the four corners of, consistent with, the law. So the law would have
been looked at by those experts, a team in national security, led by the Office of
Law Enforcement Policy, and we have drafted a policy. Work continues on that
document, because new information, new things, new circumstances are making
themselves known on a daily basis and it is being tweaked before it finds its way
before the Cabinet for the Cabinet’s consideration. But we are in a very advanced
state of affairs in that regard.

And the Government though, had an unwritten policy which we inherited
from our colonial masters, a restrictive policy, where we did not feel, unlike some
persons, that firearms and the proliferation of them around the place to everyone
and “gun go meet gun and doi fuh doi” would be the solution to the nation’s
challenges. We did not feel that. And all the commissioners of police observed
that restrictive approach over the years. But alas, that was to change, within very
recent times. And consequently, the need for a policy to guide those who must
administer that law was deemed to be acutely important.

And so, Madam Speaker, this morning—»because as | said, it is a very

serious responsibility. And it may not just double the figure that | have just quoted
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you, eh. It may very well triple and quadruple that amount. Because | mentioned
to you, one of the licences for which there is a fee, is the question of variations. So
a person may apply for and receive, after due process, hopefully, hopefully, and
after a thorough process, hopefully—because there is no doubt about it, we have
inefficiencies in the systems of this country and we have corruption too. But let us
assume, for the purposes of this debate, after due process and after thorough
background checks and all of the nuances, a firearm licence is granted, a person
could apply for and receive a variation for two firearms, for nine firearms, for 15
firearms, for 23 firearms. And these figures | did not pull out of the hat. Every
one of the figures | have called for you are real. So you have individuals who
would have had variations and now who have purportedly, for their personal
protection, 15, 16, 23 firearms.
Mr. Hosein: Madam Speaker, I rise on Standing Order 48(1). | do not know if
this is a debate on firearms or whether it is just to increase the fines for the FUL
licences.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: So, Minister of National Security, | know you are dealing with
variations, but tie it in quickly and let us get on with the debate.
Hon. F. Hinds: And | do not know if the Member for Barataria/San Juan is
having a bad day or a normal day. But nobody is talking about fines. We are here
talking about fees. But let me say, | was simply making the point to tie it in, that
the revenue collected in these fees may be far more than the $20million that I
projected, as these are being doubled, because you have other nuances around
variations.

So let me share with you very quickly. For the last five years, 2017 to 2021,
there were 7,157 firearms in the ether—I heard somebody say that today—in the
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atmosphere. And just for another statistic, close to 2,250 of them would have been
available, issued between well, over the last three years. The total number of
existing licences to which these fees will be applicable is 17,600. That figure is an
interesting figure, very interesting. If | may be permitted, the United Kingdom,
with a 60million population, has issued one and a half million licences. And,
Madam Speaker, their regulations say when you are going to get that licence, the
weapon you are going to acquire must have a butt a certain length, a muzzle a
certain length, meaning it is not a handgun, would not be hidden under your coat.
They do not deal with handguns at all. It is outside of the pale for farmers, for
hunters, for sport, all of that. And that is not unique, eh.

5.45 p.m.

Recently, as recently as maybe about four five months ago, Canada banned the
importation of all handguns in that country, and went on thereafter to ban the trade
in handguns inside of Canada, announced by their Prime Minister some time ago,
because that is what it is. But we have 17,600 of them around here, Madam
Speaker. And these fees and | went through them and the amounts that they will
generate—

Madam Speaker: Member, your original speaking time is now spent. You are
entitled to 15 more minutes to wind up your presentation.

Hon. F. Hinds: | should be grateful for it, Madam Speaker.

Madam Speaker: Please proceed.

Hon. F. Hinds: | thank you.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. F. Hinds: So that part of the reason is revenue collection but part of the
reason is to nail down, to pin down a more responsible holder of these licences that

generate these fees. And | cannot help but recall a most unfortunate incident that
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took place a few hours ago in this country in San Fernando, and | extend deep
condolences to the family, and the friends, and to this nation as a consequence.
Where from the initial reports it appears as though a licensed firearm holder who
will pay the licence fee of $300 going forward, it was originally 150, held this
licence but held about five from the reports in public domain firearms. A very
tragic state of affairs and this is the reason why, Madam Speaker, that the
prevalence of firearms, licensed or unlicensed, every one of them remains a lethal
barreled weapon, so described for good reason. And secondly, they are very
durable objects. The experts say—and | taught firearms use and management as a
police instructor.

Mr. Ratiram: Madam Speaker, | rise on Standing Order (48)1 please.

Madam Speaker: So—

Hon. F. Hinds: Just passing on.

Madam Speaker: Yes, the passing went very far, so could you come back
please.

Hon. F. Hinds: And Madam Speaker, very durable they are and they have to be
properly managed. So part of the reason why the Minister of Finance expressing
the Government’s policy would have taken action to double these fees, it is not
only about revenue collection, but it is to impose more responsible management of
these objects that are called firearms. And Madam Speaker, we will lose some
revenue. | just want to tell you, we will lose some revenue because whenever these
firearms are found to have been abused, there is a disposal of them, and there is a
permit here, a disposal permit for which there is no fee.

Hon. Member: [Inaudible]

Hon. Members: [Laughter]

Hon. F. Hinds: And Madam Speaker, disposal is a critical element. Recently,
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recently, we announced that had we would be disposing of 7,000 of these objects
and it probably went over lightly, but 7,000 illegal—well, firearms that were
abused or used in illegal activity, seized by the police, are now being destroyed to
create an environment of safety and to avoid recycling of those for one reason or
another.

So Madam Speaker, | would like to lend strong support to the Minister of
Finance who proposed these measures and indicate to him on behalf of the people
of Laventille West, who | proudly represent, that he has the full support of this
Member of Parliament on behalf of my constituents, to implement the measure in
doubling these fees as he has agreed.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. F. Hinds: It is good for all the reasons we have stated. And there is one
other measure, Madam Speaker, as | run out of my time, the question of clause 7
which has to do with amendments to the Forest Act and increasing the fines for
illegal timbering as it is commonly called. This measure as well is to deter
criminals. And as one Member said correctly, perhaps for the first time, an
environmental protection measure. Hardwoods are very important elements in the
business of our economy, and | am quite pleased, just in passing, to say that the
Ministry of Trade and Industry very recently announced the training of some of the
young people of this country in the woodcraft industry, and therefore, I am very
happy about that. And this measure to increase the take and fines for people who
are going to be involved in illegal activity around that, is designed coming from a
good strong government, to curb some of that illegality and criminality that
surrounds us in Trinidad and Tobago.

Madam Speaker, one of the things that is | feel | must place on record—

Madam Speaker: Members, | am getting a little difficulty. I know it might be an
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enjoyable contribution but let us keep the order.

Hon. F. Hinds: Madam Speaker, my friends on the other side want nothing good
for Trinidad and Tobago, and therefore their obstructionist posture is well known
to me.

Mr. Ratiram: Madam Speaker, | stand on Standing Order 48(6) please.

Madam Speaker: Overruled.

