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Leave of Absence 2026.02.24 

 

UNREVISED 

SENATE 

Tuesday, February 24, 2026 

The Senate met at 1.30 p.m. 

PRAYERS 

[MR. PRESIDENT in the Chair] 

LEAVE OF ABSENCE 

Mr. President:  Hon. Senators, I have granted leave of absence to Sen. The Hon. 

Darrell Allahar and Sen. Michael S. V. de la Bastide S.C., both of whom are ill, 

and Sen. The Hon. Dominic Smith who is out of the country. 

SENATORS’ APPOINTMENT 

Mr. President:  Hon. Senators, I have received the following correspondence from 

Her Excellency the President, Christine Carla Kangaloo, O.R.T.T.: 

“THE CONSTITUTION OF THE REPUBLIC OF 

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 

By Her Excellency CHRISTINE CARLA 

KANGALOO, O.R.T.T., President of the 

Republic of Trinidad and Tobago and 

Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 

Forces. 

/s/Christine Carla Kangaloo 

President. 

TO: MR. ANDREW RAMSUBEIK 

WHEREAS Senator the Honourable Darrell Allahar is incapable of 

performing his duties as a Senator by reason of illness; 

NOW THEREFORE, I, CHRISTINE CARLA KANGALOO, President as 

aforesaid, in exercise of the power vested in me by section 44 (l)(b) and section 
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44 (4)(a) of the Constitution of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, acting in 

accordance with the advice of the Prime Minister, do hereby appoint you, 

ANDREW RAMSUBEIK, to be a member of the Senate temporarily, with effect 

from 24th February, 2026, and continuing during the absence of Senator the 

Honourable Darrell Allahar by reason of illness. 

Given under my Hand and the Seal of 

the President of the Republic of 

Trinidad and Tobago at the Office of 

the President, St. Ann’s, this 24th day of 

February, 2026.” 

TO:  MR. RISHI TRIPATHI 

WHEREAS Senator the Honourable Dominic Smith is incapable of 

performing his duties as a Senator by reason of his absence from Trinidad and 

Tobago; 

NOW THEREFORE, I, CHRISTINE CARLA KANGALOO, President as 

aforesaid, in exercise of the power vested in me by section 44 (l)(a) and section 44 

(4)(a) of the Constitution of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, and acting 

accordance with the advice of the Prime Minister, do hereby appoint you, RISHI 

TRIPATHI, to be a member of the Senate temporarily, with effect from 24th 

February, 2026, and continuing during the absence of Senator the Honourable 

Dominic Smith from Trinidad and Tobago. 

Given under my Hand and the Seal of the 

President of the Republic of Trinidad and 

Tobago at the Office of the President, St. 

Ann’s, this 24th day of February, 2026.” 

TO: DR. DEBORAH MCFEE 
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WHEREAS Senator Michael Simon Victor de la Bastide, S.C., is incapable 

of performing his duties as a Senator by reason of illness; 

NOW THEREFORE, I, CHRISTINE CARLA KANGALOO, President as 

aforesaid, in exercise of the power vested in me by section 44 (l)(b) and section 

44 (4)(c) of the Constitution of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, do hereby 

appoint you, DEBORAH MCFEE, to be a member of the Senate temporarily, 

with effect from 23rd February, 2026, and continuing during the absence of 

Senator Michael Simon Victor de la Bastide, S.C., by reason of illness. 

Given under my Hand and the Seal of 

the President of the Republic of 

Trinidad and Tobago at the Office of 

the President, St. Ann’s, this 24th day of 

February, 2026.” 

OATH OF ALLEGIANCE 

The following Senators took and subscribed the Oath of Allegiance as 

required by law: 

 Andrew Ramsubeik, Rishi Tripathi and Deborah McFee. 

PAPERS LAID 

1. Report of the Auditor General of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago on the 

Financial Statements of the Sugar Industry Labour Welfare Committee for the 

financial year ended September 30, 2009.  [The Minister of Planning, 

Economic Affairs and Development and Minister in the Ministry of Finance 

(Sen. The Hon. Dr. Kennedy Swaratsingh)] 

2. Annual Administrative Report of National Enterprises Limited for the 

financial year ended September 30, 2024.  [Sen. The Hon. Dr. K. 

Swaratsingh] 
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3. Annual Administrative Report of the Ministry of Finance for the fiscal year 

2022/2023.   [Sen. The Hon. Dr. K. Swaratsingh] 

4. Annual Administrative Report of the Youth Training and Employment 

        Partnership Programme for the fiscal year 2021/2022.  [Minister of Tertiary 

        Education and Skills Training (Sen. The Hon. Prof. Prakash Persad)] 

URGENT QUESTION 

MV Blue Wave Harmony 

(Regular Sailing Schedule) 

Sen. Melanie Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Urgent question to 

the Minister of Works and Infrastructure.  Given reports of inconsistent arrival and 

departure of the MV Blue Wave Harmony and its impact on consumer goods in 

Tobago, can the Minister indicate or state when will the trial phase end, and a 

regular sailing schedule be published? 

1.45 p.m. 

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

The Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation (Sen. The Hon. Eli Zakour):  

Thank you, Mr. President.  I rise to answer this question on behalf of the hon. 

Minister of Works and Infrastructure.  I can advise that the Blue Wave Harmony 

remains in its sea trial phase, which is scheduled to conclude at the end of 

February2026, subject to the successful completion of all required operational and 

safety assessments.  

The sea trial timeline for operations of the full onboarding of the Blue Wave 

Harmony was stated in a public statement issued by the Port Authority on 

Saturday, 21stof February, and was publicly circulated via the media and official 

digital platforms.  Night berthing exercises are due to commence tomorrow, 
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February 25, 2026, as part of the final evaluation stage, after which the vessel is 

expected to transition into full commercial and passenger operations.   

A regularized sailing programme is being prepared, and consistent with 

established practice, the schedule will be published this Friday, providing at least 

one week of confirmed sailings at a time.  The Government, the Port Authority of 

Trinidad and Tobago, and NIDCO remains focus on a safe and efficient service for 

the people and businesses of Tobago. Thank you. 

Mr. President:  Sen. Roberts-Radgman. 

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Minister.  Mr. President, I have two 

supplementals for the Minister.  Minister, you indicated that a schedule will be 

published this Friday.  Can you indicate if that would be the schedule going 

forward, or is that the schedule during the trial period—temporary schedule, or that 

is the schedule we would expect going forward?   

Mr. President:  Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation. 

Sen. The Hon. E. Zakour:  Mr. President, as I indicated, the regularized sailing 

programme will be published one week at a time. 

Mr. President:  Sen. Roberts-Radgman.  

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Through you, one other 

question for the Minister, please.  Can the Minister also indicate the expected port-

to-port duration, meaning the expected duration—based on that schedule, the 

duration between departure from one port and arrival at the other port based on that 

schedule?  Thank you. 

Mr. President:  Hon. Minister.  

Sen. The. Hon. E. Zakour:  Mr. President, I do not have that information with 

me.  If you submit it, we will provide it in writing, Senator. 
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Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Are you—[Inaudible]—to provide it in writing, or you 

wanted a—  

Sen. The Hon. E. Zakour:  We will provide it in writing.   

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you. 

ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS 

Mr. President:  The Acting Leader of Government Business.  

The Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation (Sen. The Hon. Eli Zakour):  

Mr. President, we are prepared to answer Question Nos. 36 and 38.  We are asking 

for a two-week deferral on Question No. 37 pursuant to Standing Order 27(14). 

Mr. President:  Okay.  Sen. Melanie Roberts-Radgman. 

ORAL ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS 

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

Melanie Roberts-Radgman: 

Use of Private CCTV Footage 

(PCA’s Policy on) 

37.  Can the hon. Minister of Justice indicate the Police Complaints Authority’s 

position and/or policy on the use and review of private CCTV footage in 

investigations into police conduct? 

Question, by leave, deferred. 

Use of Private CCTV Footage 

(TTPS’ Policy on) 

36. Sen. Melanie Roberts-Radgman asked the hon. Minister of Homeland 

Security: 

Can the Minister indicate the TTPS’ policy on the use and review of private 

CCTV footage in investigations into incidents involving the performance of 

policing activity?  
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Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Homeland Security.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

The Minister of Homeland Security (Hon. Roger Alexander):  Mr. President—

and thank you for the question from the hon. Senator.  In accordance with the 

Trinidad and Tobago Police Service’s policy on the use and review of private 

closed-circuit television footage in investigations, information can be acquired in 

three main ways:  One, the involuntary board, where someone brings something 

voluntarily to the police; two, consent given to access the footage; and three, by 

means of a warrant in times of reluctance and non-cooperation.   

Mr. President, the policy remains standardized as follows:  In cases where 

the footage is brought by private individuals voluntarily, the process involves 

recording statements to assist experts in extracting and/or recording.  In cases 

where individuals give consent to access and extract digital evidence from closed-

circuit television devices, a consent form is requested to be read and endorsed.   

In cases where private individuals exhibit reluctance and are not willing to share 

the evidence that they may have acquired privately from CCTV footage, the 

subject investigator has the authority to obtain a warrant in order to acquire the 

necessary digital evidence.  After extraction, the investigator will consider the 

contents of the relevance in the investigation and the usual protocol will becarried 

out to ensure integrity and admissibility for court purposes.  According to the 

Commissioner of Police, Mr. President, this is the information.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  Sen. Roberts-Radgman.  

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Mr. President, through you, 

to the Minister, you indicated that the footage is then assessed for integrity and 

admissibility in court proceedings.  Is this the same assessment that is applied 
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when the investigation is into the performance of the policing activities?  Because 

the question was about it being used in investigating policing activities, so police 

conduct. 

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Homeland Security.   

Hon. Senator:  Short and sweet, yes. 

Hon. R. Alexander:  Yes, Mr. President. 

Hon. Senator:  Thank you.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  Any further supplementals, Senator?   

Sen. Cummings:  Thank you, Mr. President. 

Mr. President:  Okay.  

Sen. Cummings:  Minister, I am very glad that you put on the record—  

Mr. President:  No, no, no, no.  Just ask the question, please.  No introduction, 

just questions.  

Sen. Cummings:  I am asking the question, Mr. President.  Mr.Minister, based on 

the response to the question that you gave, is it that step two could be bypassed and 

go straight to step three?  In other words, if the police require the information, is it 

that they will not ask and go straight for a warrant to get the information? Mr. 

President:  The hon. Minister of Homeland Security.   

Hon. R. Alexander:  Mr. President, I have outlined the procedures involved in 

obtaining CCTV footage from private citizens.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  Any further questions?  Do you have any?  

Hon. Senator:  [Inaudible] 

Mr. President:  Okay, Sen. Roberts-Radgman. 
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Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Mr. President, Question No. 

37 to the— 

Hon. Senator:  Question No. 38.   

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Question No. 38?  Oh, we are not doing 37.  Sorry, I 

just realized.  I am sorry. 

Public’s Ability to Share Footage of Police-Involved Incidents 

(Government’s Intention to Legislate) 

38. Sen. Melanie Roberts-Radgman asked the hon. Minister of Homeland 

Security: 

In light of the Minister’s utterances to the media, following the fatal police 

shooting of Joshua Samaroo, that something needs to be done in relation to 

placing the footage of police-involved incidents into the public domain, is it 

the Government’s intention to introduce legislation prohibiting, regulating or 

otherwise altering the public’s ability to release, share or publish such 

footage? 

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Homeland Security.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

The Minister of Homeland Security (Hon. Roger Alexander):  Mr. President—

and again, hon. Senator, thank you for your question.  The answer is, no.  No. 

Underline the word “no”.  It is not the Government’s intention to introduce 

legislation prohibiting, regulating or otherwise altering the public’s ability to 

release, share or publish footage of police-involved incidents.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. R. Alexander:  However, Mr. President, the Government remains committed 

to transparency, accountability and the rule of law.  In this regard, it is strongly 

advised that any such footage be provided, in the first instance, to the Trinidad and 
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Tobago Police Service to assist in the investigation and the conduct of an official 

investigation.  So you assisted in the investigation and the conduct of that 

investigation.  This ensures that evidence is properly secured, assessed and 

preserved in accordance with established legal and procedural standards.  That is 

my answer, Mr. President. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  Sen. Roberts-Radgman.   

Sen. Roberts-Radgman:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Minister, just one 

supplemental, please.  You indicated that it is strongly advised.  Can you just 

clarify whether it is a mandate to the public or just general—a call to the public 

then?  Thank you.   

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Homeland Security.   

Hon. R. Alexander:  Mr. President, strongly advised—and I will continue to say 

this, “strongly advised”.  And I suggest we underline the words, “strongly 

advised”.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

STATEMENTS BY MINISTERS 

European Union List 

(T&T’s Removal from)Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Finance.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

The Minister of Finance (Hon. Davendranath Tancoo):  Thank you, Mr. 

President.  I rise today in this honourable Senate with great pride to share details of 

a significant and positive development that signals new momentum for the people 

of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago, specifically the removal of Trinidad and 

Tobago from the European Union’s list of non-cooperative jurisdictions for tax 

purposes, what we commonly call, the EU’s blacklist.   
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Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  This is a proud moment in our nation’s economic journey, made 

possible by the visionary leadership of the hon. Kamla Persad-Bissessar, the Prime 

Minister of Trinidad and Tobago—   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:—the support of my parliamentary and Cabinet colleagues, and 

the tireless dedication of our public servants and technical officers, working 

together for the progress of Trinidad and Tobago.  Mr. President, on February17, 

2026, the Council of the European Union formally confirmed that Trinidad and 

Tobago has been removed from the list of non-cooperative jurisdictions for tax 

purposes.   

The decision followed a careful and comprehensive review of our country’s 

compliance with international standards on tax transparency, fairness and the 

implementation of anti-base erosion measures.  Mr. President, Trinidad and 

Tobago was first placed on that list of non-cooperative jurisdictions in 2017 under 

the then PNM administration.  This followed the identification of several 

deficiencies under international tax transparency standards, including that Trinidad 

and Tobago did not have a rating of at least “largely compliant” by the Global 

Forum for exchange of information on request.   

The country had not signed and ratified the OECD Multilateral Convention 

on Mutual Administrative Assistance, as amended.  Trinidad and Tobago had 

harmful preferential tax regimes.  The country did not implement the base erosion 

and profit shifting minimum standard on country-by-country reporting, and it did 

not have a determination of at least “in place, but needs improvement” on core 

requirements 1 and 2 in the Global Forum Peer Review Report of the Automatic 

Exchange of Financial Account Information.   
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Mr. President, imagine this, since 2017, the PNM knew that Trinidad and 

Tobago was on this list.  They knew the consequences.  They knew the 

reputational damage.  They knew the impact on investor confidence, international 

credibility and our country’s standing.  And yet, after years in office, they still did 

not do enough to get Trinidad and Tobago off the list.   

Today, we stand in a different moment.  Within just a few months of the 

UNC coming into office, through rigorous work, diligent follow-through and 

serious engagement, we are happy to say here today that progress was delivered— 

Hon. Senators:   [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:—and the people of Trinidad and Tobago are seeing the benefits.  

Mr. President, the EU’s list of non-cooperative jurisdictions is not some harmless 

administrative label.  It identifies countries that fail to meet agreed international 

standards on tax transparency, exchange of information and fair taxation.   

For Trinidad and Tobago, being placed on that list came with real 

consequences, serious consequences.  It hurt investor confidence.  It made 

financial transactions with European Union and European institutions by business 

and financial institutions more difficult and costly.  It increased due diligence 

requirements for the domestic financial sector.  It exposed us as a country to the 

risk of defensive measures by EU member states and it damaged this country’s 

international reputation.  Mr. President, this was a national embarrassment that the 

PNM presided over.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  Knowing all of this, Mr. President, what did the previous 

administration do?  They came to this Parliament with bits and pieces of poorly 

drafted legislation and wanted applause for activity, but after all their noise, 

Trinidad and Tobago was still on the list.   
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2.00 p.m. 

Today, I am proud to say that it took this Government nine months to accomplish 

what the PNM failed to do in nine years.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  But, Mr. President, we must ask ourselves, why did they allow 

this matter to languish for so long?  Our citizens must judge for themselves.  Who 

may have benefited from the deliberate sloppiness of the former Government, 

which facilitated weak tax transparency, the absence of proper legislation and a 

system that allowed money to be hidden, taxes to be avoided, and our revenue 

streams as a country to be compromised while the country remained on the EU 

blacklist?   

Mr. President, the removal of our country from the EU’s list signals renewed 

confidence in our financial governance framework.  It strengthens our standing 

with international investors and trading partners.  It improves our ability to access 

capital and to engage with global markets without stigma or suspicion.  It also 

enhances our reputation as a responsible and compliant member of international 

financial community.  For nine years, Mr. President, Trinidad and Tobago 

remained on that list, longer than most of the jurisdictions originally listed in 2017.  

