BUDGET DEBATE
2014     
 
Mr. Speaker, Hon Premier, Hon Leader of the Opposition and to the other members of this most Honorable House, all residents of the Turks and Caicos Islands, good day. And Mr. Speaker, I would like to wish my good people of the great constituency of Five Cays a pleasant good day. They were there for me and now I am standing here for them. Oh and Mr. Speaker, they told me to beat this government like the Spurs beat the Heat a month ago.

Mr. Speaker, I rise to offer my contribution to this Appropriation Bill 2014/2015, the Budget.  In this address, I will show the trueness of the quote from President Ronald Reagan when he said “In this present crisis, government is not the solution to our problem - government IS the problem...” 

Mr. Speaker, during my opening remarks at last year’s budget session, I accused this PNP government of being out of touch with the people of the Turks and Caicos Islands.  It saddens me today to inform this Honorable House that instead of accepting my criticism as an opportunity to change the way they were governing, they ignored my comments and in fact, Mr. Speaker, they doubled-down on what they were doing wrong and as a result they have moved even further away from the people. So far away, Mr. Speaker, that even members of their very party do not recognize this government any longer. 

Mr. Speaker, when one is entrusted with the care of the elderly, the present of our generation and the future of our children, there is a certain level of loyalty that is expected.  Mr. Speaker, I can tell you, this PNP government is not loyal! They have betrayed the trust of the people, they have gone back on their campaign promises and they have made things harder for our people with every decision they have made.  Mr. Speaker, if this budget is supposed to represent the vision, plans and objectives of this government, then Mr. Speaker, we are in trouble, serious trouble.  The Social Services will remain social, with no real improvement of the monies being allocated for it.  Therefore, Mr. Speaker, our people that are walking the streets who are experiencing mental problems will have to continue to walk, in a hopeless quest for help. And Mr. Speaker, we have just recently experienced the result of hopelessness.  Mr. Speaker our children that are being abused at home will continue to suffer in silence as an under staffed, under resourced department struggles to deal with these increasing problems.  And Mr. Speaker, if anyone thinks that I am lying, then turn to page 3.33 of the budget and tell me why this department was under spent by some $255k last year with all the problems that this country is experiencing in social services.  And then go further to tell me why the same amount of money is being budgeted again this year. Mr. Speaker, is this the loyalty that was promised? Because of this, Mr. Speaker, I must say, these people ain’t loyal.  Furthermore, Mr. Speaker, the minister when she spoke should have explained to her staff and the country why Directors under her Ministry of Home Affairs are some of the lowest paid heads of department in this government. (umm) And allow me, Mr. Speaker, to let those persons know if your minister would not fight for you, we will.  Because, Mr. Speaker, under a PDM government the needs of our people especially the most needy, will be our top priority.  For I tell you here today, if serious attention is not immediately paid to this department, Mr. Speaker, this country would have failed those people and we will all pay the price one day.
  
Five Cays  
Mr. Speaker, I will now turn my attention to my constituency of Five Cays. It’s been almost two long years since this government promised the people of this country a “Dawn of a New Day” and Mr. Speaker, two years later, the people are still waiting for such a day to come.  For the sake of my constituency, I have bent over backwards in an effort to work with this government because I was hoping that I could convince them to see the importance of doing what they can to help the people and to help communities like mine. Mr. Speaker, Five Cays has such great potential and a bright future ahead of it. But, Mr. Speaker, it is so unfortunate that the PNP won the elections and now Five Cays is once again left with a government that sees it as a ghetto, a slum, and whatever other distasteful words they use to describe us, when they are sitting in their closed private groups sipping on a glass of wine. For I can assure my people, in my constituency that as soon as the PDM becomes the government, an immediate transformation will occur. There will be no more old cars left in yards or on the side of the roads to be an I sore. There will be no more garbage on the streets for months at a time; there will be no more squatting, and yes I said it Mr. Speaker, there will be no more squatting!  It is important for me to inform this government that failure to act in the face of the obvious is a form of corruption. Mr. Speaker there will also be no more illegal boats showing up to our shores in the middle of the night. Mr. Speaker there will be no more neglect of my community.  The fact is, Mr. Speaker, that the lack of attention and this government unwillingness to give the people of Five Cays the basic infrastructure such as roads is telling what they think of us, because surely, if any other constituency was plighted with the types of roads that my people have to endure daily, something would have been done by now.  Mr. Speaker, just last week with very little rain, persons could not get past certain roads in Five Cays to get to and from their homes due to flooding. This is wrong Mr. Speaker. This is wrong!  Especially, when the Minister of Finance got up in this honorable House and said he drove those roads and he agreed with me that something had to be done. Yet the only thing that this budget says to the people of Five Cays that they are planning to do is absolutely NOTHING!  And of course the Premier and the rest of his ministers would not know what I am talking about because they don’t even come to Five Cays Mr. Speaker.