Hon. F. Hinds: | thank you, Madam Speaker. So Madam Speaker, | commend
the measure or the measures in clause 3 to this Parliament, the measures in clause
8. In fact, Madam Speaker, all of the measures that are wrapped in to this Finance
Bill 2022, | commend them to all of my colleagues in this House and look forward
to your strong support in this regard on behalf of the hon. Minister of Finance who
piloted it. Madam Speaker, | thank you.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Member for Siparia.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. Kamla Persad-Bissessar SC (Siparia): Thank you very much, Madam
Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | join this debate today on the Finance Bill 2022,
and let me say | commiserate, | really feel great sympathy for the hon. Minister of
Finance, when it is that his line Ministers cannot even give the rationale for their
policies and proposals they attempted to pass in this Finance Bill.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And so, when | listened to the Minister of Finance
before, | think my colleague responded to his tone and his demeanour, but that

Minister is always willing and able. He has good intentions but we are told that the
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road to hell is always paved with good intentions.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And so | will not diss him on that, but let us look
at the Bill as a whole and then we will go into some specific clauses, Madam
Speaker, | thank you for the time. | do not intend to delay us very long, just a few
points. | commend my colleagues who spoke before.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: The hon. Member for Oropouche and the hon.
Member for Mayaro, thank you for your comments and interventions in the debate.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So let us take the Bill globally. This Bill has 13
clauses. It seeks to give effect to the fiscal measures, some of them which were
featured in budget presentation earlier this year for fiscal 2023. The Bill in the 13
clauses proposes to amend all of 11 pieces of legislation. Namely, Commission of
Affidavits Act, the Third Schedule to the Firearms Regulations which the Minister
of National Security spent a long time talking about, when really not making any
real sense of how that is going to help us in the fight against crime.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Seeks to amend the Registration of Clubs Act, the
Oil Pollution of Territorial Waters Act, the Valuation of Land Act, the Forests Act,
the Income Tax Act, the Value Added Tax Act, the Stamp Duty Act, Property Tax
Act, and the Old Metal and Marine Stores Act.

Now, you will see this is like a pick up side of a little bit of here and a little
piece there. All of these 11 pieces of legislation to do what? We will see, you
know, a pattern. Some of them have to do with increasing fines and/or penalties or

fees. MP Saddam Hosein was correct when he talked about the Minister of
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National Security was both dealing with fines, penalties, and with fees. And then
there is another set which has to do with granting waivers.

So | will try to break it down into those two categories so we will get a
global picture rather than take them one by one in seriatim. So let us go first
because the Minister just finished, National Security. And | am asking to this hon.
Minister, how would all these measures you announced dealing with increased fees
and fines—I asked it before—help in the fight against crime? Minister, | would
have thought that you had had some time to tell us as a nation, the front pages of
every newspaper yesterday, when we see children down on the ground in a school
in fear of their lives. How would these fines that you are increasing for legal
firearms help us to deal with:

“Pupils duck from bullets”, Guardian.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: “Gunfire closes school”, Newsday.

“Get down children”—daily Express.

And the teacher saying:

“Oh my God, oh my God...”

“...children. Down down.”—down.

Should this be happening in our schools? And where is the Minister to answer
this? Where is the Prime Minister? It seems that every time the heat is on,
somebody goes missing in action and will not be there to answer.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So Minister, whilst | appreciate your rejoicing
about these increased fines, you have not told us what is the rationale for these
fines. And then you want to attack the Member for Mayaro by saying that Member
talked about tax, tax, tax, before the last budget, tax, tax, tax.
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Minister, do you understand what a tax is? Do you understand that

increased fines, and penalties, and fees that they are in the nature of a tax?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And therefore, when you spoke for that long
period of time, that is what you are talking about, increasing fees, increasing fines,
Increasing penalties. So let us take a look at those increasing fines. In this Bill,
this little Bill, with respect it is a short Bill. We have, what did | say, 13 clauses.
In this Bill, there are 26 instances of increased fees and/or fines, 26 instances of
increased fees or fines. And what are those? Those are taking from the taxpayer.
And once you are taking more from the taxpayer it is in the nature of a tax.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: It goes into your consolidated fund. So let us not
be going to the semantics of what is a tax and not a tax. Let us understand that
once the Government takes more from the pocket of the taxpayer, you are in fact
Imposing what is in effect a tax. So 26 instances of more fines and fees. You
know, the Government comes here today and tells us these are the fiscal measures,
these are the measures that are going to help us to—after eight years—these are the
measures, as a solution to help our failing economy, but you are coming 26
increased fines and penalties and so on.

To make matters worse, the Minister of Finance has redefined the
conventions of economics by his positions on the performance of the domestic
economy. And today that was repeated by again, by the Minister in the Ministry of
Finance, the Member for San Fernando East talking about growth when all the
statistics except the ones that are used by them, show that we have not grown, that
the economy has in fact declined.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And continues to decline. Minister Hinds talked
about growth, eight months cover, where did you meet it? You talk about eight
months import cover. When we left office, what was it? You have reduced the
Import cover in this country and you are coming to boast that you are doing well
and performing well?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: You talk about deposits in the HSF. You are the
Government, the only Government in the history of Trinidad and Tobago that has
withdrawn from the HSF, not once, not twice but several times. Every other
government, including that of the late Patrick Manning, including the Panday
government, my government, we have put moneys, deposits into the HSF.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: But you have been withdrawing. Minister now
talks about, Minister Hinds, about $11billion revenue. He asked us the rhetorical
question: what would circumstances have been without this $11 billion? And what
are the circumstances? Every road, every bridge, every drain, all the infrastructure
is down.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Our schools are in a state of disrepair. The Health
sector is collapsed, the economy is collapsed.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And you are the only ones singing praises, what
you would have done without this $11billion? | assure you, we would have given
children laptops. We would have provided in the health sector.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: We would have provided in the infrastructure of
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the country, much more that could have been done. So when you talk about the
largest budget, that we had the largest budget, what is wrong with that? If the
revenue was coming in, we spent the money to improve the quality of life of
people in the country.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: That is what we did. So just to cry crocodile tears
about the largest budget is because you could not get that kind of revenue, you did
not have the policies or the programmes—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—to create revenue streams and to create jobs in
this country. So do not cry about that. | am proud that we were able to deliver—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—so much in just the five years that we were in
office. Minister talks about inflation, well, I think the one that is most startling—
talks about jobs and preserving jobs. How many hundreds of thousands of jobs
have been lost since you came into the country? How many?

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So there are several issues the Minister raised
dealing with growth and the performance of the economy. This economy is the
worst performing economy under your government that we have ever seen in
Trinidad and Tobago.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So you come now, you talk about the economy,
you talk about fines, and fees, and penalties, as | have pointed out, 26 instances of
increased fines and/or fees.

What are they? One major area had to do with the increases with respect to
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the firearms regulations. Clause 3 of the Bill, seeks to increase by 100 per cent the
fees payable in respect of a licence, certificate, or permit set out in the third
Schedule to the Firearms Regulations. So the Minister gave us the details of all of
these proposed increases.

Now, let us look at it. Yes, you have not explained why you want to
Iincrease these and maybe someone may still answer from your side because we
will be very happy to see how this will help us in the fight against crime. But
whilst you are busy increasing the fees and fines and so on for legal firearms, what
are you doing about all the illegal firearms in the country?—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—which is where the crime situation is. Minister
spoke about pepper spray fees. Again, where is that pepper spray? How many
years later nothing has been done. And by the way, | am warning, you know,
Ministers, be very careful how you speak because | understand the courthouse is
looking for every member of the National Security Council including the Prime
Minister.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Including the Prime Minister. All these same
firearms that the Minister is talking about, not a word about that, except to
belabour the point. New fees—

Mr. Deyalsingh: Madam Speaker, Standing Order 48(1) please.

Hon. Member: Man, sit down.

Madam Speaker: No, no, no. No need for us to be uncouth. Please continue.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Thank you very much. So | said a lot of the

matters had to do with increases in fees and fines. If we were not in this
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honourable Chamber, this honourable Parliament, | would say it reminds me of
those “sprangers” who will pass and pick up every little piece of thing they could
find on the road. So you go for—

Madam Speaker: You know, Member, you said, “if it were not”, so you know it
Is not proper. Okay. So | know you can do much better than that.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | will try. | thank you, Madam. And | would say |
do not refer to the hon. Members on the other side at all, or on our side of the
House. | am saying you pick up a little piece here under the metals thing; you pick
up a little bit under here, there, everywhere. Can we not do better than that? Is it
the kind of revenue that is going to grow our economy to create jobs? Is that going
to develop anything that you could help people? No, no, no.