The vast majority of the 17 original countries listed, secured removal by March 

2019 by taking swift legislative and administrative action.  But, Mr. President, 

Trinidad and Tobago was kept blacklisted for nearly a decade.   

In 2017, under the PNM, Trinidad and Tobago, blacklisted.  In 2018, 2019, 

2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024, in 2025, Mr. President, under the PNM, Trinidad 

and Tobago, blacklisted.  In 2026, under this Kamla Persad-Bissessar, led 

administration Trinidad and Tobago was finally removed from that black list.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 
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Hon. D. Tancoo:  Mr. President, when this administration assumed office in May 

2025, the matter was still unresolved.  From the very beginning, this Government 

made it absolutely clear that restoring Trinidad and Tobago’s international 

credibility would be a matter of national priority.  We coordinated the technical 

teams and sent a high-level delegation, including the Ministry of Finance, the 

Financial Intelligence Unit, the Central Bank and the Registrar General’s 

Department to Romania in June 2025 for the Global Forum process assessment.  It 

was this Government, Mr. President, that defended Trinidad and Tobago’s position 

and reputation in relation to the Second Round, Phase 2, Exchange of Information 

on Request Peer Review on-site examination report.   

Mr. President, that report was successfully adopted.  Thereafter, it was 

submitted to all Global Forum members for comments, and the final rating was 

published in July 2025, with Trinidad and Tobago receiving an overall rating of 

largely compliant.  But we did not stop there, Mr. President.  We also moved to 

strengthen the institutional foundations required for sustained compliance.  So, 

when the Global Forum report was published on the 2nd of December, 2025, 

Trinidad and Tobago was cleared on the automatic exchange of information issue.   

Mr. President, as at the European Union’s regular update on February 18th, 

2025, Trinidad and Tobago remain on the EU list of non-cooperative jurisdictions 

for tax purposes.  In plain language, Mr. President, the international community 

was still not satisfied that the requirements for removal had been met.  This was 

just over two months before the 28th of April, 2025 general election, the very 

election in which the people of Trinidad and Tobago rejected that administration at 

the polls.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 
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Hon. D. Tancoo:  So, Mr. President, those opposite cannot now pretend that 

delisting was somehow sitting on a shelf waiting to happen.  It was not.  If it was 

so easy, if it was so automatic, if they had truly completed their job and did their 

duty, then Trinidad and Tobago would not have remained blacklisted year after 

year, review after review, update after update, while they were in office.  Mr. 

President, the truth is that they had the time.  They had the resources.  They had the 

people.  What they lacked was the political will.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  They left this country with a burden still hanging over its head, 

Mr. President.  Now, that this administration has entered and delivered progress, 

they want to rewrite history and attach themselves to the outcome.  And because 

those opposite continue to play politics with the truth, allow me to outline briefly 

the decisive milestones recognized under this administration that contributed to 

this outcome.   

First, the Government advanced outstanding reforms to Trinidad and 

Tobago’s tax transparency framework, strengthening international cooperation in 

the exchange of tax information and moving the country from delay to delivery.  

Second, under this administration, Trinidad and Tobago secured an overall largely 

compliant rating under the Global Forum’s Exchange of Information on request 

standard in July 2025.  Third, the requirements for the automatic exchange of 

financial account information was satisfied and validated by December 2025, 

bringing Trinidad and Tobago into alignment with internationally accepted 

standards and addressing one of the key concerns identified in the EU screening 

process.   

Finally, Mr. President, progress was advanced under the OECD Base 

Erosion and Profit Shifting inclusive framework, including measures to support 
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country-by-country reporting and strengthen protections against profit shifting by 

multinational enterprises.  Mr. President, these were coordinated technical policy 

and legal steps taken under this administration, to move Trinidad and Tobago off a 

path of non-compliance and towards international credibility.  These reforms 

delivered a full package of technical work, legislative measures, administrative 

action and institutional strengthening, on which the European Union relies in 

determining whether a country has met the threshold for removal.   

Mr. President:  You have three more minutes.   

Hon. D. Tancoo:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Mr. President, the point has been 

made clearly, delisting strengthens Trinidad and Tobago’s international standing 

and provides a more stable platform for business expansion, cross-border 

partnerships and long-term economic growth.  It reflects the capacity for Trinidad 

and Tobago to meet the highest international standards when there is focus, 

coordination and accountability, but it proves something else.  Decisive 

governance matters, when reforms are pursued with urgency, seriousness and 

discipline, results follow.   

Mr. President, no amount of PNM propaganda, misdirection or machinations 

will distract this Government from its duty to the citizens of  Trinidad and Tobago.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  As we observe the penitential seasons of Lent and Ramadan, I 

urge the PNM to reflect, to repent and to seek forgiveness from the people of 

Trinidad and Tobago— 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:—who suffered due to their inaction and mismanagement.  We 

have delivered this outcome in the national interest and we will continue to 

safeguard it in the national interest.   
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Mr. President, before I close, I want to place on record my sincere 

appreciation to the hon. Prime Minister for her faith and trust that she has placed in 

me as her Minister of Finance, and to the public servants and technical officers 

across the State for their invaluable service and diligent work in advancing the 

national interest and restoring Trinidad and Tobago’s international credibility.  

With those words, Mr. President, I thank you.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  Sen. Faris Al-Rawi.   

Sen. Faris Al-Rawi SC:  Thank you.  Mr. President, I rise under Standing Order 

23(4).  May I?   

Mr. President:  [Inaudible] 

Sen. F. Al-Rawi SC:  Would the hon. Minister indicate what specific visionary 

action—to use his words—the hon. Prime Minister did to cause the success in the 

on-site Second Round Peer Review, which occurred in Trinidad and Tobago, in the 

period October 21st to 24th, 2024, which event generated the report that was 

presented in Romania in June 2025 and which gave us the removal from the EU 

list?  Thank you.   

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Finance.   

Hon. D. Tancoo:  Mr. President, I do not mean to be mean to my colleague 

opposite, if he was the hon. Attorney General at the time and has no idea of what 

was done, that is very unfortunate.  But, Mr. President, as I have the opportunity to 

respond to my colleague on the other side, this is the same gentleman, Mr. 

President, who stood in a press conference and spoke about measures dealing with 

insurance that had nothing to do at all with what we are discussing here today.  

Similarly, Mr. President, the hon. Member, is trying to insert himself in a matter in 
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which he has already failed, not once, not twice, not three times, not four times, but 

for nine years, Mr. President.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. D. Tancoo:  I urge the Member opposite, I will share a copy of my 

contribution so he will be edified as to what was done to get Trinidad and Tobago 

off the EU black list that they allowed and facilitated.  Thank you, Mr. President.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation.   

Fixed Penalty Warning System 

(Introduction and Implementation) 

The Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation (Sen. The Hon. Eli Zakour):  

Mr. President, I rise to give an update to this hon. House on the Motor Vehicles 

and Road Traffic (Amdt.) 2026.  Mr. President, on January 16th, 2026 the Motor 

Vehicles and Road Traffic (Amdt.) Bill, for the introduction and implementation of 

fixed penalty warnings for specific traffic violations in the Ninth Schedule was 

passed in the other place, and on January 20th, 2026 was passed in this hon. House.  

It was assented on January 29th, 2026 and I am happy to report that the Act is going 

to be proclaimed on Monday, March 2nd, 2026.  Mr. President, I will now proceed 

to give a brief synopsis outlining the means by which the Fixed Penalty Warning 

System operates.   

Where a constable (defined in the Motor Vehicles and Road Traffic Act to 

include a police officer, a Transport Officer, a Traffic Warden, and an estate 

constable employed under the Supplemental Police Act, in a public body listed in 

the Eighth Schedule) has reason to believe that any traffic violation specified in the 

proposed Eleventh Schedule is being or has been committed, the constable shall 

issue a Fixed Penalty Warning.  In circumstances where the driver is present, the 
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warning may be handed directly to the driver.  Where the driver is not present, the 

warning may be affixed to a visible part of the vehicle, ensuring that the motorist is 

properly notified of the infraction.   

Once a Fixed Penalty Warning is issued or affixed, the responsibility for the 

violation rests with the driver or, where necessary, the registered owner of the 

vehicle.  The warning clearly identifies the nature of the violation, the steps 

required to remedy it, the time frame within compliance must occur and a location 

of which the driver/owner must report and provide evidence that the defect has 

been complied with.  The driver/owner is then afforded a reasonable opportunity 

with either a three or seven business day window based on a violation to correct 

the issue by repairing a defect.  After doing so, the driver/owner is required to 

report to a police station, an office in the Licensing Authority as specified in the 

warning, and to produce evidence of compliance within the prescribed period.   

Upon satisfactory verification, the driver/owner will be issued a certificate of 

compliance.  That compliance serves as confirmation that the requirements of the 

Fixed Penalty Warning have been met and the results in the driver or owner be 

discharged from any further liability in respect of the violation.  The matter is 

thereby resolved without the need for a fine, court proceedings, or further 

enforcement action.  However, in the event that the driver/owner fails to remedy 

the defect or fails to report within the time frame, the Fixed Penalty Warning 

automatically converts to a Fixed Penalty Notice.  In those circumstances, the 

driver/owner becomes liable to pay the prescribed fine, just as if the Fixed Penalty 

Notice had been issued in the first instance.  

Mr. President, the Ministry of Transport and Civil Aviation has taken 

necessary steps to ensure that the proposed Fixed Penalty Warning System would 

be ready for immediate implementation upon proclamation of the Act.  The 
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Ministry has embarked on weekly meetings with the relevant information, 

technology personnel, inclusive of the architect of the U-turn system, the 

technological system upon which the Fixed Penalty System operates.   

2.15p.m.  

Mr. President, the Ministry carefully developed and refined the methods and 

procedures, both internal and external, by which the fixed penalty warning system 

will operate.  The framework includes the introduction of a mandatory warning 

layer within the U-Turn system, which requires a constable to issue a warning 

rather than a fixed penalty notice in respect to 18 violations.  The 18 violations are 

as follows: 

1.  No identification lights for the illumination of identification marks 

on vehicles at night. 

2.  Number of passengers to be carried not printed on the front door of 

taxi. 

3.  No tare and MGW painted on vehicles.   

4.  Vehicle with defective fittings.   

5.  Vehicle without silencers or fitted with cutouts.   

6.  Unauthorized lights to front or rear of vehicles. 

7.  Unauthorized letters and figures on vehicles. 

8.  Vehicles without two headlamps. 

9.  Vehicles without park lights. 

10.  Vehicles without taillights.   

11.  No “left-hand drive” notice affixed to appropriate vehicle. 

12.  Vehicle without horn. 

13. Permitting excessive sparks, smoke, or visible vapour from vehicle.   

14.  Vehicle without reflective mirror. 
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15.  Use of noisy vehicle.   

16.  Use of vehicle with no windshield wiper or defective wiper. 

17.  Public service vehicle without spare tyre.   

18.  Placing advertisement on side of window of taxi. 

Mr. President, the Ministry also conducted meetings and training exercises 

with the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service, members of the Traffic Enforcement 

Centre Unit and the Licensing Authority.  All stakeholders became well acquainted 

with the operation and the necessary functionality required to not only maintain the 

working of the U-Turn system, but also in the event of a system issue or in the 

absence of a fixed penalty device.  The Ministry has therefore printed over 300 

physical fixed penalty warning and certificate of compliance booklets to be 

distributed to the relevant locations across the nation.  A sample of the forms 

contained in these booklets was approved and will be published in the Trinidad and 

Tobago Gazette, pursuant to the new section 80A(7).  Electronic versions of these 

forms would also be published in the Gazette.   

Mr. President, public notices would also be published in the daily 

newspapers and on social media to ensure that motorists are fully informed of the 

commencement and operation of the fixed penalty warning system.  I would like to 

express my sincere gratitude to the hon. Attorney General and the staff of the 

Attorney General’s office, the Ministry of Transport and Civil Aviation, and the 

Trinidad and Tobago Police Service for their commitment, collaboration and 

invaluable contribution to the successful development and implementation of the 

system.   

The Government recognizes that the success of any legislative measure 

depends not only on its passage, but on its effective execution, and the dedication 

of these stakeholders have laid the foundation for the effective implementation of 
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this system upon proclamation.  Mr. President, I thank you. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Al-Rawi SC:  Mr. President, could I talk? 

Mr. President:  Yes, speak.   

Sen. Al-Rawi SC:  I stand on Standing Order 23(4), may I?  

Mr. President:  Yes.   

Sen. Al-Rawi SC:  Would the hon. Minister please indicate whether, pending 

proclamation, as indicated, this wicked system of implementation of fines and 

penalties that were increased on the night of Christmas, is still in effect? 

Mr. President:  The hon. Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation. 

Sen. The Hon. E. Zakour:  Mr. President, the increase in fines went into effect on 

January 01, 2026, and, yes, they are still in effect, Mr. President. 

LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 

(BARRIERS TO SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC INCLUSION) 

[Second Day] 

Order read for resuming adjourned debate on question [November 26, 

2025]: 

Be it resolved that this Senate call upon the Government to table in 

Parliament, within the next twelve (12) months, a comprehensive national 

strategic plan, inclusive of a legislative framework, to eliminate these 

barriers to social and economic exclusion, thereby enabling all persons to 

participate fully in public life with dignity and independence.  [Mrs. A. 

Lalite-Ettienne] 

Question again proposed. 

Mr. President:  Hon. Senators, on the last occasion, Wednesday, November26, 

2025, there were seven speakers on this Motion:  Sen. Alicia Lalite-Ettienne, 
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mover; the hon. Vandana Mohit, Minister of the People, Social Development and 

Family Service; Sen. Dr. Amery Browne; Sen. Anthony Vieira SC; Sen. the Hon. 

Phillip Alexander, Minister in the Ministry of Housing; Sen. Janelle John-Bates; 

and the final speaker who was addressing the Senate at the time of the adjournment 

and did not conclude her contribution, Sen. Dr. Desirée Murray.  And, Sen. 

Murray, you have 21 minutes left to conclude your contribution.  Sen. Dr. Desirée 

Murray.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Dr. D. Murray:  Mr. President, thank you for allowing me the opportunity to 

complete my contribution to the Private Members’ Motion brought by Sen. 

Lalite-Ettienne, calling for a comprehensive national strategic plan, supported by 

an appropriate legislation framework to ensure equality of treatment, improved 

access to public services, and improved employment opportunities for persons with 

disabilities.  As you noted, my contribution commenced on 26th November, 2025, 

but was interrupted midstride due to time constraints.  But, Mr. President, what I 

thought was a strategy was “ah blessing”.  [Laughter]  Sorry, “ah cyah behave 

myself”. 

Hon. Senators:  [Laughter] 

Sen. Dr. D. Murray:  Anyway—[Laughter]—as a result, I was able to reflect 

more deeply on this important subject and to now continue the discussion with 

greater perspective, and I am grateful for the additional 21 minutes.   

Mr. President, a lot has happened since last November, including Christmas, 

New Year, and one of the safest carnivals on record—  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Dr. D. Murray:—for which we commend the hardworking men and women 

in the protective services.  Over the last three months, several Bills were debated in 
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this Chamber and most were passed with the support of the Independent Bench.  

Indeed, at the 22nd Sitting of this Senate on Tuesday, 10th February, 2026, the hon. 

Attorney General acknowledged, and I quote:   

“It is not unusual that we have support from the Independents.” 

We were even entertained by Sen. Nakhid’s recital of a soliloquy from 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth.  Interestingly, Shakespeare often used the eye and vision 

as metaphors for insight and understanding.  In King Lear, references to the eyes 

and seeing emerged from the very beginning of the play.  Both King Lear and 

Gloucester misjudged their children, which constitutes a form of figurative 

blindness, a lack of insight into the true characters of those closest to them.  As the 

old adage goes:   

“There are none so blind as those who will not see.”   

The literal and brutal blinding of Gloucester, whose eyes were senselessly 

gouged out, renders him physically helpless.  Yet, it is only after he loses his 

physical sight that he gains moral clarity and greater insight into the character of 

his two sons, reflecting the irony that it is only when Gloucester is blind that he can 

see things for what they truly are.  That story resonates as powerfully today as it 

did circa 1605, when King Lear was written by William Shakespeare.  Despite, or 

sometimes because of physical constraints, many persons with disabilities develop 

exceptional adaptability, resilience, creativity, critical thinking skills, and attention 

to detail.  Across our society, there are innovators, artists, entrepreneurs, and 

leaders.   