Mr. Speaker, Five Cays deserves more.  And let me tell every man, woman and child that come next election, you should not give one PNP candidate a single vote, because this government has already shown what they think of us.  I am saying this from now because I know the tricks of politics, Mr. Speaker.  They will come next year or the election year and try to do one or two little things that should have been done already and then throw up in our faces saying, “Look, see what we have done for you.”  My people will not be fooled Mr. Premier! Not anymore.  

Mr. Speaker, I said earlier that Five Cays has a bright future ahead of it, for there has never been the type of interest in investing in Five Cays as we are experiencing today.  I would like to publicly recognize the developers of Adventure Resorts Ltd. for their proposal to do a multimillion dollar resort hotel in Five Cays.  Yes, Mr. Speaker, Five Cays (and you all better clap for that). Because this proves that I am not merely a dreamer but that people are buying into my vision of seeing Five Cays not as it is, but what it could be.  However, Mr. Speaker, this proposal will not go without its challenges as the failure of the last PNP administration to deal with issues like squatting have left a legacy that will now have to be cleaned up. It’s a pity that when the country had so much money these serious problems were not addressed.  However, they will now have to be addressed one way or the other. Mr. Speaker, this will require the government to be resolute in their decisions and bold in their support.  Mr. Speaker, as this is the early stage of the process, I will only say that if this government merely added this item to their Cabinet release as a tool to somehow convince the people of this country and more specifically the people of Five Cays that they are doing something, let me warn them now.  Five Cays is not the community to be trifling with. Mr. Speaker. The people of my community have been waiting a very long time to get their day to shine and I will stop at absolutely nothing to ensure that that soon comes. So, be very careful Mr. Premier.

Mr. Speaker, last year I did a thorough examination of the budget and had discovered that nothing was in the budget for Five Cays.  Mr. Speaker, this year with increased knowledge and experience I drove down even deeper and with not one surprise, I found the exact same thing.  Once again, Mr. Speaker, Five Cays has been left out, put on the back burner; again we are being told to wait. Mr. Speaker, if I did not know better, I would believe that the Premier and his PNP government hate the people of Five Cays. And all I can remember the people doing is voting for them. So, what is the problem? Why is it that we can’t get some speed bumps on the subdivision roads to protect our children? Why is it that we can’t get some road work done to offer our people the most basic infrastructure that aids in a better quality of life? Why is it, Mr. Speaker? Is it because it is Five Cays? Mr. Speaker, why is it that year after year no funding is being budgeted to operate and maintain our Community Center? Again, is it because it is a Five Cays Community Center? Why is it that every time someone tries to deal with the squatting situation this government hides in the shadows and stops them? Again, I got to ask, is it because it’s Five Cays? Why is it, Mr. Speaker?  

Mr. Speaker, under my leadership Five Cays will get better. It will begin to move and let me warn everyone who don't get on the train will be left on the tracks. Because we are not waiting any longer.