When hon. Minister Hinds boasted about the $11 billion, where did you get
that from? It had absolutely nothing to do with policies of your government, you
got a windfall because of the war in Ukraine and so on that increased the prices.
Let us be honest and be real. Take credit for how you are going to spend it. Do
not take credit that you earned it because you did absolutely nothing. In fact—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: In fact, you did the opposite when you shut down
Petrotrin when we could have gotten more out of that windfall from our own
production at Petrotrin.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So much more moneys would have been coming
into Trinidad and Tobago. And then you told us “if you are closing your fridge
door and did not hear me, the Government is not closing down Petrotrin”. You all
remember that? That is why | do not believe a word that any of you say.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | do not believe a word. | see the new Attorney
General had to come today to apologize in Parliament because he misled the
Parliament last time he spoke, again.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Again, misleading the Parliament. So fines,
increases, under the pollution of territorial waters, chapter whatever. Where did
you find that? Fines for spillage. So whilst are you increasing the fine, are you
also increasing the term of imprisonment? | will ask MP Dinesh to tell me a little
more, MP Saddam. So you say okay, | will increase the fine because all you want
is the money you really do not care. You want to pick up the bits and pieces. You
increase the fines, but there is also a term of imprisonment, but you do not touch
that at all. Is that not also going to be a deterrent for these offences that you are
attempting to deal with?

Clause 7 talks about penalties for offences relating to timbering contrary to
the Forests Act. How did we suddenly jump, you understand, that is what | am
saying, how do we go from territorial waters, to forests, to firearms, all these fines,
penalties and so on.

And we go down to clause 12, the Old Metal and Marine Stores Act to
increase the fine for offences contrary to the Act, $15,000 to $100,000. How did
we arrive at these increased fines? For the firearms matters we are seeing 100 per
cent increase. For others—it seems arbitrary. Perhaps someone will explain, how
did you come from $15,000 to $100,000. What is the rationale? Did you just pick
the number out of a hat or is there a reason for the amount of the increase in these
fees and penalties and so on?

And perhaps someone will be kind on the other side to tell us how many

offences are there contrary to section 10 of the Old Metal and Marine Stores Act?
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How many offences that we are now increasing this fine for? How many offences
under several of these, the one with the penalties for timbering. How many
offences so that we can get an idea of how much money you intend in revenue you
are intending to raise from these matters? So we talk about the fines, penalties and
SO on.

| said another area in the Bill deals with issues of waivers. So | will come
back to waivers in a moment. But | want to spend a moment again, Minister Hinds
is totally clueless. Not just about how we can solve crime—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—but also, Madam, clueless as to what is going on.
Many of them are so separate from reality, do not have a clue what is going on and
want to come to talk to us today about digitization, in response to the Member for
Mayaro?

Did you know you all laid a document in Parliament just today? Do you
ever read what you all bring to this Parliament? Digitization, and the Prime
Minister, and the great Prime Minister; great he is for you. | am not sure how
many else but | am happy if you are happy with him, but we are not. Prime
Minister tells you, what? Everybody digitize and digitization, and when MP
Mayaro spoke about it, comes to diss him on that. Let me tell you something, the
digitization Ministry was established when? Two years ago, not two weeks, two
years ago. And then what do you have to show for it? This document—sorry, |
would not hold it up—Iaid today in the Parliament, it has to do with, Response to
the Standing Finance Committee for additional information re: meeting of the
Standing Finance Committee.

So this would have been when we came for SFC here for the last budget,

Madam, and questions were asked. And one question had to do with Draft
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Estimates of Recurrent Expenditure, Goods and Services, to provide the
breakdown of the 43 positions currently filled via contract employment, including
job titles and duration of the contracts. So the Ministry, two years ago, established,
IS supposed to have 43 positions. In this document laid today, Minister of National
Security, through you Madam, you will see that your dream of digitization is
nothing but a pipe dream. It is not even a dream and you are not being real with
the population.

Look at this Ministry, what is going on here. Of these 43 positions, let me
read them for you. Let me read them, 43, position director legal—
Mr. Al-Rawi: Madam Speaker, | rise on 48(1). This is no form, or fashion, or
part of the Bill.
Madam Speaker: Member, | will give you a little leeway to develop the point in
the context that you are making it. And please then move on.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | thank you, Madam, and | appreciate the leeway
because we do give leeway sometimes. | thank you very much for that leeway.
Minister Hinds talked about digitization and gave the impression to this Parliament
that the Government was well on its way to having this done throughout the public
service. Paper filed in the Parliament today out of the 43 positions, only one is
filled. Every other one, 42 positions are vacant. Where is the digitization?
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mr. Al-Rawi: Madam Speaker—
Hon. Members: [Continuous desk thumping]
Mr. Al-Rawi: Thank you, Madam Speaker, and | thank my colleagues for their
round of applause as | stood. Madam Speaker, I rise on Standing Order 48. Now
that the Member has clarified that Minister Hinds was speaking about digitization

in the context of the Firearms Act, which is what he was speaking about which is
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relevant to this Bill—

Ms. Ameen: | thought you were supposed to just call the Standing Order and—
Mr. Al-Rawi: | do respectfully invite that you reconsider the relevance. Thank
you, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, | was saying | do respectfully now that the
hon. Member has clarified—

Ms. Ameen: No, Standing Order?

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Mr. Al-Rawi: 48(1).

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Madam Speaker: You know, listen. Listen, we are not going to get—

Hon. Member: [Inaudible]—Standing Order and sit down.

Madam Speaker: Member, if you are quoting Standing Orders, | expect you
yourself would be bound by them, okay? We are not going to get anywhere quickly
at this rate. All right, you made your point; | have heard you and | will rule. So
Member for Siparia, as I said | will give you some leeway, we are not talking about
the Ministry of digitization completely, so make your point quickly in the context
that you intended and let us move on. Yes?

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. | will
move. | have made the point and the point is that the dream of digitization under
this Government is just that, it is a dream, nothing real is happening to take this
country forward in this age of technology and digitalization.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Madam, | do not know in the rules of debate and
maybe | will be guided by your good self, that when it is—

Hon. Members: [Inaudible]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: You all will have a chance to respond if you are

UNREVISED



122
Finance Bill, 2022 2022.11.04
Mrs. Persad-Bissessar SC (cont’d)

brave enough please.
Madam Speaker: Listen, listen, | would like to hear the Member for Siparia,
okay. And I will ask both sides to allow the Member to make her point. Please
proceed.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Good, so we are moving along. We are moving
along because there are many other points | would like to raise with respect to this
Bill. And you know, no amount of shouting me down will stop me, you know.
You will never stop me.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | will take you on, anywhere, any time, and any
place—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—for the rights of the people of Trinidad and
Tobago. So let us carry on, | move to my next point Madam, if | may? And it has
to do with—
Madam Speaker: Member, | have already said please proceed.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | thank you very much.
Madam Speaker: Yes.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So let us talk about some other areas now that
have to deal with clauses. Again, | said 13 clauses, 11 pieces of legislation being
amended. And | said some of these had to do with fines and penalties, | have dealt
with those. And another set of them, another bloc have to deal with waivers.

When we go through the Bill, we see there are five pieces of provisions per
statute, per Act that we are looking at here. And in each one there are five points
of waiver. So we are looking at 25 waivers, again, in this 13-clause Bill, Madam.

Waivers under the Registration of Clubs Act, waivers under the Income Tax Act,
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waivers under the VAT Act, waivers under the Stamp Duty Act, and waivers under
the Property Tax Act.

Now, nothing is wrong with that. The Minister when presenting, piloting,
talked about many times waivers have been done for liabilities, for tax purposes,
whether it be VAT, whether it be for income tax and so on, whether it be stamp
duty, clubs, all these have been waived in the past.

6.15 p.m.

So the Minister’s rationale was that, you know, with COVID a lot of people
did not have the cash flow and would not have been able to pay a lot of these so we
are giving them a “bligh”, we are giving them a free card for waiving. But they do
eventually have to pay the taxes. So, you are not waiving the tax, you are waiving
the penalties and the interest where such may accrue.