The World Health Organization and the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities make it clear that disability is not inherent in 

the individual.  It is created by the interaction between impairment and an 

environment that fails to accommodate diversity.  When systems and spaces are 
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inaccessible, disability is intensified.  Conversely, when environments are 

inclusive, disability is reduced.  Despite the invisible hurdles that exist, many 

persons with disabilities have made substantial contributions to our nation.   

Our first Prime Minister, Dr. Eric Williams, reportedly developed hearing 

difficulties following an injury sustained while playing football at Queen’s Royal 

College.  Dr. Emanuel Hosein, a former Minister of Health and Minister of Gender 

and Women’s Affairs, was diagnosed with polio as a child and was paralyzed for 

six months.  After spending a year at the Princess Elizabeth Home, undergoing 

several surgeries and intense rehabilitation, he learnt to walk again, but was left 

with a limp.  He became a strong advocate for the disabled community.  Former 

Prime Minister and President of the Republic, ANR Robinson, lived with 

glaucoma, which eventually affected his sight.   

In fact, I recall Attorney General, Anthony Smart, former Attorney General, 

recounting a fascinating story about Mr. Robinson’s glaucoma eye drops during 

the 1990 attempted coup.  Even while held hostage, arrangements were made to 

have his glaucoma medication delivered to the Red House, because without it 

irreversible blindness could result.   

According to the 2000 national census, 45,496 persons in Trinidad and 

Tobago were living with disabilities; approximately 4.1 per cent of respondents.  

So just imagine the even greater contributions that could be realized if we 

implemented a comprehensive national strategy that ensured genuine equality of 

treatment and equitable access.   

Section 4(b) of our Constitution enshrines the right of the individual to 

equality before the law, and section 4(d) guarantees the right of the individual to 

equality of treatment from any public authority in the exercise of any functions.  

However, persistent gaps between policy intent and lived experience show that 
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formal equality alone is not always sufficient.  True inclusion requires equity, 

recognizing different needs and circumstances to ensure fair outcomes.   

Key barriers in Trinidad and Tobago exist in employment, education, and 

infrastructure.  Persons with disabilities experience higher unemployment and 

underrepresentation in the workforce.  They experience insufficient support in our 

schools and public buildings and transportation systems remain largely 

inaccessible.  These barriers stem from system design, not from disability itself.  A 

national plan should therefore rest on four pillars; one, legislative reform; two, 

infrastructure upgrades; there, education and employment initiatives, and; four, 

public awareness and stigma reduction. 

2.30p.m.  

There is a compelling economic case for disability-confident employment.  

Persons with disabilities seek decent work, not dependency.  In fact, in my own 

practice, one of my best employees has a physical disability following a road traffic 

accident in 2016.  With appropriate assistive technologies, accessible digital 

platforms and flexible work arrangements, many persons with disabilities can excel 

in roles such as IT professional, web designer, public relations officer, bank teller, 

teacher, project manager, and even broadcast journalist.  Inclusive employment 

reduces state expenditure on disability grants, increases tax and national insurance 

contributions and strengthens national productivity.   

Disability-confident employers consistently report benefits such as improved 

retention, higher morale, reduced absenteeism and access to a broader talent pool.  

The public service, as the largest employer in this country, is uniquely positioned to 

lead by example.  By embedding accessibility into digital systems, recruitment 

portals, training platforms and performance management processes, the State can 

demonstrate that inclusion is a core principle, not an afterthought.   
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The recent passage of the Land Acquisition (Requisition) Order, 2025, 

enabling the State’s acquisition of lands at Cove Estate for a new housing 

settlement and village expansion, offers a rare and transformative opportunity.  It is 

a moment for the Government of Trinidad and Tobago and the Tobago House of 

Assembly to lead boldly by conceptualizing, designing and constructing a 

community that is disability-inclusive from its very foundation.  Such an approach 

would align with contemporary planning standards and principles of equality, 

accessibility and non-discrimination.   

Rather than retrofitting accessibility as a concession or an afterthought, this 

development can embed universal design principles into every road, every building, 

every public space, and every service.  In doing so, it can become a national 

benchmark for what a truly modern, sustainable and environmentally conscious 

community looks like.  One that recognizes accessibility not as a special 

accommodation, but as a fundamental right and an essential component of 

equitable development.   

Likewise, the Trinidad and Tobago Revitalisation Blueprint, launched in 

November2025, presents a critical and timely policy opportunity to embed 

disability inclusion as a core pillar of national development.  As the plan seeks to 

stimulate economic recovery, strengthen social infrastructure and modernize public 

systems, it offers the Government and relevant state agencies a strategic platform to 

ensure that accessibility and inclusion are integrated from the outset rather than 

appended as secondary considerations.   

By ensuring that accessibility is treated as a foundational planning principle, 

the Government can demonstrate its commitment to building a modern, sustainable 

and socially equitable Trinidad and Tobago, one in which no citizen is excluded 

from full participation in national progress.  Disability inclusion is not charity.  It is 
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fairness, equity and smart governance.  Persons with disabilities must be enabled to 

participate fully and with dignity in national life.   

Now, we have seen encouraging progress made in education.  The Ministry 

of Education reports that 45 primary and 13 secondary schools have now achieved 

at least 90 per cent physical accessibility, including ramps, elevators, tactile paving 

and accessible washrooms.  This enables many children with physical disabilities to 

attend mainstream schools with the support of teaching assistants.  These are 

meaningful steps, yet challenges remain.   

At institutions such as the Princess Elizabeth Home, there are bright, capable 

children whose attendance is inconsistent, often due to barriers outside of their 

control.  For example, children with spina bifida have special care needs that are 

not always available, and which may, therefore, affect school attendance.  No child 

should lose educational opportunity because the systems around them are not 

sufficiently supportive.   

The Ministry of Education Student Support Services Division has recognized 

the link between learning disabilities, school dropouts and delinquency.  Inclusion, 

therefore, is also a matter of crime prevention and social stability.  Mr. President, 

this Motion is not about charity.  It is about sound policy, fiscal responsibility and 

national development.  The Caribbean Development Bank has recognized that 

social exclusion undermines productivity and sustainable development.  When we 

exclude persons with disabilities, we diminish not only their opportunities, but our 

collective potential.  Disability can be minimized by our choices, by how we design 

our built environment, draft our laws, shape our attitudes and set our priorities.   

Mr. President, this Motion calls on us to move from good intentions to 

measurable action, to build systems that ensure that equal rights are matched by 

equitable access.  Impairments will always exist.  The question is not whether we 
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can afford to invest in disability inclusion; the question is whether we can afford 

not to.  I therefore urge this Senate to support the Motion to reaffirm our 

constitutional commitments and to champion legislation and policy that promote 

equality, equity, affirmative action when necessary and meaningful accountability.  

Mr. President, I deeply appreciate having been able to add my voice to this vital 

debate.  And I thank you for the opportunity. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Mr. President:  The Minister of Health. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

The Minister of Health (Hon. Dr. Lackram Bodoe):  Thank you very much, Mr. 

President, for the opportunity to speak in this honourable Chamber.  Indeed, after 

11 years as a Member of Parliament, it is my first opportunity to speak in this 

Chamber, and I am extremely grateful. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  Mr. President, this also presents an opportunity for me to 

offer my congratulations to you on your elevation as the Presiding Officer of this 

august Chamber.  And I am sure with your tremendous experience and knowledge 

of parliamentary affairs, that this Chamber will be better off.  So, I thank you for 

the opportunity.   

I am very happy to join this debate to share a few thoughts on what is already 

a well-ventilated matter.  I had the opportunity to peruse the records and examine 

the contributions that were made.  I want to congratulate all who have contributed 

so far, but especially to commend the mover of this Motion, Sen. Lalite-Ettienne, 

for what I think is a very timely and important Motion.  And Sen. Dr. Murray, I 

want to say that I intend to behave myself because it appears that this is a Chamber 

that you have to behave yourself.  Correct, Sen. Roberts?  Yeah. 
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Sen. Dr. Swaratsingh:  [Inaudible] “—he cah behave.”  

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  So, I also want to thank my colleague in the Lower House, 

the Minister of the People, Social Development and Family Services, for her 

contribution and her very detailed account of the work already done under her 

watch, when she contributed in this Chamber on the 26th of November,2025.  The 

hon. Minister’s contribution was remarkable in laying the groundwork for this 

Government’s policy framework for the delivery of social services to the citizens of 

Trinidad and Tobago.   

In looking at the Hansard record, I noted that Sen. Lalite-Ettienne, in laying 

this Motion, would have repeated what the hon. Prime Minister, Kamla 

Persad-Bissessar, in her first term in 2010, when she addressed the United Nations, 

identified the need to respect the rights of persons with disabilities.  The mover of 

this Motion went on to state that the hon. Prime Minister, then, has been 

championing the cause for a long time and continues to champion that cause.  And, 

Mr. President, I could not agree more that this has been setting the tone for what 

the Government would want to do.  So, we on this side would want to give the 

population the assurance that we take the issue of disability very seriously.  And 

part of the reason for that is because disability does not only impact on the affected 

person, disability impacts on families, it impacts on communities, and by extension, 

it impacts on the entire society.   

My own experience in this area, Mr. President, besides the fact that I was a 

medical practitioner for the past 40 years, and the fact that I have been a sitting 

Member of Parliament for the previous 10 years, where you encounter all manner 

of, you know, persons with disabilities and so on.  But I just wanted to reflect that 

my own personal experience would have started when I was about seven or eight 

years old, and my dear mother was very worried that I would not pass the Common 
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Entrance, in those days, and took the precaution of sending me for maths lessons 

because she thought I was very deficient in that area.  She was worried about me.  

But the story, Sen. Browne, is that the teacher was actually afflicted with polio, and 

therefore, that would have been my first encounter.  And I had to try to understand 

how this teacher, a few years older than me, afflicted with polio, was able to teach 

me mathematics.  And, of course, that emphasizes the points that have been made 

in this debate.   

My second encounter in terms of what governments can do in terms of 

accepting, acknowledging and treating with disability, occurred in 2019, a few 

years ago, when I had the opportunity as an Opposition Member of Parliament to 

attend a course in Beijing.  The hotel I was staying in, to the conference centre, was 

about a 10-minute walk.  I was walking along the pavement in Beijing, and there 

were some, what I thought at the time, and I have to confess this, some very funny 

markings, you know, on the pavement and that is called tactile paving.  Is that what 

you had mentioned, Senator?  So, of course, it shows that, you know, some 

countries are very much ahead.  And when I enquired, I was told that this tactile 

paving was really to allow persons with disabilities, in terms of being able to see, 

visual disabilities, to be able to know where—so they created their own pathway on 

the pavement.  And I thought that was quite remarkable.  And of course, that is 

where we have to head to.   

So, Mr. President, disability is a complex and it is an often contested 

concept.  During the debate and the other contributions, I know this issue may have 

come up already.  

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities describes 

disability as resulting: 

“…from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal 
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and environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective participation 

in society on an equal basis with others…”   

So, this is important.  This is the UN 2006 Article 1.  So, Mr. President, I 

believe this was referred to already by Sen. Dr. Murray.  You would have 

mentioned this.  I think it is important enough to repeat this in this hon. House and 

for the population as well.   

But I found this definition was useful because it separates impairment.  For 

example, an impairment, you could be paraplegic, you could be polio afflicted, you 

could have vision loss, autism.  So, that is an impairment.  But it allows us to 

separate that from the barriers to participation.  And what are these barriers to 

participation?  You speak of discrimination, you speak of physical inaccessibility, 

and we speak of limited employment opportunities, amongst others.  And many of 

these, you know, in the Motion, have already been debated.  I will not go into 

details on those.  My intention is to just say a few words in terms of the health 

aspect as it relates to disability. 

2.45 p.m.  

Of course, the Motion, Mr. President, calls for a holistic package in a time 

frame, perhaps ambitious, some may say, but maybe that is the expectation of this 

Government, that we can do it in 12 months, Sen. Roberts.  So, you know, we give 

it a shot, we give it a try, we work on what is there already.  But the point I wanted 

to make is that the package includes a plan, but it also speaks to legislation as 

being important.  But whilst legislation is important, I want to make the point that 

cultural and attitudinal shifts are very important measures.   

We have many laws on the books of this country, good laws, but sometimes 

without the right attitude, without the right cultural thinking, those laws can come 

to nought and, in fact, they can defeat the very purpose for which they are being 
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passed.  For example, if we speak about the laws against drinking and driving 

under the influence, it is there in the books.  We can speak about driving without 

seat belts.  How many times we see people still doing that?  And of course, it irks 

me every time I see in this day and age that someone is driving with a held to their 

ears.  The point I am making, of course, is that whilst the legislation is important, it 

is also important that we look at how we can change our attitudes and our cultural 

beliefs going forward, because that is what will be important as well.   

There is also the issue of physical inaccessibility. A lot of has been said in 

this debate about that.  So I took the opportunity of looking at the Ministry of 

Health first and see where we are, because the Ministry of Health should really be 

leading the example for other Ministries, of course.  So I looked at what is 

happening in the Ministry of Health, and we have good news and bad news here. 

All persons have access to health facilities, inclusive of persons with disabilities.  

The good news is that all the new health facilities, the Arima General Hospital, the 

Point Fortin Hospital, the Couva Hospital and the Central Block, which is coming 

on stream, are equipped with physical infrastructure capabilities, you know, like 

ramps, and handrails, and washrooms and so on.  But interestingly, in a survey in 

September 2024, an assessment of all the buildings of the Ministry of Health was 

conducted and there are some buildings that require a wheelchair and/or ramp 

access, and an inspection was done of 21 buildings.  I am not going read all of 

these into the record, but quite a significant number of these, when the question 

was asked if whether there was provisions of wheelchair and/or ramp access, the 

answer was, no. And, of course, it is the intention of the Government to look at 

these and to try to retrofit where possible.   

Of course, some of these are very old buildings, it may not be possible.  But 

the point about it is that if you have a facility where patients, you know, are 
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coming for care, then those buildings need to be retrofitted. And, of course, it is 

part of the Trinidad and Tobago revitalization blueprint, which was mentioned in 

this debate.  The new public infrastructural projects going forward will be required 

to meet modern accessibility standards for public spaces.   

So, Mr. President, the question really is, why is the Minister of Health 

getting involved in this debate? Because the Motion itself does not speak of the 

word “health”. You know, the word “health” is not mentioned in the Motion.  But I 

think it is sufficiently important for us to understand—and I wanted to make the 

point that going forward, it is the intention of myself and the Government to bring 

to the Cabinet something to speak of health in all policies.  So I think it is 

important, in all of the policies that are being generated by the Government, to 

have the some aspect of health in all policies, regarding other things, of course. 

And now at the forefront of this, I think in addition to health in all policies, we 

have look at the disability aspect of it in terms of the policies as we go forward.   

Of course, a lot of this is based on data.  The data is lacking.  The number of 

just around 50,000 persons with disabilities has been mentioned. That is old data, 

2011.  So, of course, we await the results of the 2023 household survey to look at 

the numbers.  But the estimates, if we were to look at over the last 10 to 12 years 

since those figures were published, it might suggest a figure closer to 100,000.  

Some are saying somewhere between 80,000 to 90,000, but again, that is what we 

need.  

What is perhaps important as well is the future projections, and projections 

from the IDB suggest that disability prevalence in Trinidad and Tobago and other 

Caribbean countries may rise over time due to factors like an aging population and 

increasing chronic health conditions.  So, for example, the projections indicate that 

by 2050, more than one in five people within the Caribbean nations, including 
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Trinidad and Tobago, could have a disability.  So is that worrisome news and, of 

course, there are some factors in that projection that are modifiable, especially in 

terms of the chronic health conditions, the NCDs and so on.   

Sen. Dr. Browne, in his contribution, would have spoken about diabetes and 

the other NCDS.  So it is a big problem.  The global prevalence of disability is—

some 16 per cent of the global population speaks to 1.3 billion people worldwide 

that suffer from some sort of disability and, of course, this trend—again, the global 

trend is increasing.   

Now, what are the health issues in terms of those who suffer with 

disabilities?  It is known that many persons with disabilities face a higher risk of 

premature death, dying up to 20 years earlier than those without disabilities.  There 

is evidence, of course, that if one were to, you know, improve the conditions, that 

perhaps the lifespan can be increased.   

Persons with disabilities have twice the risk of developing conditions, such 

as depression, asthma, diabetes, stroke and obesity, and Sen. Dr. Murray in your 

contribution on the last day, you would have spoken about the mental health 

condition, schizophrenia.  I did read you contribution, Senator.  So you mentioned 

that and, of course, it is also very high on the agenda of this Government, in the 

health sector, the whole issue of mental health.  The mental health policy and 

programme is soon, again, to come to the Cabinet and there is a plan in terms of 

rolling out mental health, in terms of, you know, moving away from institutions 

and more into the communities.  So I thought it was important to share that with 

this Chamber and with the population.  So we spoke about those conditions.   