Shadow Ministry
TOURISM
Mr. Speaker, in addition to my responsibilities as the representative of Five Cays I also have a few ministries that I follow: Tourism, Investment, Trade with the overall business environment. Mr. Speaker, Tourism through the years has been good to us but Mr. Speaker I am not sure how good we have been to it.  For years now this country has been marketed under the most fitting theme “Beautiful by Nature”. Now, I don’t know who came up with this theme but it was ingenious.  However, Mr. Speaker, I believe that if that person were to look around today and had to come up with a slogan they would find it almost impossible to create that very same one.  Mr. Speaker, I am talking about how dirty our beautiful country has become and even worse that this government seems blind or don’t care what experience our visitors are having.  Mr. Speaker, how can we spend so little on something so important, when by merely driving on the streets any fool can see that the $1.5m that was budgeted for Waste Disposal Services last year was not enough to solve the problem. Yet, here is this government today budgeting the same amount again.  This is ridiculous and shows that they are just milking this cash cow called tourism but refuse to take special care of it.  Mr. Speaker, the Minister of Finance boasted of the 41% increase in visitors arrivals during the first quarter of this year; somehow wanting to take credit for this when he knows quite well that they did not add one single dollar to the Tourist Board subvention last year. Mr. Speaker, in addition, last year the Premier who is also the Minister of Tourism budgeted $200k for a Tourism Conference but during that very same budget process decided to cancel the conference and disburse the monies elsewhere and just to add - none of this money went to Five Cays.  
Mr. Speaker, we all know that crime is the biggest local treat to our tourism industry.  With the new vehicles, I can say that I have seen a stronger presence in some areas.  However, Mr. Speaker, we must do everything in our power to ensure that we protect this industry with everything we have, sparing no expense. Because, often, I would hear persons saying it can't get no worse. However, I always cautioning them that it could get "worser" quickly if our tourists stop coming.  

Mr. Speaker, I would like to thank the Hotel & Tourism Association for their Spa and Lil Chef programs for our youth.  With the absence of a training school, these types of programs are even more so important. 

INVESTMENT 
Mr. Speaker, just last week the announcement of the resort development for the Turtle Cove was signed. We welcome this news and hope that the right mechanisms are in place to facilitate this development and all others.  I am still however, concerned that the Invest Unit has not been given the prominence that it needs to be that arm of government that can properly facilitate both local and foreign direct investment alike.  Mr. Speaker in order for this department to carry out its mandate the government must arm it with the right policy, information, staff and resources that will quickly make it one of the most important and respected part of government.  As the relationship between this department and other departments must be clearly defined and the image of the department must take on a look that says to would be investors, that we are ready and able to handle your proposals.  After all Mr. Speaker; isn’t this department intended to be the driving force behind our economy? But, Mr. Speaker, how can this happen when this department doesn’t even have a car of its own.  Mr. Speaker, if you were to carefully examine the budget for this department you would see that it remains grossly under staffed. And with only $90k for promotions and a mere $34K being spent last year you can easily see why would-be investors aren’t breaking down our doors.  But Mr. Speaker the government’s response to this was to hire a regulator that is suppose to make sure the developer pays their contribution to the scholarship fund and adhere to other regulatory responsibilities. Surely someone in the Ministry of Education or Finance should know if they had not received the monies that are due to them. No, Mr. Speaker, what this department needs are case workers that can be assigned to a developer who would help the developer to navigate through the development process. And that’s locals and foreign developers alike.

Business Environment
Mr. Speaker, that brings me to the negative business environment that exist as a direct result of the actions and in-actions of this government. I have repeatedly called on them to take a serious look at the decisions that they have made thus far and properly examine them and their effects on the business environment. To date, this has not been done.  The results have been increases in the cost of doing business and a high level of uncertainty that is now rampant.  Mr. Speaker, every day it seems as if the business community has to hold their collective breath while waiting to see what this government will do next. If it is not a new tax, then it is an increase in an old one.  Mr. Speaker, the Minister of Finance likes to quote Sir Winston Churchill.  So, let me offer him a quote from his favorite public figure, "A fanatic is one who can't change his mind and won't change the subject.”  Therefore, I will ask that the minister changes his mind and please stop talking about taxing our people and their businesses. 

And then there is the ever- changing business license regulations.  Mr. Speaker, this has been one of the most telling failures of this government; the way in which this is being handled with no consultation and repeated reversal of decisions has generated as much uncertainty as their failed attempt to introduce Income dubbed Payroll Tax.  Mr. Speaker, somebody on that side must have some business experience that they would have been able to tell the others better. Somebody?  Anybody? No? 

Mr. Speaker, a simple formula to get this economy going is this: now listen closely.  First come up with a set of meaningful plans that include a sensible revenue stream for TCIG that is packaged with incentives and relief for businesses.  Then take it to the private sector for consultation.  After you would have completed consultation, use the feedback from the business community to finalize these plans.  Now announce an implementation date, far enough into the future that will allow businesses to properly prepare to pay TCIG whatever taxes or fees and also to be able to take advantage of the incentives and reliefs that will be available. This is not rocket science Mr. Speaker; the minister could have stayed at Comfort Suite last night and come up with this.  
   