Okay. Now, what I have a question with—and | will ask the Minister if he
could kindly clarify for us. We have on the Income Tax Act waiver for year ended
December ’21. Same thing with the Registration of Clubs, VAT, Stamp Duty and
so on. So the several questions are, first of all, the Minister of Finance in all of
these waivers and | have identified 25; 25 waivers. What Minister is doing here is
giving onto himself, or whomever may be the Minister of Finance, the power to
extend the waiver periods by order. That is the prescribed period for making the
payments. So yes, you are granting the waiver up to whenever the—Some of the
amnesties coming in from November 14™ as Minister told us, but then you—within
the clause that gives the waiver, the Minister is saying, and this can be extended by
order of the Minister. Now, that may seem, you know, basic sort of drafting but it
is not. Because, when you give the Minister that power and this is in 25 instances,
there is no parliamentary oversight or scrutiny of taking these and extending them

further.
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And as a parliamentary democracy | cannot in all
fairness, in representing the good people of Trinidad and Tobago as an elected
representative agree to give that—the Minister, any Minister, not just this one but
any Minister that power to just by order, with no parliamentary scrutiny to keep
extending these. It is important that we have the parliamentary oversight, the
parliamentary scrutiny, so we can properly delve down into the particular
provision, sometimes we may say yes, sometimes we say no, but | do not agree
today that we should give the Minister that and therefore by order—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—by order, Minister, | want to respectfully suggest
it could be subject to negative resolution of the Parliament.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: The way you are giving the Minister that power to
legislate by order by subsidiary legislation, it should be subject to parliamentary
scrutiny subject to negative resolution of Parliament. So, the amendments as
worded will allow the Minister to simply extend the waiver period as the Minister
sees fit without that parliamentary oversight and approval and therefore, the
Minister can increase the time frame of the waiver beyond the dates are set in this
particular piece of legislation. Again, we say any extension of the waiver period
should be subject to the parliamentary scrutiny.

A second point on these waivers is—and Minister was very careful, you
know | heard him very carefully at the start of his speech to talk about how many
times waivers have been granted for tax purposes and so on, the number of times in
how many decades; rationale for doing so. But Minister was also very careful to

talk about, you know, that the penalties and interest, have to do—payments of—
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have to do with getting compliance with the law, that you are forcing people or
because you have these penalties and fines and so on, you are saying to people, hey
pay, because if you do not you incur penalties, and so on. So, all of that is well and
good and so here it is, we are saying we are waiving your interest, we are waiving
the penalties, but you have to pay the taxes, whichever set it may be. Is this then or
can it be seen as a reward for those who fail to comply with the law? For those
who fail to comply with the law, we give you a tax—an interest on penalty free—a
“bligh” as it were—a get out of penalty interest card free. Can it be seen as that?
And Minister may tell me no, well, look, COVID, they had problems—cash
flow—Ilet us give them a chance to go.

| am asking the hon. Minister, what about persons who complied with the
law, and | am asking this as a question, who would have filed and paid whatever
interests may have accrued before the amnesty date?—which is the beginning from
14" November of this year, | believe. What about those—should they not also be
given some kind of reward for complying with the law? For being good, law
abiding citizens? And Minister, | will ask you to please consider that, so whilst it
IS you want to go forward to collect more money, should these people be penalized
in the sense that if they have paid before the tax amnesty date, have they also paid
any interest and penalties and whether we should consider also giving them some
kind of “bligh’ as you may call it as a reward as you are giving to those who fail to
comply with the law.

So that is the other bloc, Madam, and there is one other area just out of
fullness of time, we have repeatedly on this side, repeatedly indicated that we are
not in favour of the property tax at this time.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: We are not in favour of the property tax at this
time. And indeed, when we voted for the budget debate we made that abundantly
clear. Without prejudice to that position that we have taken, | repeat it, we are not
in favour of the property tax at this time. | am not going into a whole ration of
reasons for that, we made it clear and we will continue to make it clear.

So, | will move along from that but | have concerns in law. And again,
Minister Hinds talked about Member for Siparia going to court and Member—
Where do you want me to go, on the battlefield? In a democracy, the courthouse is
the place.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: When there are disputes in a civilized democratic
country, the Supreme Court is the guardian of the Constitution; that is where we
go. In days of old you would go on the battlefield, and you will bring out your
guns and your spears and your whatever other kinds of swords, what—that is what
it was. We have long moved away from that kind of barbarism, to where we go to
the courts.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And therefore, | make no apology for when we
approach the courts, win, lose or draw and most times we do win in the courts of
law.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: We do win. So do not quarrel about going to
court, because we have gone and we won, even on that same property tax matter,
but I will not go deeper into that today, we have other times we can do it.

So, here we have clause 6 of the Bill, dealing with the Valuation of Land
Act, Chap. 58:03. What it does, it seeks to amend section 14 of the Valuation of
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Land Act. And Madam, | want to read this a little carefully because part of it is
already in the law, we must remember this Valuation of Land Act was way back
from—what is it?—1969 if | am not mistaken, so that 1969/70. So it is very old, it
Is an old piece of law and some of the provisions contained within it would be
what is known as “saved law” that it was there in force before the Constitution. But
if it is that you are introducing new measures that were not caught under that
savings law clause, then you know what happens. You cannot pass it into law with
a simple majority, which is what you are wanting to do today.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: That is what you are attempting to do today. So |
am asking, it says, where the requirement—this is section 14, contained in the
amendments in clause 6 of the Bill before this honourable House:
“Where the Commissioner”—and this will be the Commissioner of
Valuations—"requires information from—
“...the Board of Inland Revenue;
...the Registrar General;
...the Registrar of the Supreme Court;
...an officer employed in or in connection with a department of
Government...”
Madam Speaker: Member for Siparia—
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Yes, Ma’am.
Madam Speaker:—your original speaking time is now spent, you are entitled to
an additional 15 minutes.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Shall I please get those 15 minutes?

Madam Speaker: Yes.

UNREVISED



128
Finance Bill, 2022 2022.11.04
Mrs. Persad-Bissessar SC (cont’d)

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Thank you very much and that takes us up to?
Madam Speaker: 38.
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Thank you, Ma’am. So we have (a), (b), (c), (d).
BIR.
“...Registrar General;
...Registrar of Supreme Court;
“...officer”—implied—"...or in connection with the department of
Government, other than the department concerned with the administration of
the Income Tax Act;”
All those four areas, Madam, are caught within the savings law clause. They were
there from since the 1969 Valuation Ordinance now Valuation Act. Okay, | cannot
take umbrage to that, but we may also consider taking umbrage to that legally, |
mean. But here we are now in this Bill, the Government now wants to add (e), (f),
(9), (h), and one more—yes, (&), (), (g), (h) as follows:
“...Where the Commissioner requires information from—"
This is new now, Madam.
“...the Trinidad and Tobago Postal Corporation established under the...”—
T&T— Postal Corporation Act;”
That is (e); new. (f); new.
“...the"—WASA—“Water and Sewerage Authority established under
the...”—WASA—"“Act;
“(g) the Trinidad and Tobago Electricity Commission established under the
Trinidad and Tobago Electricity Commission Act; or

(h) an officer employed by or in connection with an entity listed in
paragraph (e), (f), or (g),”
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So, all these are new provisions, Madam, that will really invade into the privacy
provisions protected under the Constitution of the Republic of Trinidad and
Tobago.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Privacy provisions; and if I may, one of the cases
Minister Hinds alluded to, attempted to allude to, went up to the Court of Appeal,
was very clear about privacy provisions. These here, ones already existing, caught
and saved under the savings law provisions. But these new ones, Madam Speaker,
cannot be passed by a simple majority in this manner in the Parliament.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: When the Postal Corporation gives information
when the Commissioner requires it, when WASA gives out information, | do not
know what information WASA will give. | know that the Property Tax Act talks
about how many washrooms you have and how many sinks and what— [Laughter]
Maybe that is what WASA is going to give, but that is private information. What
would the electricity commission give to the Commissioner of Valuations? What is
envisaged when including these new entities to provide to the Commissioner of
Valuations information, and it talks about it must be given in a prescribed form that
is another point:

“...such information shall be furnished to the Commissioner in the form as

approved by him,”
Is there a form we have seen? | have not seen any—what is in this form? When
you seek information, we are asking for Dr. Roodal Moonilal. How many
washrooms, WASA, does he have in his house? MP Dinesh Rambally, well, |

know you all like lights and festival—how many light bulbs do you have in that
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house? What is the information, what is the form we do not have sight of any
form?