Persons with disabilities are three times more likely to be denied health 

care— this is an interesting finding—and one and a half times more likely to delay 

or avoid essential medical care.  So these are the communities that we have to 
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reach out and we have to seek out in terms of making sure that the care is 

accessible.  

The issue of equality, as opposed to equity is mentioned in this debate 

already.   

I have a very interesting document which I will want to share.  In fact, now might 

be a good time to share this document, and it is a “Global report on health equity 

for persons with disabilities”. And this is a WHO report from 2022, so it is fairly 

recent.  There are some very interesting findings—I will not go into all of the 

details, Mr. President, but what this report does essentially on health equity for 

persons with disabilities, what it does, it analyzes the factors that contribute to 

systemic health inequities for persons with disabilities, and it outlines important 

policy and programmatic actions recommendations to reduce these inequities.  And 

on perusal of this document, I thought it was an appropriate time to perhaps look at 

including some of these recommendations from this document as we go forward, 

and I can say to this House here today that one of the recommendations here is to 

establish a committee or a focal point at Ministry of Health for disability inclusion.  

So I want to make that commitment here that, you know, at the Ministry of 

Health— 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:—we are going to establish a unit to look at disability 

inclusion.  I think that is important and part of the reason for that is that the unit 

can serve, you know, as we go forward in terms of liaising with the other 

Ministries and other government policies, so that will bring the focus in terms of 

the health sector.  I think it is important for us to look in that direction.  

So we spoke about the health inequities and the outcomes.  A lot has been 

said about the grants and so on. I will not go into those details.  Just to give 
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assurance to this Chamber and to the population that the policy shift is going to be 

made from the charity-based model to a rights-based development model.  In the 

debate, Sen. Dr. Browne would have spoken about the charity-based model and it 

is the intention of the Government to shift from that charity-based model to a 

rights-based development model.  A lot has been said about the employment 

opportunities and so on.   

Now, in terms of prevention, I think it is also important that we look at what 

the Government is doing in terms of prevention and just, you know, a quick 

perusal of the health services that are the public health institutions in treating with 

persons with disabilities. There is a lot in place for screening at birth.  All babies 

born in public institutions are examined medically before they are discharged, so 

that you can diagnose and pick up congenital conditions, which are associated with 

developmental problems and disabilities and, of course, this gives us a head start in 

terms of trying to treat with these before they enter primary school and even when 

they are in school, that they are already identified.   

The community health nurses visit the government-assisted primary schools, 

special schools and private schools. That is important.  And, of course, we also 

have quite a bit in terms of the child development clinics. We have the paediatric 

clinic at the Eric Williams Medical Sciences Complex. And at the Couva Hospital, 

there is quite a bit of emphasis on the outpatient clinics in terms of children with 

disabilities. And at this point in time, having been opened for the last two months 

or so, I can say that we have already seen 241 patients at that hospital and 

outpatient clinics, in areas such as paediatric neurology, paediatric nephrology, 

paediatric chromatography, paediatric endocrinology, and child development 

clinics and so on.  So there is quite a bit of work going on.  

Just a few words on the National Enrichment Centre. The Minister of the 
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People, Social Development and Family Services spoke in this debate in 

November, the Minister gave a commitment in terms of the opening of the 

National Enrichment Centre.  I want to announce that that centre has now been 

opened.  It has been open since— 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]   

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  Services commenced on February 02, 2026, and for the three 

weeks that the facility has been opened, a total number of patients seen—these are 

figures that were received this morning—98 patients have been seen to date, and a 

variety of different areas, autism spectrum disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder, learning difficulties, speech concerns.  So, again, that was a promise 

made and now, I can say, a promise delivered by a UNC Government.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  But, of course, there are challenges and, you know, it is 

important—we spoke about getting the data. It is also important to recognize the 

challenges. And one of the challenges that this country faces is in the area of what 

we call therapeutic interventions, and I speak of areas, such as physiotherapy, 

occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, behavioural therapy and 

physiological support.   

3.00 p.m. 

One of the issues we have here, Sen. Dr. Browne, is the issue of a shortage 

of trained personnel in this area.  Those are very, very important areas if we are 

going to be able to help those with disabilities.  But there is a shortage.   

Now, just saying there is a shortage is not enough.  I knew there was a 

shortage.   So what did we do about it, Mr. President?  We commissioned a human 

resource for health study across the RHAs.  I am happy to say, well I am not sure I 

should say, “I am happy to say”.  But I can say that the report is now available.  
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The preliminary report is now available, and it does confirm a shortage of what we 

call allied health professionals, and the figures, in terms of the vacancies, the posts 

that are available at the RHAs, the numbers that we need to fill will be just over 

1,000 persons.   

So, what are we doing about this?  Well, we have a lot of trained, qualified 

professionals, our nationals abroad.  So what we have done at the Cabinet, we have 

passed a National Diaspora Policy.  So the intention is to give preference to our 

trained nationals who are willing and able to come back and serve us in this area, 

amongst other areas.  There is also the need for specialist nurses.  There is the need 

for specialist doctors in certain areas.  I do not think ophthalmology is one of those 

areas, Senator, but there are other areas, of course, that you know of which I speak.  

So that diaspora programme is to encourage our nationals first to come back and 

serve.  Many of them have indicated, and at the Ministry of Health we are in the 

process of, you know, creating a document that will, you know, provide the 

opportunity for this to happen.   

The other thing that we need to do in terms of attracting and making the 

services of these professionals available to the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago is 

changing the way in which they are engaged.  These are highly skilled and trained 

professionals.  Their services are in high demand.  The public sector at this point of 

time, Minister of Finance Acting or Minister of Planning, Economic Affairs and 

Development, at no point now or perhaps in the foreseeable future will the public 

service be in a positon to adequately compensate these professionals for the work 

that they do.  So what is the answer?  The answer is, we have to look at how we 

engage them, and to make them available to the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago.   

So these persons, of course, find it more lucrative to work in the private 

sector.  One cannot blame them for that.  But, of course, we have to look at how 
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we engage them in the public sector in terms of on a sessional basis, so that all of 

the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago benefit.  So that is something that I am looking 

at as Minister of Health, we are looking at in terms of how we engage these 

specialists.  And I speak of, you know, a selected number, occupational therapy, 

the speech and language pathologists, the behavioural therapy and so on.  So that is 

important going forward. 

So, Mr. President, I also wanted to mention another initiative which is 

important, and again I refer to the disability created by some of the NCDs.  For 

example, diabetes is a big, big issue in this country.  What we would have done is 

that the nation would recall that last year around August/September there was an 

artificial limb camp which was conducted at the NCIC centre in central.  What was 

realized in preparing for that artificial limb camp is that there was some 1,000 

persons in this country who are awaiting artificial limbs.  The problem with that 

before is that by the previous arrangements the Ministry of Social Development 

and Family Services would have been able to provide just a small number of 

artificial limbs.  So with that camp, we were able to provide limbs to 802 of those 

1,000 persons. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  A remarkable achievement.  Again, I would want to put it on 

the record, you know, our thanks to India, of course.  This came on the visit of 

Prime Minister Modi, and of course, the cooperation of the Indian High 

Commissioner.  So, I think that is a big bite into the backlog.  There still remains 

about 200 persons who require artificial limbs.  They have not been forgotten.  The 

intention of the Government is to create a permanent artificial limb centre in Penal.  

That is happening right now.  The materials are there.  Training is taking place, and 

as soon as that facility is launched, we will be able to take care of the backlog of 
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those persons going forward.   

What will happen, of course, is that there will come a time when the centre, 

because we have, you know, taken such a big bite into the backlog, there will be a 

time when there will also be the capacity in that centre to provide for those who 

will require the service from outside of Trinidad and Tobago.  So we are looking at 

that as providing a regional service at some point in time, and of course, with the 

potential to even earn some foreign exchange in that regard.  So going forward that 

will be the intention of the Government.  But, you know, the population will hear a 

bit more about that as we go forward.   

We spoke about education.  It is important for the population to know that 

the restart of the National Laptop Programme includes specialized assistive 

software to ensure students with disabilities have equal tools for success in a 

technology-driven environment. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Hon. Dr. L. Bodoe:  So, I thought that was important to share with hon. Senators 

here. 

Another initiative of the Government which would have some sort of impact 

in terms of treating with those with disabilities, and even the ordinary citizen, 

would be the legislation that was passed by this Government in terms of reducing 

and treating with noise in the environment regarding the fireworks and the noise 

pollution.  Because, of course, for the ordinary citizen, Sen. Cummings, it is very 

difficult on the ear sometimes.  Can you imagine what it would be like for 

someone, you know, who has some sort of disability.  So, we are hoping that that 

sort of legislation and forward-thinking by the Government will assist in that 

regard. 

Mr. President, it would be remiss of me if I did not speak a little bit about 
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the Princess Elizabeth Centre.  I know that has been raised in the debate by 

yourself, Sen. Dr. Browne, Sen. Dr. Murray, you spoke about it.  But, of course, 

you know, just to put it on the record that the centre is funded by the Ministry of 

Finance and the Ministry of Health.  It continues to provide a very valuable 

service.  I had the privilege to visit that centre as Minister of Health, just a couple 

of months ago and was quite impressed by the quality and the kind of work that 

was done, and it remains a very important resource for the citizens of Trinidad and 

Tobago.  It treats both children and adults with physical and mobility problems.   

For the benefit of the population, the treatment would include a range of 

physical disabilities such a clubfoot, cerebral palsy, scoliosis, and care here is, of 

course, received free at the point of delivery, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, 

the wheelchairs, the walkers and mobility aids and so on.  This centre operates two 

walk-in clinics per week with about 50 to 70 clients or children seen at each clinic, 

and performs over 150 surgical operations each year.  Of course, I want to put on 

the record the gratitude of the people of Trinidad and Tobago to Dr. David Toby 

and his team there, you know, perform remarkably well over the years. 

So, Mr. President, as I close, again I would want to say that, you know, this 

Government is not working in silos.  I know some would have raised that issue of 

silos.  We are certainly not working in silos, and we are working as a team.  The 

Cabinet has established clusters with different Ministries so that the Ministries 

would know what we are doing and, in fact, there has been already established way 

back in July of 2025, there would have been a partnership between the Ministry of 

Rural Development and Local Government, and the Ministry of Health to look at 

how we treat with the dengue threat last year, because we realized that, you know, 

there was a bit of overlap between the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Rural 

Development and Local Government in terms of treating with the mosquitoes and 
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so on.  So that partnership took place.  That was the first example.  Of course, 

recently, the population would have seen a partnership the Ministry of Education 

and the Ministry of Health in terms of rolling out what we call the healthy nutrition 

guidelines in schools.  Again, this is a measure which is intended to address 

childhood obesity.  A big problem.  We will not speak about that today.   

Another initiative here would have been, of course, the partnership between 

the Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family Services, and the 

Ministry of Health that allowed us to open the National Enrichment Centre, and 

that is now functioning.  Work in progress.  Work done.  Of course, to come would 

be another partnership that speaks to what we are talking about here, and that 

would be between the Ministries of Agriculture and Fisheries, Education and 

Health where it is the intention of the Government to review the nutritional 

standards of the meals provided by the School Feeding Programme.  It is very 

important that we look at what we are providing for the children as we try to 

address the whole issue of childhood obesity.   

I did mention, of course, the health in all policies to come, and of course, 

again, to focus that it would be my intention as Minister of Health to ensure that 

somewhere in the legislation that health has its place, and of course, disability has 

its place. 

Last but not least, I want to close on a point which creates a bit of a problem 

in terms of the assessment for disability.  So, we have all these grants and so on 

available, provided by the State.  But there is a disability form which has to be 

filled out.  You might be familiar with the form, my medical colleagues here, in 

terms of trying to quantify the percentage of the disability.  That form asks the 

doctor in the health centre or the clinic or wherever to say whether the disability is 

10 per cent or 50 per cent or 70 per cent or 80 per cent.  I have been practising for 
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40 years.   I do not know how you can come up with that.  That is difficult 

sometimes.  So right now in progress is a review of that particular form in terms of 

trying to make the form, you know, easier and perhaps more accurate.  Because the 

reason I am making this point is that, and some of you, some of my colleagues 

would have been Members of Parliament as well before, would often have your 

constituents come and say, “listen, my form has been denied or my grant has been 

denied because the doctor could not say how much disability”.   

Of course, when we go back to what we defined as disability, not only the 

impairment, but of course, the conditions under which these citizens might be 

living, sometimes that could make the difference between, you know, getting the 

grant and not getting the grant.  I think that in this way the doctors who are filling 

out the forms have to be assisted in that regard, and the assistance has to come in 

terms of the review of the form.  So together with the Minister of the People, 

Social Development and Family Services, I have given the undertaking that you 

will review that form and hopefully we will have a new form in the very near 

future to make it a fairer, more accurate and more equitable distribution.   

So, Mr. President, with those few words, again, I want to thank you for the 

opportunity and the privilege to speak in this august Chamber.  I want to close by 

commending again Sen. Lalite-Ettienne for bringing this Motion, and I would 

certainly say that the Government will have no problem in terms of supporting 

such a Motion.  I thank you so much. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Mr. President:  Sen. Foster Cummings. 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Foster Cummings:  Mr. President, I want to take the opportunity to thank 

you for the contribution that I am about to make in this debate on this Motion.  At 



45 

Legislative Framework (cont’d) 2026.02.24 

Sen. F. Cummings (cont’d) 

 

UNREVISED 

the onset, I want to acknowledge the excellent work done by the mover of the 

Motion, Sen. Lalite-Ettienne— 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. F. Cummings:—who I listened to attentively in her unique style of 

presentation, and I noticed that most of our colleagues did the same.  It really is a 

very well-thought-out Motion and very deserving of the support of Members of 

this House.   

But before I continue, Mr. President, I have to take the opportunity because 

it was quite refreshing to listen to the contribution coming from the Minister of 

Health this afternoon.  It is not often that I get the opportunity to, as a Member of 

the Opposition,  say that to the Government, but clearly the Minister of Health is 

about the people’s business.  

3.15p.m.  

He mentioned, and I will not refer to all of the points he made, but certainly 

to one or two.  The Government’s position on moving from a charity-based to a 

rights-based model, and, as well I want to take note of the programme executed for 

the artificial limb replacement, which I think is very commendable.  He did 

mention the question of a shortage of allied health professionals.  Now, I recall, 

Mr. President, that within my previous assignment as Minister of Youth 

Development and National Service, we did some work with the regional health 

authorities and identified that there was a shortage in that area.  As a result, we 

instituted a programme in collaboration with COSTAATT to train annually, I think 

it was about 80 to 100 young people in that field.  I am not sure where that 

programme is now.  I do know that the first cohort may be due for graduation 

sometime this year.  And it is my expectation that the Government will look at that 

programme as one that is of significant benefit and worth continuing for the benefit 
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of the citizens of Trinidad and Tobago. 

But, Mr. President, the mover of the Motion is someone who, from the time 

she entered the Senate, I took pause and you know I said this takes a citizen of a 

certain calibre to enter the Senate and demonstrate to Trinidad and Tobago that, 

notwithstanding whatever challenges she had, she was prepared to give of her best 

and make her contributions to the legislature in Trinidad and Tobago.    

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Sen. F. Cummings:  When she moved the Motion she regaled us with a quote 

from Mahatma Gandhi, which I will repeat:   

“The true measure of any society can be found in how it treats its most 

vulnerable members.” 

That is something that, as legislators, we always have to take note of, 

because it is pretty much the voice of the voiceless.  Those who are unable to be 

present in this august place, at least, will have on their side persons who will speak 

on their behalf.  In discussing a matter like this, treating with disabilities, it is a 

good opportunity that the person moving the Motion is one who has lived 

experience.  All of us, as much as we support this Motion, we do not have the 

experience of Sen. Lalite-Ettienne.   

Mr. President, as Sen. Lalite-Ettienne went on in her presentation, I took 

note of two other points that I want—two or three other points.  She referenced the 

increase in disabilities globally as a result of the work of the World Health 

Organization and referenced that and a connection to chronic noncommunicable 

diseases and ageing populations.  She was speaking about the increase in 

disabilities.  Whilst later on in the presentation, she spoke to the fact that our last 

CSO report was sometime in 2011, and so could not give an exact number outside 

of the number given, which I think was around 40,000 or thereabouts.   
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She made the point that, clearly, based on our own circumstances of an 

increase in noncommunicable diseases, in particular, that she was convinced the 

number was much higher.  Therefore, Mr. President, it brings a higher level of 

importance to the conversation that we have a larger percentage of our citizens 

who require us as a legislature to look at putting in place systems for them to 

contribute towards the economic development of this country.  And, as well, to 

make sure that those barriers that have been in place for some time that we take 

steps to remove those barriers.   