Mr. Al-Rawi: Madam Speaker, | respectfully rise on—

Hon. Member: Standing Order.

Mr. Al-Rawi:—hold on—

Hon. Member: Standing Order.

Mr. Al-Rawi: | respectfully rise on Standing Order 48 (1), Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]

Mr. Al-Rawi: | had to look through this Bill three times to find substantive
clauses that resemble this. It is not there, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Madam Speaker: Overruled.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Madam Speaker, some people are not known for
speaking the truth.

Mr. Al-Rawi: Not in the form she is discussing.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: That is totally false—

Madam Speaker: Member.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: The Bill is before this House—

Madam Speaker: | have ruled and continue.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | can quote the clauses.

Madam Speaker: | have ruled and continue, please, yes.

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: Oh, okay, | am so not accustomed to getting a
“bligh” and a leeway.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | thank you. These clauses are contained—they
are provided for at clause 6 of the Bill—this is the Bill before the House.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: And | have quoted exactly from the Bill. So, I am
saying all these new entities, they are to provide, they must furnish to the
Commissioner in the form as approved by him. What is the form? | looked in the
parent law | have found no form.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: | have looked in this amendment Bill, there is no
form. How can we pass this and allow this to go through when we do not know
what they are going to ask for? Next time they would be asking personal
information.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: T&TEC, WASA, postal corporation and who
else? All these people. What do you want to find out, we need to know that? You
cannot pass this first with a simple majority and if you do, we are taking you to
court, like it or not. You cannot do it.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So, on that point clause 6 with section 14, and |
have a further objection to this, Madam. So, one is they should provide to the
Commissioner whatever the Commissioner wants in the form approved by him. Is
it him the Commissioner or is it him the Minister—who is going to approve this
form? First of all, we have not seen the form and if there is one, tell us, tell us
what the form wants. What are you going to ask? Are you going to send to the
BIR, | want the BIR information of Kamla Persad-Bissessar? They said it was

going to be in that form. This is private information and we need to know.
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: We need to know. And do not come to tell you
police are knocking on my door because none are knocking unless you send
them—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—unless you send them, none. My hands are clean
and my heart is pure.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: The second piece of this | take objection to is—as
| say on:

“...the form as approved by him, and within the timeframe prescribed by the

Minister, by Order.”
The same drafting formula. Again, it cannot be by order. We do not know what
this Minister is going to put in there. That order should come to the Parliament for
scrutiny subject to negative resolution of the Parliament.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So, we cannot, cannot, cannot and with greatest
respect, approve these things. | know you are busy to get property tax for years
and you feel we are holding you, but when you do something you must do it in
accordance with law, with natural justice and fairness—
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—and the rule of law. And we will support you,
we will support you when you bring good law. We cannot support these. | have
one last point on this Madam, and | must thank MP Saddam Hosein who is a great
researcher, from time to time. | thank him very much, as we all are great

researchers from time to time.
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Now, we are still talking about the sharing of information. Madam, do we
understand when the Commissioner of Valuations is seeking information he is also
required to give information? The Commissioner of Valuations has to share
information with the BIR because it is the BIR who will be responsible for
collecting the property tax. So, Commissioner does the valuations and assesses—
“You have to pay X or Y dollars in property tax based on your valuation.” And
then he has to share it with the BIR but we have a serious problem with that.
Because again, we are moving left to right or right to left, or left foot, right foot
and in the wrong order, not paying attention to what is already existing on our
statute books. So here we have—I have here a memorandum from the Valuation
Division, Madam, dated 10 August, 2021. It is addressed to Ms. Suzette Lee Chee,
Permanent Secretary—this is Valuation Division, Minister of Finance to Suzette
Lee Chee, Permanent Secretary from Emeris Garraway-Howell, Commissioner of
Valuations, date 10 August, 2021.

Subject: The effect of section 6(c)—

6(c), “c” as in candy.
—of the Data Protection Act on Valuation Division’s ability to share data
with the BIR and Ministry of local government.
Very important because BIR is to administer this property tax and local
government—we hear a lot of talk about local government, where local
government will benefit from the money and all this money going to local
government—»but nothing is further from the truth and | will deal with that on
another day. So, Ministry of local government will get all this money from
property tax—that is not true, eh—Iet us take that upfront, it is not true. And by
the way, this kind of underhand way to stop holding local government, we totally

condemn the Government’s move—
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Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC:—to not hold local government elections. | will not
go too far on that point, Madam. It is something we will speak a lot more of, and
be warned, we are going to court on that matter as well.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: You will not escape so easily, you will not. So
here we are, section 6 of the Data Protection Act on Valuation Division’s ability to
share data with the BIR and Ministry of local government, and this is what the
Commissioner of Valuations is saying and | quote:
Valuation Division is mandated under the Valuation of Land Act Chap.
58:03, section 25, that upon the creation of the valuation roll to share
same—which is the roll—with the Board of Inland Revenue and the
Ministry of local government, and such persons as may be prescribed, the
information to be shared shall consist of the name, address of property
owners. Such information according to the Data Protection Act, section 2(d)
is considered personal data and section 6 of this Act prohibits the Division
from sharing such data.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Mrs. K. Persad-Bissessar SC: So, the data cannot be shared from Valuations to
BIR and to local government. It continues, the memo:
It is noteworthy that the effect of this section of the Data Protection Act is
that it overrules section 25 of the Valuation Act, and thereby makes it
difficult for the implementation of section 25.
And that 25 was to share the data.
As you are aware, the valuation roll facilitates the collection of revenue via

property tax by the BIR. Therefore, I am concerned that should the Data

UNREVISED



135
Finance Bill, 2022 2022.11.04
Mrs. Persad-Bissessar SC (cont’d)

Protection Act remain in its current form, not fully proclaimed, then
Valuation Division would find difficulty in successfully achieving its
mandate. The following is therefore recommended. That the—
And this is not the UNC, eh, this is from the Valuations Commissioner—
recommends:

...that the Data Protection Act be fully proclaimed, option one. This would

mean that section 42, which provides and | quote:

“Except as provided under any other written law, personal information
under the control of a public body may only be disclosed—
...for the purposes for which the information was collected or
compiled by the public body...”

So that is one.
“...for...use consistent with that purpose;”

So that is an option.

...or the Data Protection Act be repealed.

It is my hope you would give serious consideration to this matter.

Since this was done since last year sometime, August 2021, what has happened
with this? What is the status of the Data Protection Act? What is the status of that
together with the valuation statute? What is going on about this? We need to get
some answers as well.

So, as | close Madam, | want to thank you very much for this time to speak
on this Finance Bill. | have little or no hope that any of these measures will bring
any relief to the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago, any real relief. | have no real
hope that it will help deal with the serious crime problem that we have and
therefore, we would support or not support, it makes no difference. You need a

simple majority, except for those provisions | outlined which invade privacy
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provisions under the Constitution and if passed by a simple majority, your majority
today, will be challenged and struck down in a court of law. 1 thank you all very
much and | thank you, Madam Speaker.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Madam Speaker: Minister of Finance.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
The Minister of Finance (Hon. Colm Imbert): Thank you very much Madam
Speaker. Having listened to the last contributor | am a little embarrassed to tell a
Senior Counsel, a distinguished Senior Counsel the hon. Member for Siparia, to
update her records, and | will draw the attention of the hon. Member for Siparia
because clearly whoever the hon. Member relied upon for research, misled the hon.
Member.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Imbert: So | would advise you, be careful about who you seek advice
from, hon. Member, and | will draw the Member for Siparia’s attention to Legal
Supplement Part B, Vol. 60, No. 125 of the 20" of August, 2021, and | shall read it
into the record because it is clear that the hon. Member for Siparia, Senior Counsel,
is not familiar with Legal Notice No. 220, No. 18 of 2021, by Her Excellency
Christine Kangaloo, Acting President of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago.
“A PROCLAMATION
WHEREAS it is provided by section 1(2) of the Data Protection Act,
Chap. 22:04 (hereinafter referred to as ‘the Act’) that the Act shall come into
operation on such day as is fixed by the President by Proclamation:
And whereas it is expedient that section 42(a) and (b) of the Act come

into operation:
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Now, therefore, I, CHRISTINE KANGALOO, Acting President as
aforesaid, do hereby fix the 23rd day of August, 2021, as the day on which
section 42(a) and (b) shall come into operation.”
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Imbert: And therefore, the relevant sections of the Data Protection Act
were proclaimed over one year ago.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Hon. C. Imbert: | would also advise—
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Hon. C. Imbert:—I would also advise—
Madam Speaker: Member, | would like to hear the Minister of Finance, okay?
Hon. C. Imbert: | would also advise the hon. Member, as a distinguished Senior
Counsel, to read a Privy Council decision, 2022 UKPC 26, Privy Council Appeal
Nos. 0064 of 2021 and 0065 of 2021, Dominic Suraj and others v Attorney General
of Trinidad and Tobago. And | would refer the hon. Member for Siparia to
paragraph 110 of that judgment, and perhaps—~because | am not going to give any
free legal advice—perhaps the researcher for the hon. Member would explain the
meaning of paragraph 110 of the Dominic Suraj judgment. | understand the
problem because this was only delivered early in 2022. So perhaps the hon.
Member’s records are not updated. Now, let us move on.

Moving on now to the commentary from the hon. Members opposite, | wish
to read into the record a press release issued by the Ministry of Finance on the 31%
of May, 2011 and the PNM was not in government on the 31% of May, 2011—the
UNC was—and it reads as follows:

“Attention: All Editors
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Tax Amnesty Deadline Extended to June 30" 2011

The Ministry of Finance wishes to advise that the Tax Amnesty Deadline
have been extended to Thursday 30" June, 2011. The decision came after
Finance Minister Winston Dookeran visited staff at the offices of the Inland
Revenue Division (IRD) to thank them for their tireless effort during the
amnesty period which began in September, 2010 and was initially due to end
on Tuesday May 31%, 2011.
After being appraised by Commissioners of the IRD about the
Amnesty’s...”—statement—"“a decision was then taken by the Finance
Minister to...”

Madam Speaker: Member for St. Augustine, with respect to your mask.

Ms. Ameen: Yes.

Madam Speaker: Okay, please.

Hon. C. Imbert: Thank you, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Inaudible]

Ms. Ameen: [Inaudible]—we passed COVID.

Hon. C. Imbert: The point of this press release from the Ministry of Finance in

2011 is that the then Minister of Finance Winston Dookeran visited the offices of

the Inland Revenue Division to thank the staff for their efforts during the amnesty

period which was due to expire on the 31°% of May in 2011. And:
“After being...”—apprised—“by Commissioners of the IRD about the...”—
status of the amnesty—*the Finance Minister"—took a decision—*to extend
the deadline in light of the overwhelming response by citizens...”—by one
month.

And | would ask the hon. Member of Siparia, that extension by one month done

under a UNC Government when the hon. Member for Siparia was the Prime
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Minister—was that subject to negative resolution? Was that debated in
Parliament? This is political hypocrisy, political hypocrisy!
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Imbert: And then, to make matters worse, on September the 9™, 2014,
the then Minister of Finance, Larry Howali, is quoted as follows:
“Finance and...Economy Minister”—this is from the Trinidad Guardian of
September 09, 2014—"yesterday confirmed...”—“Finance and...Economy
Minister Larry Howai yesterday confirmed that the tax amnesty in the
budget was granted in response to calls from the business community.”
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Hon. C. Imbert: So, if in 2014, the business community asked for a tax amnesty
at that time, Madam Speaker—Madam Speaker, why are they screaming and
carrying on? Madam Speaker, | seek your protection.
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Madam Speaker: Please continue, Minister of Finance. | am sure the discussion
across the aisle has completed.
Hon. C. Imbert: | hope so, because the point is Madam Speaker, in 2014, the
UNC government—
Mr. Hosein: Madam Speaker, 48(4). Can the Member please audit his volume. It
Is disturbing us.
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Madam Speaker: Well, you know, if Members will compose themselves
properly, stop the crosstalk—and Member for Couva South, while you may have
been very composed before | stood up, you are not very composed now. Okay, if
we will stop that, | am sure the Minister will adjust appropriately.
6.45 p.m.
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Hon. C. Imbert: Thank you, Madam Speaker. And as the Member for
Barataria/San Juan well knows, | have no control over the volume in this
microphone. That is point number one.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. C. Imbert: And point number two, Madam Speaker, through you, if they
would only keep quiet, I could, perhaps, lower my decibel level. So, let us move
on.

In 2014, the then UNC government, the then Minister of Finance, the UNC
Minister of Finance, confirmed that they gave a tax amnesty in response to calls
from the business community. And yet, | have to hear today, the hon. Member for
Siparia questioning, “What are you giving an amnesty for? Why? Are you giving
somebody a bligh? Are you trying to help out somebody?” So when they did it in
2010 and 2011, and 2014 and 2015, who were they trying to help out? It is political
hypocrisy, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. C. Imbert: Political hypocrisy.

Mr. Charles: Will the Minister give way?

Hon. Members: No!

Hon. C. Imbert: No. I said, no. And, Madam Speaker, the hon. Member for—
some of these new Members, | am not sure what constituency they represent, but
the hon. Member—I am still not sure—Dbut the first responder on the side of the
UNC said that he did not like—the hon. Member did not like my body language.
What does he want me to do, Madam Speaker? You want me to dance? [Member
dances] What kind of body language do they want from me? They want me to
jump up and down? [Member jumps]

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
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Hon. C. Imbert: | am a serious Minister. | am serious. | do not engage in antics.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. C. Imbert: So, if you do not like my sober, sombre, professional approach,
too bad. If you want me to jump, you will not see that. But let us go on into the
points made by the hon. Member, apart from that ridiculous point about how they
do not like my body language. The fact of the matter is, Madam Speaker, they
were complaining—the hon. Members opposite were complaining about the fees
for firearm licences but, ironically, Madam Speaker, the fees for firearm user’s
licences are extremely low compared to other jurisdictions in the Caribbean.

By way of example, the application for a licence to have, use or carry a gun
in Barbados, just the application, BDD $75, which is in excess of TT $200. The
application for a dealer’s licence, BDD $400, which is over TT $1,000, and so on.
In Grenada, Madam Speaker, a firearm user’s licence is EC $100, which is TT
$235. So that they clearly missed the point, hon. Members opposite, that the fees
for firearm user’s licences have not been adjusted for 29 years and the
administration cost, obviously, has increased exponentially over the last 29 years.
And, clearly, with the fees at the current rates, the police and the State cannot
recover the administrative cost for issuing firearm user’s licences with these
extremely low fees which, as | said, date back over 30 years. And, as | want to
emphasize, we have the lowest firearm user’s fees in the Caribbean.

| am very happy to be able to come to the Parliament today and to introduce
a Bill which would create a tax amnesty for members of the population, members
of the business community, who were in serious difficulty during the COVID years
of 2020 and 2021. | am very happy that we are able to do that, this PNM
Government, having recognized that there were many businesses that were

struggling throughout the COVID period and simply could not consolidate their
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accounts, could not get their audited accounts in order, were unable to pay
appropriate taxes, | am happy that we have been able to come to this Parliament
today to provide this amnesty for those persons whose businesses suffered during
COVID and also allow us to earn some extra revenue.