We were told that our partners in Jamaica, St. Lucia, Guyana, The Bahamas 

and other countries in the Caribbean are a step ahead of us, and therefore it places 

us in a situation where usually we are the leaders in the Caribbean, in most areas, 

and that we should put some additional attention in making sure that we support 

this Motion in the first instance, but also to put in place the requisite support as 

outlined by the mover of the Motion.  So, Mr. President, I want to acknowledge 

those persons, those citizens of Trinidad and Tobago, and their families, the 

persons living with disabilities, caregivers, advocates and representatives of 

various organizations, who have the lived experiences and who have kept this 

matter on the front burner for a very long time even before it appeared on this 

Order Paper, and this Motion moved by the goodly Senator.  It concerns whether 

persons with disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago are able to enjoy equal citizenship 

in practical and meaningful terms.   

Mr. President, I had an experience some years ago visiting the community of 

Maloney.  A community which is an HDC development and consists of, yes, some 

single-unit houses, flat story, and some three-story high-rise buildings.  Whilst 

moving through the community, I noticed some young men lifting a resident to 

take her up these three flights of stairs to her apartment, which is on the third floor.  
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I asked some questions about the situation.  It turns out that this resident, of course, 

did not always have that handicap and lived on the third floor.  Eventually, for 

some reason or the other, she had a disability, and thereafter required the assistance 

of her neighbours to be able to move downstairs, to go out, to do whatever she had 

to do, or to get back to her home.  I did at the time raise the issue with the Housing 

Development Corporation, pleading with them to make available a ground-floor 

unit for this resident.  But as I relate this story, it must be that there might be other 

citizens experiencing similar challenges.   

Now, as I perused the contribution of the Sen. Alexander he indicated that 

the Ministry of Housing, in addition to implementing in their new construction 

programme infrastructure to deal with the concern I just expressed and others that 

they would also look at retrofitting some of the existing infrastructure.  A Motion 

like this, Mr. President, non-confrontational, so far in the main.  It is difficult in a 

Motion like this for the usual shouting, jabs, and personal insults to take root.  I 

would hope that that sees its way throughout the debate.  Because there must be 

matters on which some bipartisan discussions can take place, and it is not so much 

about who did what, who did not do, or who should have done.  There has been 

work done over the years by successive governments to make sure that we put 

things in place to improve the circumstances.   

What the Motion now calls on us to do is to take a step further and to make 

sure that legislation comes to the Parliament to give those rights to those citizens 

who require us to do what we have been, some of us elected, some of us appointed, 

to do.  It concerns whether the State’s legal and policy framework is adequate to 

address the barriers that remain widespread, persistent, and in many cases 

preventable.  Sometimes it just takes a little more effort.  Sometimes it takes a little 

more collaboration.  Sometimes it takes a level of empathy, but as a responsible 
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legislature, we have to take a step forward.  It concerns the standard of public 

governance, as inclusion is not achieved through statements of intent alone.  It 

requires coherent systems, enforceable standards, inter-institutional coordination, 

and sustained accountability.   

Before, somebody spoke about the laws and the implementation of laws.  I 

know that as a Government we did put in place regulations governing the public 

parking spaces for persons with disabilities.  But, how is that policed?  Do we still 

have citizens who will not take into consideration the inconvenience caused by 

them parking in a space designated for someone with a disability, and when that 

person has the advantage of such a space, it is occupied by someone who should 

not be there.  These policies cannot be approached through a welfare lens.  Welfare 

measures may be part of the response, but they are certainly not the whole 

response.  If the issue is framed only in terms of assistance, we risk treating 

persons with disabilities as beneficiaries of occasional support rather than citizens 

entitled to equal access and equal protection.  It is so much we notice that has 

changed over time in terms of citizenship, respect, and approach and support for 

persons with disabilities.   

In travelling across to what we will call the developed world, we would see 

that, in terms of public transportation, for instance, Mr. President, the level of 

advancement that is in place for persons with disabilities, in particular with public 

transportation, the bus, the subway, et cetera.  It is an area that we certainly have to 

do much more with where public transportation is in place. Accessibility to buses 

and arrangements that would give ease of access to even taxicabs.  Therefore, it is 

something that the Government needs to take note of.  The correct frame is rights, 

inclusion, and the State’s obligation.  That means the central question is not only 

whether some programmes exist but whether the State has created a legal and 
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institutional framework that removes barriers and enables persons with disabilities 

to participate fully in social and economic life.  And that is at the core of the 

conversation and the Motion moved by Sen. Lalite-Ettienne.  Inclusion in the 

social and economic life of the country by persons living with disabilities.   

3.30 p.m.  

And Sen. Lalite-Ettienne went on to emphasize the importance of legislative 

reform and a structured national response rather than reliance on fragmented 

interventions over time.  Mr. President, as I stated earlier, I certainly, and we on 

this side certainly support this Motion.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. F. Cummings:  We support the call made for a comprehensive national 

strategic plan.  We support the call for modern legislative framework.  We support 

the principle that disability inclusion must be treated as a matter of rights, equality 

and public policy and not simply as discretionary goodwill.  Therefore, I welcome 

the position as I said earlier, advanced by the Minister who spoke earlier.   

Mr. President, at the same time, support for the Motion does not require 

anyone to deny that efforts had been made in the past.  In fact, the more credible 

position is to acknowledge that work has been undertaken across administrations.  

Dr. Browne in his contribution took the time to give us—let me not put it that way, 

took the time to give us information in relation to the work of the former 

Government, while also recognizing that the progress made to date must be 

consolidated, strengthened, improved and carried further.   

Mr. President, the duty before us now is to confront the gaps that remain to 

improve the legislative and policy position.  That is the approach that we propose.  

It is fair to acknowledge that some initiatives, policy, work and measures that have 

existed require improvement.  It is also fair to acknowledge the progress where it 
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has occurred, and I did that earlier, particularly in relation to some of the 

comments made by the Minister of Health.   

We did get some examples from the Minister of the People, Social 

Development and Family Services when she was here, of some of the initiatives 

that they intend to execute and we look forward to seeing whether that is actually 

put in place.  I do not have all of the details in relation to what the empowerment, 

the services that the empowerment centre provides at Chase Village, but it is 

something that we will take note of and we will pay some additional attention to.   

It is important to note and to make the point, Mr. President, that this Motion 

must discuss as well the programmes, the grants, the consultations, the 

administrative initiatives, and while these are all useful, it does not amount to the 

comprehensive framework that is required and that the Motion speaks to.  These do 

not by themselves create enforceable standards.  They do not by themselves 

guarantee implementation across Ministries.  I was glad when the Minister 

indicated that they are working not in silos, but that they are—referred to them as 

groupings of Ministries, collaborating— 

Hon. Senator:  Clusters.   

Sen. F. Cummings:  Thank you, Senator.  Clusters of Ministries collaborating and 

working together to make sure that we reduce the question of overlapping and 

duplication.  

Hon. Senator:  [Interruption] 

Sen. F. Cummings:  Clusters, he said, clusters—and making sure that you avoid 

duplication, overlapping and delay in implementation, et cetera.  But who, for 

instance, is responsible or should be responsible in the implementation of access 

points to, let us say, police stations or health centres or these public buildings.  I 

am sure Sen. Ratiram who is from Couva could tell you that the police station at 
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Couva, I do not think has a ramp to access for the disabled.  And therefore some 

collaboration has to take place among the Government Ministries to make sure that 

there are some quick wins, that whilst we work on putting in place, because the 

Motion calls for this legislation to come to Parliament within 12 months or so.  But 

while we work on putting those things in place there are some quick wins that can 

be implemented to make life a bit easier for persons living with disability. 

Therefore, it brings us to the question of the system-based approach, which 

begins by recognizing that these barriers are not incidental, they are structural.  

And during the debate it has been referred to—in several categories of barriers, 

have been referred to, including, attitudinal, institutional, structural barriers and 

therefore, that is the framing of the conversation, Mr. President.  It reflects the 

lived experience of persons with disability more accurately than a narrow focus on 

isolated hardship.  And therefore, let us consider this as a practical approach to the 

discussion regarding this issue.  

Mr. President, a presenter before me spoke about the impact on education 

and the educational environment.  It is an area that we have a lot of work to do in 

addressing how do we, at a very early stage in the educational process, provide the 

support required for assessment of young students who might have challenges, 

hearing difficulties, visually impaired.  You know, gone are the days when the 

teacher would ask you a question in the class, you probably are not hearing the 

question but you receive some support from a “tambran” or guava whip or—Sen. 

Rasheed, you will not know about that because by your time that had been 

abolished.  But the whip or the ruler, Sen. Attzs, in those days.  

Hon. Senators:  [Laughter] 

Sen. F. Cummings:  I know that you lecture at the university.  I know you are 

lecturing at the university so you would not have had the—you may not have been 
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called upon to discipline students in that way.  And neither the Attorney General 

who taught for many years at the law school, I do not think that applied at the law 

school and at the university as well.   

A citizen might be entitled a public service, Mr. President, and I want to 

spend a little more time on the educational aspect.  We still do not have—I am 

going on to that point I just raised after the educational point.  We still do not have 

the support for the assessment.  A colleague was saying to me earlier that in terms 

of support for students facing disabilities, that where the support is not available in 

the public sector, in the private sector it costs about $500 per session.  And that one 

requires at least about two or three sessions a week to have any meaningful 

assessment and support.  And therefore, it requires the State to step in and give 

more support in that area, particularly, in the area of special needs assessment and 

teachers trained in special needs, or whether it is special needs schools in particular 

is an area that requires some significant support.   

I went on to speak about the question of services in the public sector that 

citizens are entitled to, and because of the lack of support or lack of facilities, they 

are unable to access them.  And this will include the judicial system, courthouses, 

police stations, health centres, hospitals, schools, you name it.  Unless the 

infrastructure is put in place, the technology is implemented, then there will be 

citizens who sit simply because of their disability they cannot access these 

facilities.  Their communication barriers will make it difficult, and in some cases, 

might even be impossible unless they have the support of family members or an 

efficient caregiver to assist them and to take them to access these services.  So 

persons may have the legal right and principle, but the absence of clear standards 

and practical enforcement leaves those rights ineffective in terms of their daily life.   

Furthermore, Mr. President, one of the strongest features discussed on the 
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debate focuses on these very barriers and I did indicate before, that transportation 

and access to transportation is one of the main areas.  And that indicates to us why 

these ad hoc programmes are not enough.  Without a framework, accessibility 

becomes uneven and dependent on project timing rather than public standards.  

Communication access is equally important, Mr. President.  Digital accessibility, 

including the extent to which government websites and online systems are 

designed to be accessible and functional for persons using assistive technologies.  

This is because in the modern state digital exclusion can be as limiting as physical 

exclusion.  There is almost everything now that require some access to some 

digital device.  Many of the services of the Government, licensing office, passport 

office, you name it, to apply for some of the very grants that some of these persons 

living with disabilities require for additional support, require some sort of online 

activity.   

Therefore, Mr. President, it is an area that we must place significant support 

on, care system, support services, you know, Mr. President, service gaps.  I 

referred to the therapist shortages earlier; these continue to be a concern for 

citizens living with disabilities.  Mr. President, these issues are significant because 

they show that inclusion is not only about infrastructural access.  It is also about 

quality, availability, and coordination of public services.  And then we come to the 

question of employment.   

I know a previous speaker spoke about that, so I would not spend much time 

on it, but the fact remains, Mr. President, that there are persons who have struggled 

through, gone through, clearly, they have to put much more effort into the question 

of their education and upskilling than persons living without disabilities.  And 

having done that, access to jobs proves difficult because of the lack of structure 

and infrastructure in place.  And therefore that leaves a section of our workforce 
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outside of the productive sector, unable to practice the trade that they have learnt.  

Somebody spoke about, I think it was Sen. Dr. Murray, some of the areas that 

some persons can be easily employed in, and possibly work off-site, work from 

home arrangements even can be one of the considerations.  I myself had an 

experience of working along with someone who had some disability challenges 

and, Mr. President, I can tell you that the work ethic is of a superior standard.  The 

effort and the energy put into wanting, not only wanting, but getting the work done 

is certainly of a superior standard, notwithstanding the challenges.  I do not know 

if it is something about knowing that you have a challenge in one area that 

somehow gives you a boost to perform at a higher level, but it was certainly very 

commendable.   

And so, Mr. President, as I said earlier, we support, the comprehensive 

national strategic plan with clear accountability.  The Motion is correct to call for 

such a plan, and therefore, it cannot be just a broad statement of intentions.  It must 

assign responsibility, define priorities, establish timelines, and identify measurable 

incomes. 

And so, in winding up, Mr. President, we look forward to hearing from the 

Government the timeline, in addition to the support for this Motion, this very 

commendable Motion brought by Sen. Lalite-Ettienne; a timeline for the 

introduction of these legislative measures that would give to citizens of this 

country living with disability, the hope that we are going to give them the equality 

of treatment that they deserve.  I thank you, Mr. President.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

3.45p.m.   

Mr. President:  Sen. Francis Lewis.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  
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Sen. Francis Lewis:  Thank you, Mr. President.  I rise to lend my full and 

considered support for this Motion, brought by my Independent colleague.  This is 

not simply a symbolic Motion on abstract social aspiration.  In thinking about it, 

there are three legs on which I would like to rest my contribution, because this is a 

constitutional matter, I believe, it is an economic matter and it is a governance 

matter.  And I also propose to address those, as far as I could ascertain, concerns, 

doubts, difficulties that some may have in anticipating this Motion and the actions 

arising from it. 

It was interesting—and I will not spend a lot of time on this because others 

have.  It starts with—as I started my preparations—how does one think about 

disability?  And it would appear that there are four models that have been prevalent 

over the last hundred years.  One is a charity-based model, often based on morality, 

sometimes on pity.  There is a medical model, something is wrong with the person 

and we need to fix them.  The third, more recent, is a social model that says, 

“There is nothing wrong with the person. It is about how the society is responding 

to the persons with a range of ways in which they need to engage with their 

environment.”  And the last on which I would like to dwell, is the human rights 

model, which really is speaking to, what are the rights of our citizens in this 

context?  

So, in looking at that and anchoring this contribution, starting with section 4, as 

others have identified, of the Constitution, it guarantees equality before the law, 

equality of treatment from any public authority, the enjoymentof property and the 

freedom of movement.  These rights are not conditional.  They are not subjected to 

convenience.  They are not suspended because of the budget cycles.  Additionally, 

a citizen cannot enter a public building because there is no ramp.  How does a job 

applicant deal with exclusion because accommodation is deemed inconvenient, or 
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when a student with capability cannot access material in accessible formats that 

they would require, or as others have mentioned, where public transportation is 

physically inaccessible? These constitutional guarantees then become theoretical.   

Further, we have our Equal Opportunity Act, Chap. 22:03, which expressly 

prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability and imposes a duty on public and 

other authorities.  Yet, the lived reality suggests that while the legal framework 

exists, implementation remains fragmented and inconsistent.   

Mr. President, rights without operational structures are rights in suspension.  

The Motion does not ask for new rights.  What it asks for is a coordinated national 

framework to operationalize the rights already guaranteed.  And to those who may 

have expressed concerns, and I try to consult fairly widely, this is not a plea for 

sympathy.  This is not a call for charity.  It is a constitutional obligation that we in 

this Senate are living up to, and I am very heartened by the contributions that I 

have heard from colleagues.   

Mr. President, disability inclusion is often discussed in moral terms but you 

know, it can also be possible to discuss it in economic terms.  Others have pointed 

to the World Health Organization estimating approximately 50per cent of the 

global population living with some form of disability.  If our population is similar 

to the global population, that is putting it at about 225,000 persons in a 1.5 

million—roughly—population.   

Even if one uses conservative census reporting, as others have indicated, 

including the esteemed Minister of Health, the number remains very significant.  

And while we may count the number of persons with disabilities, depending on 

how we define disability, what we also need to count are the families affected.  

There is an absolutely lovely young lady, she is down syndrome, now in her 30s, 

very active, plays pan, works in a bank, does all kinds of stuff, but her extended 
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family are her parents and two brothers, and the impact on the family, beyond 

simply counting the person, I think is something that can get lost as we discuss 

statistics.  So, in all of this, what we are asking for is, how does one move forward, 

so that disability inclusion is not only a constitutional and human right, but it is 

also an economic development issue? 