And | want to go back to the Hansard of 2010, and | go back to the Hansard
of the House of Representatives, November 24, 2010. Again, the PNM was not in
government in 2010—and what did the then Minister of Finance say about the tax
amnesty that the UNC gave in 2010. All the carrying on today, one would think
that we were treated to a lecture for maybe 30 minutes to explain the rationale
behind the UNC tax amnesty. This is what the then Minister of Finance said, the
UNC Minister of Finance, in November of 2010:

“The measures before us are also aimed at giving vent to the proposals we

have put forward to deal with the issue of tax arrears and provide an

appropriate framework to encourage the paying of taxes in an amnesty
arrangement which will allow us to improve tax collection.”
That is it, those three sentences. That is how the UNC explained the rationale for
their tax amnesty, three sentences, maybe about 15 seconds, and yet they come
today with this song and dance asking us why are we introducing a tax amnesty,
when they did it twice and confirmed they did it because the business community
asked for it.

So, | am very happy to be part of the PNM administration—

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Hon. C. Imbert:—that has recognized that businesses suffered during COVID,
especially small businesses, and had difficulty reconciling their accounts and had
difficulty paying their taxes on time, and now we are giving them the opportunity

to comply with our tax laws and to also earn some revenue for the Treasury. |
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could dance for that.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Imbert: And | am also proud and happy to be part of a PNM
administration that has, for the third time, made a decision to increase the personal
allowance and thereby exempt persons below a certain limit, 300,000-plus persons,
from paying income tax. And also, there is an added benefit, you do not have to
file tax returns, you do not have to go through that.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Imbert: So, | am proud and happy to be part of a PNM administration
that increased the personal allowance from $5,000 a month to $6,000 a month, to
$7,000 a month and now $7,500 a month, relieving persons who earns $7,500 a
month or less from the burden of filing a tax return and from the burden of paying
taxes, and | could dance for that and with that, Madam Speaker, | beg to move.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Question put and agreed to.

Bill accordingly read a second time.

Bill committed to a committee of the whole House.

House in committee.

Clauses 1 to 13 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

House resumed.

Bill reported, without amendment, read the third time and passed.

ADJOURNMENT

The Minister of Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille Robinson-
Regis): Thank you very much kindly, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, | beg to
move that this House do now adjourn to Friday the 11" day of November, 2022, at

1.30 p.m. Madam Speaker, at that time, we will do thecivil aviation—the
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amendments to the Civil Aviation Act. And, Madam Speaker, | just alert that we
may have other pieces of legislation that we will present prior to that date.

Mr. Lee: Thank you, Madam Speaker. Just on another issue, Madam Speaker, if
you will indulge me. Today, we received the package from the different Ministries
from the SFC responses, but there were three Ministries that were short, so | am
just enquiring. It is the Attorney General, the Ministry of Works and Transport,
and the Ministry of Finance. And we are just enquiring when we will get those
outstanding information.

Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: If | may just respond. Madam Speaker, we apologize
for that, but you will get it by Tuesday. Thank you very much.

Madam Speaker: Hon. Members, there is one matter that qualifies to be raised on
the Motion for the adjournment of this House. | now call upon the Member for
Oropouche East.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]

Construction of High-Rise Apartment Buildings
(Todd Street, San Fernando)

Dr. Roodal Moonilal (Oropouche East): Thank you. Thank you very much,
Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, the matter before us, as a matter on the
adjournment filed, concerns a very important issue that arose in the public domain,
only within the last two weeks or so. The matter—I can read for the benefit of the
record as well, Madam Speaker, and | will just bring it up here—is the construction
of three high-rise apartment buildings located at Todd Street, San Fernando, by the
Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, and by the Housing Development
Corporation, contrary to planning policy in what has been determined to be a
school zone.

Madam Speaker, in the 10 minutes allotted for me, | would just want to place on
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record several pieces of correspondence that have come into the public domain as
well, what | believe is important to place on public record and invite the
respondent Minister to bring clarity and bring some type of policy position on this
matter. | will quickly go through three or four documents I have in my possession.

First, Madam Speaker, there is a document, Ministry of Education
document, dated March 23, 2022, addressed to Mr. Noel Garcia, Chairman of the
HDC. This letter is sent by Dr. Nyan Gadsby-Dolly, the Minister of Education, the
hon. Minister and Member of the House. It says:

Dear Chairman,

Non-objection to use approximately one hectare of unutilized land

designated for institutional purposes at Todd Street, San Fernando.
| refer to the subject.

Further to your letter dated 8" March—

So, clearly the HDC did write the Minister of Education on the 8" of March. The
Ministry of Education responded a few days after, 23™ of March, and the Minister
Is saying:

—the Ministry of Education does not object to the use of the parcel of land

on Todd Street, San Fernando, by the HDC.

Madam Speaker, and | would move quickly, there is another piece of
correspondence in my hand. This time it is April 7, and it is from the Ministry of
Planning and Development. | think the Minister, at that time, April 07, 2022 was,
indeed, still is, the Member for Arima, and it is to the Managing Director of the
HDC and not the Chairman in this case; not the Chairman. It is instructive that the
Planning and Development is writing the HDC, not the Chairman of the HDC, the
Managing Director. And it deals with the request to use a parcel of land, Todd

Street, San Fernando, et cetera:
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Reference is made to your correspondence dated 10" March.

So, again, the HDC did write Planning and Development, Town and Country
Planning Division.

Please be advised that this matter has been investigated. The site is located

in an area allocated for urban development with the parent parcel of which

this one hectare site forms part of a school site.
It is allocated as a school site.

The Town and Country Planning Division does not recommend the use of

this site for residential purposes as this use would not conform with present

planning policy.
This is from Town and Country Planning.

We do not recommend the use of this site for residential purposes as it will

not conform to present planning policy.

Further, any future recommendation of this request must be accompanied by

a written correspondence from the Ministry of Education, indicating that

there is no objection to the use of this parcel of land for residential.

This is signed by the Director, Acting, of Town and Country Planning. Very
important, April 07, 2022, that it is not recommended.

We go again, Madam Speaker, July 29, 2022. This is July now, and it is
addressed to the Managing Director as well as the HDC. This is from the
Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Education. So we had one letter from the
Minister of Education, 23 March, 2022, and we have now from the Permanent
Secretary, the administrative head of the Ministry of Education, the person who
carries, | believe not—the Minister is there for policy, the person who carries the
legal mandate of managing the Ministry, its accounts, its business and

implementing policy, and this is what the Permanent Secretary says:
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Reference is made to your letter—
It is the same letter from the HDC and so on.
The Ministry of Education is committed to its focus on quality, access and
equity in education. Towards this endeavour, a site visit to the unutilized
land designated for institutional purposes located at Todd Street, San
Fernando, substantiated the need to retain the lands for its intended purpose.
This is July 29™.
In this regard, retaining the lands will present the opportunity for more green
spaces and facilitate the construction of replacement facilities, an expansion
of the academic and sporting curriculum for San Fernando West and San
Fernando Central Government School, which are both more than 50 years
old.
In addition to this, the parcel of land is located in what can be termed a
school zone.
So, there is utilization of the land by other schools in the area.
Construction and development in the middle of both schools will add to
noise pollution, traffic congestion and will change the natural aesthetic of
the area.
In light of the foregoing and in recognition of the Ministry’s responsibility to
ensure none of our nation’s youth is left behind, the Ministry—this is the
Ministry of Education—is unable to accede to your request.
Permanent Secretary.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Dr. R. Moonilal: Now, what is happening here? Is the Minister doing the job of
the Permanent Secretary? How can the Minister, on 23 March, 2022, say, “l am

the Minister, I have no objection”. The Permanent Secretary, a couple of months
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later, after doing investigation, site visits and so on, said, “Look, we cannot support
that”. So, the Ministry of Education is not supporting, Town and Country Planning
IS not supporting and a few—I want to jump quickly to a few days ago. It was
Wednesday, this week, that the Chairman of the Housing Development
Corporation, one Mr. Noel Garcia, indicated to a parliamentary committee, on
Public Administration and Appropriations, that parliamentary committee, in
response to a question from Sen. Wade Mark, he said:

The Housing Development Corporation has not taken any decision to date,

to construct houses on one hectare of land on Todd Street, San Fernando.
So, the Chairman is saying we have taken no decision on that.

We have two conflicting letters from Education, one by the Permanent
Secretary, a few lines earlier from the Minister, that requires clarification, of
course, but what is interesting is that the Chairman of the HDC is saying, “we have
taken no such decision; none”. So do not make—what he is saying, effectively, is
“doh not make no big thing about that”, we are just exploring and so on.

But yet, on September 08, 2022, | have in my hand here, a Cabinet Minute,
Cabinet Minute 1562, September 08, 2022, and a note from the Minister of
Housing and Urban Development. It says:

Cabinet agreed to the transfer of a parcel of state land comprising one

hectare Todd Street, San Fernando—identified and thing—to facilitate the

development of multifamily housing with three apartment buildings.
| will not read in detail because that would take too much time.

So, Madam Speaker, here we are. Why did Cabinet—if what Mr. Garcia is
saying is true, that the HDC has taken no decision, the HDC board, presumably,
has taken no decision to build apartment buildings on this controversial site as it

has developed now, why did the Cabinet see the need to approve a note that
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transfers the property to the Housing Development Corporation? You would think
that the HDC first will undertake the study, investigation site and consultation and
so on—the HDC board will take a decision—and the Minister will bring a Cabinet
Note after the board has resolved to do that. But this is back-to-front, upside
down.

Cabinet takes a decision to transfer that land, that parcel of state land to the
HDC for multifamily housing, Noel Garcia, Chairman, he says, “Look, we eh take
no decision on that, you know”. So, what is the Cabinet doing? What is this? This
IS, I mean, on the platform | said it is maddens, but in the House | will say, this is
unusual, it is unusual. And | ask the Minister, is there now this conflict within the
Ministry of Education and between the Ministry of Planning and Development and
the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development over what is happening here?

And, Madam Speaker, | am speaking about this, | am a past student of the
school there. In the old days they used to call it “Modern Secondary”, San
Fernando Government Secondary. | have spent seven years on that same area on
the playfield there. | was chased around by friends there playing scootch. | know
the area, | know it, and | do not have time to get into all the problems that arise, but
it is in the public domain. So, Madam Speaker, | thank you for the few minutes I
had.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
The Minister of Housing and Urban Development (Hon. Camille Robinson-
Regis): Thank you very much, Madam Speaker. Madam Speaker, | do not know, |
cannot understand why the Member for Oropouche East is confused because the
information surrounding this matter is very clear. First of all, Madam Speaker, let
me indicate that the Constitution of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago says,

quite clearly:
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“Where any Minister has been assigned responsibility for any department of
government, he shall exercise general direction and control over that
department; and, subject to such direction and control, the department shall
be under the supervision of a Permanent Secretary...”
So, Madam Speaker, let us start with that. The Ministry is under the direction and
control of the Minister. So, clearly, if the Minister indicates that the parcel of land,
that there is no objection to the use of the parcel of land, that is the general
direction and control of the Minister being exercised.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: There is nothing strange about that, Madam Speaker.
Madam Speaker—
Hon. Members: [Crosstalk]
Mr. Deyalsingh: [Inaudible]—the talking. Jesus, Lord, man.
Madam Speaker: No, no, no, no, no, Member, let us leave Jesus Lord out of here.
Continue.
Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: Thank you, Ma’am. Madam Speaker, | noticed that the
Member for Oropouche East is very selective in the information that the is giving
the Parliament. Madam Speaker, on March 10", the Managing Director of the
HDC wrote to the Director, Town and Country Planning and asked the following,
and | quote:
In fulfilment of the Government’s housing mandate, the HDC has engaged
In an exercise to identify available and suitable lands throughout Trinidad
and, in particular, within the urban areas in which there is highest demand
for housing. In so doing, the HDC has searched the greater San Fernando
area to find available and suitable lands that can be acquired to satisfy the

recorded demand of the 20,524 housing applicants who identified San
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Fernando as their preferred location.

The letter goes on to say that:
This exercise was concluded with limited success. However, the HDC was
able to identify a suitable and unutilized parcel of land comprising one
hectare located off Todd Road—

Dr. Moonilal: It is Todd Street.

Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: It is Todd Street, but | am quoting, it says:
... Todd Road, San Fernando.
The identified one hectare parcel forms part of a larger parcel comprising 10
hectares and that was acquired for the construction of a technical and
primary school. The identified one hectare parcel is located—

And the location is stated. And, in particular, the location says:
At present, two schools are located on the larger parcel of land. However,
the identified one hectare parcel remains vacant, possibly because of its
sloping topography and its separation by a natural watercourse from the
remainder of the larger parcel.
The HDC is now seeking to acquire the identified parcel for the construction
and provision of housing units for multifamily residential development.
Madam Speaker, in response to this letter, the Town and Country Planning

Division said:
Please be advised that this matter has been investigated.

And it says:
Further, the site is located in an area for urban development—

And | repeat:
...the site is located in an area for urban development with the parent parcel

of which this one hectare site forms part being allocated as a school site.
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7.15 p.m.
The Town and Country Planning Division does not recommend the use of
this site for residential purposes as this use would not conform with present
planning policy. Further, any future recommendation of this request must be
accompanied by a written correspondence from the Ministry of Education
indicating that there is no objection to the change of this portion of the land
from a school site to a residential site.
You are further advised that prior to the commencement of any
development, an application for planning permission must be submitted to
Town and Country.
Madam Speaker, the Minister of Education wrote:
Further to your letter of 8" March, 2022, the Ministry of Education does not
object—
and | repeat:
—does not object to the use of the parcel of land described at caption.
And that is the same parcel of land that we are discussing.
And, Madam Speaker, you will recall that the Director of Town and Country
Planning said:
Any further request in relation to this parcel of land must have the
non-objection of the Minister of Education.
Madam Speaker, the non-objection was obtained.
Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: Madam Speaker, there is a letter from the Permanent
Secretary indicating that the land could be used for further development of housing
but the HDC had already obtained the non-objection from the Minister of
Education.
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Madam Speaker, subsequent to that, on the 6 of October, 2022, the HDC
wrote to the Minister of Education, and | quote.

In order to finalize the vesting of the Todd Street site in the Trinidad and

Tobago Housing Development Corporation, a cadastral survey has to be

prepared for the site. Additionally, to proceed with further pre-planning

activities, a geotechnical survey has to be conducted.
And in order for this survey to be conducted, the HDC requires the ability to go
onto the land and the Ministry of Education allowed the HDC, by letter, to go onto
the land for this geotechnical survey. Madam Speaker, the Chairman of the HDC
was quite correct when he said that we are following a process. We are going
through a process. We have done what the Town and Country asked. When we
made the initial enquiry we got the non-objection. We also received permission to
go onto the land to do geotechnical survey. And, Madam Speaker, on May6" we
have presented to Town and Country, an application for outline planning approval.

Madam Speaker, we have done everything that is required, so really this is a
storm in a teacup. The Members on the other side, in particular the Member for
Oropouche East is trying to create something that does not exist. We are going
through the proper procedure. We are not doing what those on the other side did
when they wanted to occupy the Eddie Hart Ground and build a sporting complex
on an aquifer and not talk to anybody and that was proceeded by the Minister of
Planning and Development, Madam Speaker, who should have known better, not
doing any consultation, not applying to his own Town and Country Planning
Division but just proceeding to establish a sporting complex on the Eddie Hart
Ground. And the people in the Trincity area and in the other areas surrounding
Eddie Hart Ground had to protest, had to go to court, had to do several things to get
the Members of those—that Government to stop that project. Madam Speaker, we
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are proceeding in accordance with the law.

Madam Speaker: Member, your time is now spent.

Hon. C. Robinson-Regis: Thank you, Madam Speaker.

Hon. Members: [Desk thumping]
Question put and agreed to.
House adjourned accordingly.
Adjourned at 7.20 p.m.
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