A person with disabilities who cannot access education, human capital is 

suppressed.  If they cannot access employment, productivity is lost, household 

income declines, state dependency increases.  When infrastructure is inaccessible, 

the very investment that the State makes yields a reduced return.  Playing it 

forward, early action is fundamentally cost effective.  Exclusion, on the other hand, 

carries a fiscal and social cost.  In small developing societies, like ours, we cannot 

afford to underutilize any segment of our population.   

Our economy, a modern economy, depends on maximizing participation and 

not tolerating structural exclusion.  The Motion, therefore, aligns very clearly 

with—and this is a much overused word but it is necessary to use it here—

economic diversification, workforce participation and expansion, ultimately 

influencing and impacting positively, poverty reduction and social stability.  But 

you know, most precious of all, the measure is not a measure about cost, though 

we can estimate that, but it is about value creation.  This country has been, for a 

long period of time, about opportunity creation and helping those who can do for 

themselves to do better and therefore, participate more fully in national life. 

The third leg that I would like to address is a governance approach to this 

plan, and just touching on three aspects of it, one is education and human capital.  

If it is one thing that has been consistent over much of the life of our Republic is a 

fundamental faith of the value of education, both in its own right but also as an 

engine of mobility.  Governments come, governments go, we may change how one 
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implements that, but if there is a value system running across the entire population 

of Trinidad and Tobago, stretching way back into our grandparents, it is education 

counts, and governments have listened to that.  It is reflected in our national budget 

in terms of what we spend.  Yet, inclusive education remains uneven. Whether it is 

teachers needing and often wanting specialized training, assistive technologies are 

not universally available.  Some progress has been made but so much more needs 

to be done.  Tertiary education institutions often rely on ad hoc accommodations, 

rather than on systemic planning.   

And as we look—and I would not dwell unduly on this—across to the 

Caribbean Community, just two examples: Barbados, the Government has 

implemented a National Disabilities Unit, an integrated disabilities policy and 

international development planning frameworks.  And it was heartening to hear the 

Minister of Health speak about the establishment of that unit. And previously, the 

Minister of the People, Social Development and Family Services, who spoke 

earlier, had spoken of their unit and I would be fascinated with how that effort gets 

integrated with other units that I am sure that can be established.   

In Jamaica, their Disabilities Act of 2014, established a structured legal and 

regulatory regime, including standards for accessibility and a disabilities rights 

tribunal.  In other words, there is much we can learn, and in learning, establish a 

leadership because this benefits the entire Caribbean Community.  And what is of 

note is that these countries are not wealthier than Trinidad and Tobago.  They are 

very similar and face quite remarkable fiscal constraints.  What distinguishes them 

is structured planning. That is good governance.   

When we look at infrastructure and public access, accessibility is not simply 

about ramps, it is about universal design.  In chatting with some persons—and I am 

asking, “What would you like to see?” And a person who is wheelchair-bound 
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said, “Can we have a standard that says light switches can be a little lower, so I can 

reach them?”  Now, the interesting thing with that—not being constrained in that 

way, it had not occurred to me, it does not cost more.  But a national standard in 

terms of accessibility of a light switch somehow seems to be a no-brainier.  How 

you will implement it in new buildings going forward should make life easier.   

But accessibility is not merely about ramps, it is about universal design, it is 

about sidewalks, and drainage, and building codes, and public signage, and digital 

platforms, and emergency systems, and transportation fleets.  If new buildings are 

constructed without universal design standards, not embedded at inception, then 

retrofitting becomes exponentially more expensive, and that is not prudent fiscal 

planning.   

If—not if. Our Constitution in section 4 guarantees equality before the law, 

an equality of treatment, an equality of freedom of movement. These are not 

aspirational ideals, they are enforceable rights.  They are not isolated 

inconveniences when people cannot have access.  They form a broader web of 

structural exclusion.  When public buildings are inaccessible, when public 

information is unavailable in accessible formats, when transportation systems 

exclude, when employment systems quietly screen out persons with disabilities, we 

are not facing unfortunate circumstances.  What we are facing is a systemic non-

compliance with our very own Constitution.  Comprehensive national strategies 

would therefore work with establishing binding accessibility standards and 

mandating compliance timelines, integrating accessibility into procurement 

processes, and reducing, would hope, future capital inefficiencies given the 

standards that people would comply with. That is good governance.   

And if we think about what has often been spoken about—and I think people 

are very much looking forward to this, the continuation of digital transformation 
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and the inclusion that that can give.  So, as the Government advances, digital 

transformation initiatives, accessibility must be embedded in the very architecture 

or digital platforms.  Global web content, accessibility guidelines are standard 

practice in many modern states.  If public portals are not accessible to screen 

readers, where forms are not useable by persons with visual or motor impairment, 

we are digitizing exclusion.  A national framework would therefore ensure that 

digital transformation does not widen inequality. That is good governance. 

So, I think the support for this Motion is about constitutional rights.  There 

are economic imperatives and benefits from it, but there is also good governance, 

that supporting this Motion and the action it encourages, in terms of a national 

strategic plan would encourage.  But in considering anything like this, there will be 

doubts, concerns, and one can anticipate, perhaps, certain responses.  So, I thought 

it would be useful to just address some of these. 

4.00p.m.   

The first is fiscal constraints.  It can be argued, quite cogently, that our 

country faces budgetary restrictions.  My response to that is that this Motion does 

not demand immediate universal retrofitting.  It simply is calling for a strategic 

plan within 12 months.  The plan enables phased implementation.  It allows the 

introduction and the setting of priorities, and I expect that can be a fraught process, 

but in doing that, it gives a way forward.  It allows for cost modelling.  Failing to 

plan does not eliminate costs, it merely defers, and very frequently, compounds 

them.  

Furthermore, inclusive employment reduces long-term social assistance 

burdens and, one would hope, increases tax contribution.  In other words, inclusion 

is fiscally responsive.  There are some who will argue that the existing legislative 

framework is sufficient, and it may be said that the Equal Opportunity Act already 
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provides remedies, but legislation without implementation and the implementation 

architecture is incomplete.  We currently do not have accessibility standards 

embedded across ministries and our building codes.  Annual compliance reporting 

mechanisms, coordinated ministerial oversights, and a unified data collection 

system.  Fragmentation undermines effectiveness and it increases cost.  

There are some who would raise a question about administrative capacity 

concerns.  My goodness, look at all that governments and Government Ministries 

and Departments have to do.  It may be suggested that there are capacity 

constraints within Ministries which limit rapid change, and I would argue that that 

is exactly why a structured plan can be useful, so that you could know what you 

are doing first, second, third, and everybody would wish that you could finish 

yesterday, but at least you have a projection of where you would want to go.  That 

is good governance.  

A national framework would assign, and this has been raised by a couple of 

persons here, who has lead responsibility?  What are the defined timelines?  What 

would be the measurable targets, which themselves will evolve and change, and 

how do we introduce monitoring and evaluation protocols?  The capacity improves 

when roles and priorities are clarified, which is what this Motion is calling for.  

When we look at economic inclusion as a national strategy, disability 

inclusion must be aligned to economic diversification, labour force participation 

and expansion, small business development, or SME development, skilled 

upgrading, and national competitiveness.  An inclusive labour market signals 

maturity to investors, and when I talk about investors, I am not talking foreign.  I 

mean, that is nice.  If other people from outside of Trinidad and Tobago look at us 

and they are pleased, or they say they are pleased with what we do, well, it is 

gratifying to get the compliments of others, but we do this for ourselves.  We do 
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this for our people, for our investors, and what that does is that it really does 

multiply the investments made.  A comprehensive disability framework 

strengthens Trinidad and Tobago, whether it is international profile or whether it is 

how we see ourselves.   

Some have spoken on housing and urban planning. There is a plan, it was 

shared with me, for increasing accessibility.  It was done well over 10 years ago.  

In the city of Port of Spain, it was commissioned, it was developed, it was debated, 

and it was discussed.  I am not quite sure who received it, but that is where it 

ended.  All it indicates is much work has been done, much work still remains to be 

done.   

So, as we look forward, what we are looking forward to is how to be not 

narrow, but to be holistic, which is what a strategic planning process can help 

address.  And when we look at—many people have mentioned it, and certainly to 

the professionals in the field, when I discussed it with them, they all lament the 

lack of effective data.  Even the data we have, even if it is old, does not get 

granular enough for planning.  We cannot manage what we cannot measure.  We 

cannot manage it effectively.  

A national disabilities register, compliant with privacy standards, will allow 

evidence-based policy formulations.  And the labour force surveys that are done 

must capture disability disaggregated data.  Education systems must track 

inclusiveness of education outcomes, not just activities.  Without data, policy 

remains speculative rather than focused.  And ultimately, Mr. President, it is about 

dignity and national aspiration.  A citizen who cannot independently enter an 

office, Government or otherwise, is not merely inconvenienced, but they suffer 

diminished dignity.  And dignity is not theoretical, it is operational.  Freedom of 

movement is meaningless without physical accessibility.  Equality before the law 
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is hollow without equal access to its institutions, whether that is access 

informationally or access physically.  And we must ask ourselves if we are 

comfortable with the rights that exist in text, but not in texture.   

You know, I ask us, I ask myself, as we sit here in this Chamber, under our 

country’s coat of arms, centrally and prominently placed above the head of our 

President of the Senate, and consider our national motto of  “Together we aspire, 

together we achieve”, what do we want it to mean in the context of this Motion?   

This Motion does not impose immediate statutory changes.  It does not try to 

prescribe inflexible mandates.  Its only timeline is, come up with a plan in 12 

months.  And that plan itself will morph, change, evolve, I have no doubt, as one 

works the plan.  But it says, the longest journey starts with a first step.  It calls on a 

government to table a comprehensive national strategic plan, inclusive of a 

legislative framework, and the goal is to eliminate, as best as one can, barriers to 

social and economic exclusion.   

The Motion, I think, wisely calls for a comprehensive national strategy, 

inclusive of that legislative framework. And it suggests that that is part of the 

missing architecture as we discuss and deal with disabilities.  What the Motion is 

proposing is measurable, it is achievable, and it is responsible.  When I looked at 

this, if ever there was a Motion that, and many have, several have described it, is 

cross-partisan, in the research I came across, it was I think 2015, that a UNC 

Government ratified the Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 

accepting that international framework and committing the country to moving 

forward, recognizing those duties and obligations.   

And in 2019, an entirely different Government, politically, revised the 

national policy for persons with disabilities, drawing on that 2015 ratification.  

That is bipartisanship.  Because disabilities cut across every constituency, every 
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ethnicity, every income bracket. It affects children, it affects old people, it affects 

working families.  And I would dare say in this House, there are—probably each 

person sitting in this House, Mr. President, knows one or two or three or several 

families, some close, some more distant, that are dealing with disabilities. And it is 

our constitutional duty, where we can, to help that move forward.  Many have 

spoken—sorry—on that I should say it is not a partisan issue, but it is a national 

maturity test.  This is not an expenditure, it is an investment in the future and in 

ourselves.  

And as I was thinking of how I would wrap up a contribution such as this, I 

thought it might be useful to look at not simply what needs to be done, but to take 

heart and to take spirit from what has been done in the past.  I did a quick count, 

Mr. President, of Members in the House.  I hope my count is not terribly 

inaccurate, but of the 30 Members or 31 Members of the Senate, I include yourself, 

Mr. President, there are 15 people wearing glasses.  Now, I do not know who is 

wearing contacts, right?  And there was a time where to be sight-impaired was—it 

set you apart.  In today’s world, we simply accept that if you need vision 

correction, you need vision correction and we move on from there.  There is no 

issue in it.  When I talk to people with disabilities, they say, “listen, that is all we 

are looking for you know, just to be part of the whole.”   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Sen. F. Lewis:  There was a time—and some of us older would remember this—

where to be left-handed, you got licks and were forced to try and make your right 

hand the dominant hand, and when in fact left was your dominant hand.   

My mother, a single parent, made our sleep clothes, our work clothes, she 

sewed, it was an economic measure, and she is left-handed.  The difference 

between her finding a scissors and one day finding her left-hand scissors was 
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remarkable.  It never occurred to me, I am right-handed, that it could make such a 

difference.  Finding a technician to turn the light on her sewing machine, because it 

is set up for—90 per cent of the population is right-handed, set up for right-handed 

people.  To swivel it was a big deal.  Now, eventually it got done, and it made such 

a difference.  So when we talk about inclusion, it is often the small things.  

Today, the idea of punishing a child for using their left hand would be an 

aberration.  We would recoil with that, with disgust.  But our society was once 

there.  I am not judging; it simply was.  And there is a last element I want to point 

to, and I hope I get this right, because it is going into an area that could be fraught.  

There was once a time in our country where this Senate, or the House that 

represented the population, would have predominantly male persons.  Today, we 

take it as unacceptable that those who hold up half the sky, as a Chinese leader 

once described it, would not be included in national life.  There was a time where 

people would look and say, “What dem doing here?”  And that was exclusionary.   

Today, it is kind of like, we do not think about it.  So when we think about 

attitudinal change, all I want to point to is how our society has, in fact, changed, 

that more change is needed, that it is an incomplete task, that a lot more perhaps 

needs to be done.  But I think we sometimes criticize, and criticize ourselves, 

without also recognizing progress that has been made.  

I have tried in this contribution to be reasoned and reasonable, and we will 

see when the vote is taken, if I was persuasive.  So my last argument has to do with 

speaking to each person here.  Why is this legislation important?  Why is this 

planning important?  Because each of you, each of us, is one accident away from a 

potential disability.  Quite frankly, may we all have long lives, but as we get older, 

the potential for the need for assistive technologies will increase.  So, if only in our 

own self-interest, it is a pretty poor argument, but if that is the argument, let us 
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support this Motion.  

4.15p.m.  

So, Mr. President, in conclusion, a modern republic does not simply declare 

equality; it designs for equality.  It does not merely prohibit discrimination; it 

structures inclusion.  It does not wait for litigation; it plans proactively.  This 

Motion is asking us to move from promise to plan, from aspiration to architecture, 

from rights in theory to rights in practice.  As others have noted, a society is not 

judged by how it treats the normal, whatever that may be defined as, but how it 

removes obstacles for those who have been historically marginalized.  If our nation 

removes barriers, it unleashes potential.  I, therefore, unequivocally, support this 

Motion and urge this honourable Senate, my fellow legislators, to do likewise.  

Thank you, Mr. President.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Mr. President:  The Parliamentary Secretary in the Ministry of the People, Social 

Development and Family Services.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

The Parliamentary Secretary in the Ministry of the People, Social 

Development and Family Services (Sen. Dr. Natalie Chaitan-Maharaj):  Mr. 

President, good afternoon.  I thank you for allowing me to rise to contribute as the 

Parliamentary Secretary in the Ministry of the People, Social Development and 

Family Services to this Motion that is particularly of interest to us.  I am proud to 

be able to stand to expand on the information given at the last discussion by my 

line Minister, the hon. Minister Mohit, in November.   

This Government continues to demonstrate its strong commitment to improving 

the welfare of persons with disabilities through significant and sustained 

investment, and financial assistance programmes and initiatives administered by 
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our Ministry in efforts such as the disability grants for adults and the disability 

grants for minors, both of which provide essential income and support for 

vulnerable persons who are medically certified as being permanently disabled and 

unable to gain employment.  Adults currently receive a monthly $2,000, while 

children under the age of 18 receive $1,500 per month; pater, parent or an 

authorized child caregiver.  These grants form critical pillars in our national social 

protection system, ensuring that persons with disabilities are provided the 

opportunity to have access to basic needs, care, and support.   

Since coming into office, Mr. President, we have made significant 

investments in the disability assistance grants for both adults and minors.  For 

fiscal 2025, 21,000-plus adults benefited from this grant at a total of over half a 

billion dollars, while over 4,000 minors received support totalling over $18million.  

Collectively, these grants accounted for a total expenditure by our Ministry of over 

$600,000.   

Taking into account the hon. Minister of Health’s contributions to review 

medical certificates used to apply for these disability grants, our Ministry continues 

to anticipate increased demands and remains proactive.  Therefore, for fiscal 2026, 

we have allocated $640million in expenditure for our disability grants programme.  

This allocation signals the Government’s sustained commitment to strengthening 

national social protection systems, ensuring that persons with disabilities will 

continue to receive the required assistance to enhance their standards of living, 

participate meaningfully in society, and benefit from equitable treatment across all 

spheres of national development.   

Additionally, other grants that our Ministry provides under the General 

Assistance Grants portfolio are available to persons with disabilities and their 

caregivers, once eligible.  These include, but are not limited to, the 
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pharmaceuticals grant, the prosthetics grant, the rental assistance grant, the school 

support grant, and the education grants.  Additionally, we also supply a small-

business starter grant, our SEED grants, for all persons interested in entrepreneurial 

development.  All of these grants are available to citizens of Trinidad and Tobago 

with disabilities.  So long as they meet the eligibility criteria, they will receive it. 

Mr. President, let us examine, first, before continuing, the effective policies, 

programmes, and institutional frameworks used by other jurisdictions across the 

region and international landscapes to advance protection and equal treatment of 

persons with disabilities.  Valuable insights emerge.  Such comparative analysis 

reveals that Trinidad and Tobago, in reality, has been implementing several 

parallel strategies and initiatives that align with recognized best practices.   

The alignment underscores our country’s ongoing commitment to advancing 

the rights and well-being of persons with disabilities, while also indicating that 

continued refinement and expansion of our measures will position Trinidad and 

Tobago as a regional leader in disability inclusion.  Lessons have been gleaned 

from best practices adopted by the UK and Singapore, and even Brazil.  They have 

all passed anti-discrimination and protection rights laws for persons with 

disabilities.   

Singapore, currently, has the Enabling Master Plan 2030, EMP.  That is a 

national framework aimed at improving social, educational, and economic 

inclusion for persons with disabilities.  In the area of employment, the UK, Brazil, 

and Singapore have also provided incentives to encourage employers to hire, train, 

and integrate persons with disabilities.  Notably among them, Brazil mandates 

private sector companies to meet a hiring quota for persons with disabilities based 

on the company size.   

Housing is also a central part of protection for persons with disabilities.  In 



70 

Legislative Framework (cont’d) 2026.02.24 

Sen. Dr. N. Chaitan-Maharaj (cont’d) 

 

UNREVISED 

the UK and Singapore, grant funding is made available to adapt homes to meet the 

needs of persons with disabilities.  Further to support these measures, these 

countries, like Trinidad and Tobago, provide suites of direct financial assistance to 

persons with disabilities and support NGOs to deliver targeted services.  These 

cover financial support grants, cash transfers, and transport subsidies to enable 

daily living and social participation.   

To address our way forward, Mr. President, the Ministry continues to 

provide financial and psychosocial support through its established grants 

programmes, ensuring that persons with disabilities and their families have access 

to strong and reliable social safety nets.  The disability grants for both adults and 

minors, along with psycho-social services, delivered through our National Family 

Services Division, will remain a central component of the Ministry’s approach to 

reducing vulnerability and enhancing the quality of life of people with disabilities.   

These interventions help households meet their basic needs, support 

functional independence, and reduce the socioeconomic pressures often 

experienced by families caring for persons with disabilities.  Our Ministry will 

continue to strengthen and fund partnerships with non-governmental organizations.  

These will provide specialized services to persons with disabilities, especially in 

the realms of education and preparation for employment.  These organizations 

continue to play a critical role in delivering community-based support, skills 

development, rehabilitation, assistive device services, advocacy, and public 

education initiatives.   

Continued financial support for these NGOs, therefore, ensures a wide 

ecosystem of support services and complements the Ministry’s direct intervention.  

Some of the key NGOs that deliver services to persons with disabilities that 

received funding from our Ministry include the Trinidad and Tobago Blind 
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Welfare Association.  They service the national body and are dedicated to 

promoting independence, welfare, and inclusion of persons who are blind or 

visually impaired.  They fulfil a mandate through advocacy, rehabilitation, and 

empowerment services.  This organization provides orientation and mobility 

training, daily living skills development, computer literacy using adaptive 

technology, alongside vocational training in craft and other trades.   

The Trinidad and Tobago Blind Welfare Association also offers advocacy 

for accessibility and disability rights, public awareness programmes, counselling, 

and welfare support, complemented by low vision assessments, referrals, guidance 

for individuals transitioning into blindness, and community outreach initiatives that 

strengthen independence and social integration.  I am proud to say our Ministry for 

fiscal 2025 allocated a subvention of $12,451,400 that was used to provide service 

for 5,860 persons.   

The next NGO is the Trinidad and Tobago Association for the Hearing 

Impaired, TTAHI.  They provide specialized education, audiological care, speech 

therapy, early intervention, and communication support services for children and 

adults who are hard of hearing.  Through their key institutions, including the 

Cascade School for the Deaf, the Audrey Jeffers School for the Deaf, and the 

Diagnostic Research Educational Therapeutic Centre of Hearing, DRETCHI, as we 

call it, TTAHI delivers academic and vocational training, hearing assessments, 

hearing aid services, rehabilitation, and family support programmes that promote 

communication development, independence, and social inclusion.   

Our Ministry for fiscal 2025 allowed TTAHI to service 2,953 persons with a 

subvention of $12,371,200.  The Lady Hochoy Centres of Trinidad and Tobago, 

well known to us, established in the 1960s, operating from Gasparillo, Cocorite, 

north vocational training centres, and the Penal/Debe training centre, as well as the 
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Memisa Centre.  The Lady Hochoy Centres of Trinidad and Tobago offer a 

comprehensive range of services for persons with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities, including special education programmes tailored to individual learning 

needs, academic instruction focused on functional literacy and life skills, 

vocational training in areas such as craft, sewing, agriculture, and pre-employment 

preparation.   

These centres, Mr. President, also through the residential care at the Memisa 

Centre, include full-time accommodation, supervised living and daily assistance, 

while life skills and social development programmes promote personal care, 

independence, socialization and community integration for adults with disabilities.  

For fiscal 2025, our Ministry aided with $16,363,900.   

The Goodwill Industries of the West Indies, Trinidad:  This institution 

provides vocational training, skills development, rehabilitation, sheltered 

employment, and job placement services for persons with developmental and 

learning disabilities, such as autism, dyslexia, hearing impairment, cerebral palsy, 

and other forms of mental and physical impairments.  This organization 

accommodates up to 140 trainees annually, aged 15 years and over, and offers 

programme support such as diagnostic assessments, training in garment 

construction, food preparation, applied arts, metal fabrication, woodworking, 

computer graphics, light manufacturing, and on-the-job placement support.  For 

fiscal 2025, our Ministry provided support with $564,413.   

Last to be mentioned, the National Centre for Persons with Disabilities:  It 

provides vocational rehabilitation, skills training, business services, counselling, 

and developmental support to promote effective integration of persons with 

disabilities into the wider community.  It serves persons with developmental and 

learning disabilities as well as those with hearing and speech impairments.  This 
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centre accommodates up to 250 trainees annually, again, aged 15 years and over, 

and offers vocational assessments, remedial education, training, light 

manufacturing, and on-the-job training placement.  For fiscal 2025, our Ministry 

provided $799,360.  The Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family 

Services also provides one-off grants and funding for NGOs for special 

development and intervention programmes.  Initiatives have been supported 

through this mechanism for activities and programmes that cater to disability 

awareness, advocacy, and sensitization.   

Moving on to the other issue raised regarding legislative advancements 

requested.  Our Ministry does indeed continue to work on developing a more 

robust legislative framework through the proposed Persons with Disabilities Bill— 

Mr. President:  Hon. Senators, I would like to propose that we suspend the 

proceedings at this time, and we shall resume at 5.15 p.m.  This Sitting is now 

suspended until 5.15 p.m. 

4.30 p.m.:  Sitting suspended.  

5.15 p.m.:  Sitting resumed.   

Mr. President:  Continue, the hon. Parliament Secretary, please.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Dr. N. Chaitan-Maharaj:  Thank you, Mr. President.  In resuming, I will 

address the request for a legislative framework made by the hon. Senator Lalite-

Ettienne.  Our Ministry does indeed continue to work on developing a more robust 

legislative framework through the proposed persons with disabilities Bill, which 

seeks to improve accessibility standards, support independent living, and enhance 

mechanisms for protection from abuse, exploitation, and discrimination.  This draft 

Bill is aligned with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities.  Our next step is to have the draft Bill reviewed by the Legislative 
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Review Committee for further jurisdictional analysis.   

I will next go, Mr. President, to our Ministry’s Integrated Social Indicator 

Registry of Trinidad and Tobago (ISIRTT) for enhanced identification and 

targeting.  We at the Ministry intend to fully operationalize ISIRTT as a 

transformative tool for improving the identification, assessment and support of 

persons living with disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago.  Through integration of 

comprehensive data points, the system will allow the Ministry to strengthen policy 

development, enhance targeting mechanisms for social protection grants, and 

expand the range of programmed responses available to persons with disabilities.  

The system’s vulnerability scoring methodology, as rounded in the multi-

dimensional poverty index, will help the Ministry to better identify individuals 

whose functional difficulties place them at high risk of poverty or exclusion and 

tailor our responses accordingly.   

Mr. President, to further illustrate the Ministry of the People, Social 

Development and Family Services’ commitment to evidence-based approaches to 

addressing the issue raised in this Motion, I will mention that the Ministry’s 

Disability Affairs Unit commenced a study to assess these grants and services 

available to persons with disabilities, and to ensure that their needs are being 

addressed.  The preliminary findings of our study were utilized as a standard to 

guide ongoing initiatives within the Ministry.  Further work in this area will be 

used to identify gaps in the Ministry’s services, quality and delivery to persons 

with disabilities, and to recommend areas for improvement.  Our Disability Affairs 

Unit also commenced the development of a disability resource and referral 

database, a centralized repository of updated and verified information on disability 

related services, organizations and support mechanisms.   

This database also incorporates current research across multiple sectors and 
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highlights international and local best practices in the disability service provisions.  

This disability resource database is intended to serve as a knowledge hub for policy 

makers, service providers, researchers and members of the public seeking reliable 

and up-to-date information relevant to the disability sector.  Our Ministry has 

conducted site visits to therapy service providers for persons with disabilities.  As 

part of the enhancing disability resource and referral database exercise, the DAU 

undertook site visits at nine therapy service providers across Trinidad and Tobago 

between July 10th and 16th of last year, with a focused objective of enhancing its 

community outreach efforts and updating the Ministry’s referral database.   

These visits were specifically targeted at therapy providers offering critical 

services to persons with disabilities, including physical therapy, occupational 

therapy, speech-language pathology and behavioural therapies.  The information 

gathered during these visits informed the more accurate comprehensive mapping of 

available services, allowing the Ministry to better coordinate referrals and support 

the development of a more responsive and integrated service delivery framework.   

Mr. President, our Government continues to improve access to therapeutic 

health and community-based services.  Let us consider, as mentioned, our 

Ministry’s collaboration to operationalize the NTRC (NEC).  Our Government’s 

commitment to providing comprehensive therapeutic services and support for 

individuals with disabilities, with a focus on children with disabilities in the first 

phase, is being done here.  The centre aims to expand equitable access to high-

quality community-based therapy services by also strengthening support systems 

for families and caregivers.   

Additionally, the NEC will serve as a hub for training and professional 

development in the fields of therapy, social work and related disciplines.  This was 

expanded on by our Minister of Health earlier today, and I will remind you, Mr. 
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President, that they across the Floor, renamed the NEC to the NTRC, slapped a 

plaque on it, and never fully operationalized it.  It was the Central Block of Port of 

Spain all over again.  We, however, opened and operationalized the NEC.  We 

offer a comprehensive suite of multi-disciplinary services, including 

physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, behavioural 

therapy, and psychological services.  Future phases of the NEC will introduce 

creative and recreational therapies such as music, art, and aqua therapy to further 

support holistic well-being for persons with disabilities.   

The Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family Services and 

the Ministry of Health formalized a strategic partnership to operationalize service 

delivery and ensure a long-term sustainability of this through our agreement in 

November of last year as was mentioned by my hon. Minister during her 

contribution.  Together, the supporting documents will establish a governance 

framework, protocols, and mechanisms for oversight.  Since the formalization our 

partnership, our milestones achieved include the relocation of our Disability 

Affairs Unit to the facility in November of 2025, the hosting of hearing screening 

sessions in December 2025 in collaboration with TTAHI, and the commencement 

of administrative operations and clinical personnel by the Child Development 

Clinic from the SWRHA.  Clinical services, Mr. President, finally, officially 

commenced at the NEC on February 02, 2026.  Not just a plaque on an empty 

building, but real service for the people of Trinidad and Tobago.   

Next, Mr. President, the Ministry offers mental health support to address 

psychological disabilities through its Family Services Division to ensure the 

mental well-being of all our citizens, including those who are full-time caregivers 

to persons with physical disabilities, allowing benefits.  Similar services are 

offered through wellness centres under the Ministry of Health.  Additionally, the 
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Ministry of Health supports persons with such psychological disabilities to manage 

their diagnoses and live full and productive lives.   

Looking next, Mr. President, to enhancing accessibility and inclusive 

environments.  I would wish to address the barriers that persons with disabilities 

face regarding the provision of subsidized mobile devices mentioned briefly by my 

Minister.  I will expand, Mr. President, that our efforts to improve digital inclusion 

through the continued implementation of the Telecommunications Authority of 

Trinidad and Tobago’s subsidized mobile device initiative.  This initiative seeks to 

bridge the digital divide by ensuring that persons with disabilities have access to 

affordable and appropriate communication tools, thereby promoting their 

independence, access to information and participation in social and economic life.  

Through this programme, the Disability Affairs Unit of our Ministry facilitates the 

provision of subsidized mobile devices to prospective beneficiaries.   

In addition, the Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family 

Services has undertaken a school sensitization initiative on disability awareness 

and inclusion.  Since September of last year, our Disability Affairs Unit has 

launched this programme that promotes disability awareness and fosters inclusive 

practices across primary and secondary schools in Trinidad and Tobago, because, 

Mr. President, we recognize that educating our youth about disability awareness 

now ensures inclusivity in the future.   

The Ministry of Education was also engaged on this initiative, and through 

them, we piloted 22 schools with support from the Student Support Services 

Division.  The Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family Services 

held the inaugural sensitization at the Barataria North Secondary School on the 16th 

of September last year.  Students received information and participated in 

interactive activities geared toward raising awareness about various disabilities and 



78 

Legislative Framework (cont’d) 2026.02.24 

Sen. Dr. N. Chaitan-Maharaj (cont’d) 

 

UNREVISED 

ending the stigma associated with them through age-appropriate school-based 

sensitization.  The programme will reduce stigma, promote inclusive behaviours 

and support the development of more inclusive learning environments.  Outcomes 

from this pilot will continue to guide us to future expand additionally to schools 

nationwide.  Our initiative will continue over the next five years.   

Mr. President, moving again to our sign language educational video series 

project mentioned by my Minister and I will expand.  Our DAU continues to work 

with TTAHI towards a production of a series of informational and educational 

videos presented in Trinidad and Tobago sign language aimed at familiarizing staff 

in working offices and government buildings, and the wider public with simple key 

sign language concepts.  This project will reduce the communication barrier 

between government staff workers and members of the general public so that 

hearing-impaired persons, Mr. President, will no longer be required or need to 

walk with their relatives or personal relations to allow translation and 

communication.  This project is due to continue and launch this year.   

Next I will address the issues of infrastructure raised by Sen. Murray.  I 

briefly remind that the Ministry of the People, Social Development and Family 

Services, in collaboration with the Ministry of Housing, is looking at the need for 

provision of accessible housing for persons with disabilities.  Mr. President, a site 

visit to prospective housing options was done, work has begun, and we are looking 

at housing designs and policy direction.  This work continues now into this fiscal 

year.  Also considering, Mr. President, the need for inclusive infrastructure, my 

line Minister also mentioned the construction of an inclusive sporting arena.  

Permit me to expand on the ideas and work going forward.   

In September of last year, the Cabinet agreed to design and construct an 

inclusive sporting facility to support the NEC.  This is to be located next to it in 
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Carlson Field in Chaguanas.  This again shows our Government’s commitment to 

inclusion to person with disabilities in all spheres of life.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. Dr. N. Chaitan-Maharaj:  This complex is not mainly intended for 

competitive or elite sport but focuses on providing therapeutic, recreational and 

inclusive opportunities for persons with disabilities, supporting their physical, 

emotional and social well-being, and complementing the NEC.  The sporting arena 

is expected to fill a service gap in existing sporting facilities, which are 

inaccessible, underfunded or do not actively serve individuals with disabilities.  

The Ministry views this as a targeted intervention to address an un-met need.  The 

complex will also serve as a model of an inclusive design showcasing fully what 

accessible, universally designed, recreational spaces should look like, thereby 

contributing to the advancement of disability rights and empowerment.  During 

this fiscal, Mr. President, the Ministry will collaborate with Ministries, agencies, 

sporting bodies and development partners such as the UNDP and UNICEF, the 

Trinidad and Tobago Special Olympics and other NGOs towards the design and 

construction of this facility.   

In closing, Mr. President, the Ministry of the People, Social Development 

and Family Services will continue to foster strong partnerships with key national 

stakeholders and international development agencies to advance disability 

inclusion at all levels.  These partnerships will focus on strengthening institutional 

capacity, improving the ability and use of disability related data, and expanding 

access to training and technical assistance.  Mr. President, it is my hope that my 

contribution reassures the goodly Sen. Lalite-Ettienne, of our commitment to this 

cause.  Mr. President, I thank you and the Members of the Senate for my 

opportunity to contribute to this Motion.    
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Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping].   

5.30p.m.   

Sen. Vishnu Dhanpaul:  Thank you, Mr. President.  Good afternoon, and as usual, 

it is always good to see you again.  Mr. President, I will be brief to avoid falling 

victim to the law of diminishing returns.   

Mr. President, firstly, I would like to apologize to all persons with 

disabilities in Trinidad and Tobago.  As a nation, we have failed our citizens with 

disabilities miserably.  Mr. President, the mover of this Motion is not an ordinary 

citizen.  Sen. Lalite-Ettienne, as far as I am aware, is the first visually impaired 

person to serve in the Senate of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago.  She is a 

UWI PhD candidate, an HR professional, with extensive experience in disability 

training and employment.  

Mr. President, this Motion, this very important Motion, was first debated on 

the 26th of November, 2025, almost three months ago.  Mr. President, I would not 

call this time lapse a disrespectful response to the goodly Senator, but it is just 

simply an extension of the scant courtesy that our society places on the issues 

facing people with disabilities.   

Mr. President, I commend the staff of the Parliament for the assistance 

provided to Sen. Lalite-Ettienne.  I am not fully aware of the arrangements in place 

to make the Senator’s life more comfortable as she does the people’s work, but I 

am very pleased to observe that an assistant has been assigned to the Senator.  Mr. 

President, I can only hope that the Senator is also provided with transport by the 

Parliament to and from her home on every occasion that the Senate meets.   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. V. Dhanpaul:  Mr. President, Sen. Lalite-Ettienne does not need our 

sympathy.  She requires our actions.   
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Mr. President, the Motion states that: 

“…the Equal Opportunity Act, Chap. 22:03 prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

disability and places a duty on public authorities to ensure equality of access to 

services and facilities;”  Mr. President, in this context, I also apologize on behalf of 

the Parliament—not this Government or any previous Government, not this party 

or any other party, I apologize on behalf of this Parliament, and why?  This 

institution which, for decades, had the power to act, did not act with the urgency 

that the lives of persons living with disabilities demanded.  Mr. President, how 

could there be equality of access when most of our buildings have not been built 

for persons with disabilities to have easy access, especially those with 

wheelchairs?   

Mr. President, I also apologize to our elderly citizens who may simply need 

access to a government office to collect a pension cheque, but cannot climb the 

steps of a building that the law already required to be accessible.  I apologize also 

to all persons with disabilities who have tried to navigate public transport in this 

country, only to find out that they could not be accommodated.  Mr. President, our 

Constitution guaranteed equality to persons living with disabilities in Trinidad and 

Tobago before any of us took our seats in this Chamber.   

Through you, Mr. President, Sen. Lalite-Ettienne should not have the need 

for advocates, and activists, and Motions in the Senate to secure and demand what 

was always hers by right.  We have failed across every administration, every 

Parliament and every generation of legislators who allowed urgency to become 

delay, and delay to become the norm.   

Unfortunately, this country was not built with persons with disabilities in 

mind.  Mr. President, in this country, we still plant trees on the sidewalks and 

drivers block wheelchair access at the side of the roads.  Our traffic lights do not 
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have the automatic beeping countdown.  Our lifts, our elevators are not voice 

activated.  A visually impaired person could never tell probably which floor they 

are on.  

Mr. President, just a few comments on the proposed strategic plan.  Funding 

could be one of the most critical aspects of any disability strategic plan.  Without a 

credible financing framework, even the best-designed plan becomes aspirational 

rather than actionable.  The strategic plan mentioned in the Motion should establish 

a dedicated national disability fund, not as a line Item in the national budget that 

can be quietly reduced when oil and gas revenues fall, but a statutory fund with its 

own structure.  And this is not a very complex task to do.  Anybody in the Budget 

Division of Trinidad and Tobago, in the Ministry of Finance, could accomplish 

this.   

Mr. President, a dedicated fund alone is not sufficient.  A significant 

proportion of the cost of disability inclusion can be absorbed at little or no 

additional expense if we include accessibility requirements into our existing capital 

programmes from the outset.  For instance, if we incorporate disability expense 

into our Public Sector Investment Programme or into our Social Sector Investment 

Programme, it could be achieved easily.  Every new public building constructed 

with state funds should carry a mandatory condition of approval and disbursement, 

compliance with accessibility standards.  This is standard practice in many 

jurisdictions.  As can be seen from the Parliament building, building right the first 

time cost a fraction of retrofitting after the fact.  And I have noticed that a lot of 

retrofitting took place in this Parliament building.  Mr. President, in addition, the 

private sector has both a responsibility and an economic interest in disability 

inclusion.  

The legislative framework accompanying this plan should introduce 
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meaningful tax incentives for businesses that invest in accessible premises, acquire 

technology for employees with disabilities and meet reasonable employment 

benchmarks.  Based on my previous incarnation, Mr. President, this is easy to 

implement and easier to monitor.   

Mr. President, the World Bank has estimated that the exclusion of persons 

with disabilities from economic participation costs developing countries between 3 

and 5 per cent of GDP.  In Trinidad and Tobago, that would translate to $5 million 

to $10 billion.   

Mr. President, in closing, this Motion is not a matter in which any side of 

this Chamber can claim clean hands entirely.  I say this honestly, and I say it in the 

spirit in which this debate should be conducted, not as a political exercise, but as a 

moment of political reckoning.  Mr. President, the machinery of the State remains 

largely inhospitable to citizens with disability challenges.  The Equal Opportunity 

Act already places a positive duty on public authorities to ensure equality of 

access.  The law is not absent.  The will to enforce it has been.  We on this side 

fully support the Motion.  Thank you, Mr. President.  

Mr. President:  Sen. Candice Jones-Simmons.   

Hon. Senator: [Inaudible] 

Mr. President: Oh, she is not well.  Okay.  Sen. The Hon. Minister of Labour, 

Small and Micro Enterprise Development, would you be prepared to speak?    

The Minister of Labour, Small and Micro Enterprise Development (Sen. The 

Hon. Leroy Baptiste):  Thank you, Mr. President, for giving me the opportunity to 

contribute to this debate on a very important Motion, as it were, the first Private 

Members’ Motion brought before this Session of the Senate.  I commend Sen. 

Lalite-Ettienne for not wasting any time in bringing a Motion that goes directly to 

the core of fairness, equality, social inclusion and non-discrimination.   
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I want to say, I want to put—my contribution has a lot to do with looking at 

this through the eyes of maybe, let us say, workers. Because from where I sit, I am 

listening, but there is a dissonance between what I hear, particularly when I wore a 

different hat, what I saw happening in the world of work.  

We have a lot to fix when it comes to this, how we treat persons with disabilities.  

In listening to Sen. Lalite-Ettienne and her contribution, I thought she hit the nail 

on the head when she said that—she created this distinction between ableism and 

disability, and where people view the disabled through medical eyes, and they 

view the person as being in need to be repaired, my words, something to treat, 

because they lack something, vis-à-vis being viewed as a person with a right, and it 

goes to the point of moving away from being this charity-based to a rights-based.   

The world I come from, I have seen workers run out of their jobs over and 

over again.  I have had to defend many a worker who, whether they become 

disabled while at work, they are quickly treated as an expenditure item, that we 

need to—what is the term we use?—medically board them, if you happen to be in 

the public service or in the state sector, as the case might be.  And it goes to, in a 

different sense when I hear Sen. Lewis mention, the economic cost, because I have 

seen it.   

I could pull up on my phone even right now, where an employee is being—a 

disabled employee—a person with disability, sorry, who is being encouraged to be 

medically boarded, and she has asked for my intervention.  You know what?  She 

wants to know what that means.  She is in her 40s.  She is being asked because she 

cannot contribute in the way she used to, that maybe she should be medically 

boarded.  What that means, how am I going to take care of myself now that I am— 

And I want to be clear, she became disabled due to something that happened at 

work, and now she is faced with a choice, where somebody wants her out of the 
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job.  She thought she was being accommodated, but then they start putting pressure 

on her.  

So, she has asked for my intervention.  What is the intervention?  Tell me 

what am I going to get when I am medically boarded.  That is the reality of a lot of 

workers in the world of work. 

5.45p.m. 

So whereas, we have sit down here, and, I mean when I listen to the 

contributions, we seem to be all on the same page, we seem to all care, but in 

practice that is not the world of work.  People are out of their jobs on a daily basis 

in this country when they become disabled.  I think that is surely in part of what I 

know would have given as part of the reason for Sen.  Lalite-Ettienne needing to 

come with this Motion for us, because it is real out here.   

I have played a role where I have helped disabled persons to get jobs.  But to 

keep jobs, it is difficult for persons with disabilities, and I really hope that we all 

will use our time to help change that mindset.  A mindset where we no longer see a 

person with disability as somebody who needs to be fixed, some treatment, some 

person that we need to take care of, and it is what it will cost, and how long can we 

do it, but rather than we come to the point that these persons have a right to be 

here, a right to take care of themselves—   

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:—and take care of their families.  So, that is the only 

how it is going to change.  It is that mindset, it is a mindset.  It is a big debate that 

takes place every time.  Whether you get disabled because of something that 

happens on the job, and my God, if they have difficultly when you have become 

disabled because of something that happens on the job or you are the victim of an 

accident, as the case might be, just try to imagine the difficulty for them to hire 
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someone with disabilities.  We are not even, in any way thinking about the whole 

idea of  a  disabled person who is just simply trying to be hired.  That is what we 

face.  I have faced dealing with that.  People simply wanting a job, and for you to 

get past that, it is not that you have tried, they are asking for a favour they are just 

looking to be able to take care of their families— 

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:—and they are citizens not the country, and being a 

citizen of the country they have a right to work. 

Hon. Senator:  And make a meaningful contribution.  

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:  They have a right to work.  They have a right to 

contribute.  They want to pay taxes as anyone.  I have a situation where a disabled 

person, again became disabled, and I had to try to help them they were living in a 

home, but now they are wheel-chaired, but the bedroom is upstairs, and they had to 

be relocated, and they did not have a clue how to address a situation like that, and 

therefore you have to go and try to intercede on their behalf.   

What Sen. Lalite-Ettienne is speaking about, is that there is no system for 

those things, you know, what to do next, and that is part of our reality.  We need to 

move from seeing persons as being subject to some kind of ailment that needs to be 

cured, and rather as having a right as any other citizen in this country.  It is in the 

little things I want us to remember, because sometimes maybe we have something, 

I like to call it temporarily disabled.  .   

When I say temporarily disabled, right now, even at the Ministry of Labour, 

Small and Micro Enterprise Development, we are dealing with issues where people 

who were subject to COVID-19, and the implications of long COVID, and persons 

who when they were out of the job they were unable to work.  They have 

reclassified these people, and did not pay them for the time that they were away 
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from the job, because they were what?  Disabled albeit temporarily due to this 

COVID-19.  Even where that is concerned, it is an uphill talks to get the employer 

to accommodate persons when they are unable to work in the manner that the 

employer would like the contribution to be made, and if they are unable to do so.   

A lot of pulling teeth in whether they would allow the person to work from 

home.  All those are issues, particularly when I wore another hat, that you had to 

deal with, and by extension, the disabled person who seemed to be altogether 

unable to make that same contribution.  It is about pushing them out of their jobs.  

That is what we face with on a daily basis, and I will like to hope that we all 

recognize that.  If we all could contribute to changing that mindset that will be a 

start in the right direction.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping] 

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:  At the Ministry of Labour, Small and Micro 

Enterprise Development, we have set about to try to help in changing that mindset, 

with some initiatives.  Some of the initiatives—in the few minutes that I have—

speak to training persons within the Ministry, and we have had the ILO help us 

with setting up an ecosystem of support to sustain disability-inclusive employment.   

In doing so, our actions are centred on four Rs:  Ready Environment, where 

we are looking at workplace policies, programmes and legislation, changing 

attitudes, and creating accessible spaces, and developing coordinated plans.  The 

next R is Ready Persons with Disabilities, where the focus is in facilitating job 

placements for persons with disabilities through our national employment service, 

and preparing them for the world of work.  This also includes creating 

collaborations with employers and their organization.   

We also engage in Ready Employers.  This is about changing the mindsets, 

and engaging employers as key stakeholders, and of course, Ready Entrepreneurs, 
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and this involves supporting the development, the growth of micro and small 

enterprises by entrepreneurs with disabilities, and promoting the corporative model 

as an alternative form of business organization.  From our discussions with the 

Organization of Persons with Disabilities, the general view is that persons wish to 

be part of the mainstream programmes and initiatives that are designed to facilitate 

their involvement, and integration, rather than have separate services develop, 

which can have the effect of further exclusion.  However, at the Ministry, we 

recognize the need for a balance where there are instances where specially 

designed programmes may be necessary.   

As a first step, we have sought to put our house in order by building internal 

capacity on disability inclusion, and interacting with persons with disabilities, and 

developing inclusive communication systems.  Staff of the Ministry have received 

training from the ILO, and the Government of Singapore on interacting with, and 

empowering persons with disabilities, as well as on measures to promote greater 

inclusion.  The ILO was engaged to provide training on employment of persons 

with disabilities.  Two sessions have been held, in which nearly 50 persons were 

trained.  The sessions include the staff of the Ministry of Labour Small and Micro 

Enterprise Development, the Ministry of the People, Social Development and 

Family Services, and the National Training Agency.   

Further to these sessions, the Ministry is in the process of working with the 

Cipriani College of Labour and Co-Operative Studies to introduce a compulsory 

module as part of all of its programmes which includes human resource 

management, industrial relations programmes; the safety programmes that is 

occupational health and safety, and corporative studies.  We have also been 

meeting with the technocrats at the Ministry of the People, Social Development 

and Family Services, the Ministry of Health,  the Tobago House Assembly, the 
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Equal Opportunity Commission, and the University of the West Indies to better 

understand the areas of conversions in our work on disability inclusion.   

We have also, Mr. President, conducted our own accessibility audit, in terms 

of the physical facilities of all offices of the Ministry, and we have utilized the US 

standard of built environment, and created a checklist on the requirements of 

building based on same.  Mr. President, we have also developed a national 

employment online network aimed at facilitating better access to job seekers, and 

employers who wish to register with the National Employment Service.  This 

would include accessibility features for persons with disabilities to easily navigate 

the online system.   

In closing, Mr. President, this administration has done quite a lot over 10 

months to advance disability inclusion in our society.  While I focused mainly on 

employment, and entrepreneurship aspects of our work, my colleagues would have 

shared on education, health, social protection, and other areas where work is being 

advanced in disability inclusion. 

6.00 p.m.   

Our international commitment under the UNCRPD and the ILO conventions 

combined with the existing national policies such as the National Policy on  

Persons with Disabilities and Equal Opportunities Act, provide a strong 

foundation.  However, these frameworks must be continually reviewed and 

strengthened to address the remaining gaps that hinder full inclusion.  The Ministry 

of— 

Hon. Senator:  It is six o’clock.  

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:  It is six o’clock for true?   

Mr. President:  No, I think you are wrapping up. You go ahead, please. 

Hon. Senator:  Sorry about that. 
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Mr. President:  Member, could you continue please. 

Sen. The Hon. L. Baptiste:  The Ministry of Labour, Small and Micro Enterprise 

Development is committed to the provision of employment opportunities for all, 

including persons with disabilities.  In this regard, we know that continued policy 

development and awareness building are needed to ensure that legal protection 

translates into meaningful workplace inclusion and equality.   

The Ministry pledges to maintain ongoing engagement with all relevant 

stakeholders to ensure that the lived realities of persons with disabilities are 

reflected in policy reforms, and practical interventions.  We have not only been 

chanting the slogan of “Nothing About Us, Without Us” but demonstrating it with 

the genuine and meaningful engagement of our people living with disabilities.  Let 

us move forward, and with determination and unity to build a society that leaves no 

one behind.  I thank you, Mr. President.  

Hon. Senators:  [Desk thumping]  

Mr. President:  Leader of Government Business.  

ADJOURNMENT 

The Minister of Transport and Civil Aviation (Sen. The Hon. Eli Zakour):  

Mr. President, I beg to move that this Senate do now adjourn to a date to be fixed. 

Question put and agreed to.  

Senate adjourned accordingly.  

Adjourned at 6.02 p.m. 