 

Other areas that is wrong in this budget:

Mr. Speaker, there are a number of other areas of concern with this budget:
 
Mr. Speaker, the manufacturing policy is still missing. How can this government say that they are serious about business when persons who are manufacturing locally made products have to wait for almost two years for a simple policy statement?  Can you imagine that a Turks and Caicos Islander is producing a product that is better in quality than an imported product yet the Turks and Caicos Islander pays more in customs duties than the import?  And yet this government does nothing to change this. This is ridiculous and yet another reason why this government should not be supported any longer.

Mr. Speaker, the Minister of Finance, yesterday, announced that five ambulances will be purchased this year. However, with only two being budgeted for as Committed and the other three falling to the Uncommitted section of this budget, I question the reality of this purchase and will wait to see what happens.

Mr. Speaker, no domestic fire trucks have been budgeted for and this after a number of TCIs have lost homes and businesses to fires.  Mr. Speaker, you even had a lady in North Caicos on national television who pleaded with this government to put a fire truck in North Caicos and the same thing here in Grand Turk. But yet this is not a priority for this PNP Government.  Mr. Speaker, if one more Turks and Caicos Islander loses their home to fire and it could have been saved by a fire truck, then this government should step down immediately.

Mr. Speaker, this government likes to talk about the hospitals and how they are world class buildings but what they continue to leave out is that these two buildings with only 30 beds combined, is costing this country a whopping $19m every year. Why you all wouldn’t talk that!  And Mr. Speaker, just so you know, that is only for the buildings. That ain’t the monies we have to pay to Interhealth Canada as yet. What upsets me sometimes is that these people will get up in this House and criticize the $9m that is budgeted for SIPT while not being truthful with the people because if they were they would tell the people that $5m out of the $9m is going to pay lawyers for Mike and his ministers.  Why don't you all talk that! Secondly, how can you justify raising so much hell over SIPT $4m and then be absolutely quiet on the two white elephants that is costing tax payers in this country over $60m every year? They should really, talk that, Mr. Speaker. 

Mr. Speaker, Crown Land is an issue and while I don’t intend to get into the details today, as I will be addressing these issues more substantively in the future, the notion that someone can go through the trouble of coming up with a business concept and identifying a piece of land, apply to government and then have the government turn around and say to the world “hey is anybody else interested in this land?” This is not transparency nor will it yield better revenue for TCIG. It is simply an unfair and ridiculous notion. Mr. Speaker, this government knows this and yet they do nothing about it.   Mr. Speaker, Land Valuation is another problem. The exercise that was undertaken to revalue lands under existing Conditional Purchase leases that Turks and Caicos Islanders are holding in my opinion was a breach of contract and a total abuse of power. In fact, I wonder if this was even illegal. Mr. Speaker, this government has heard the cries of our people and yet they do nothing about it.  Mr. Speaker, these new 999 year leases, wow! I don’t know what to say about this, other than I would like to see how long will it be before a Turks Caicos Islander is this lucky, and I will wait to see what this government does about this.

Mr. Speaker, Immigration continues to be a huge problem in this country, some issues are big and some are small. But they all have one common trait - nothing is being done about either set of problems. There are big issue like illegal immigration and the so called stateless kids, and just so everyone is clear, these kids are not stateless,  Mr. Speaker.  What they lack is illegal status here in the TCI.  The fact is that we as a country need to come to grips that those kids that were born here, attended our schools and have lived here all of their lives, that they are our kids and they ain;t going anywhere.  It is therefore time we as a country begin to have real open conversations about this issue. Continuing to bury our heads in the sand like the flamingo like the Hon Taylor like to say, will not fix the problem. 
But Mr. Speaker, let me get to some of the small problems with Immigration that I thought would have been fixed one week after the elections. In fact, when the Interim Administration came in and said they were going to reform government, I foolishly was under the impression that taking a good look at government services on a whole would have been done.  Suffice it to say that after 3 years of the Interim Administration and almost 2 years of this PNP government, the people of this country are still left to deal with these same issues.  Mr. Speaker, why is it that someone can go through the trouble and money of obtaining important supporting documents to accompany an application, submit it to the immigration department and after weeks sometimes months of following up you are then told that your documents can’t be found. And get this Mr. Speaker, somehow this is your fault.  And when you question it you are told “well if you want it done you will have to put in a new application”.  Mr. Speaker, why is it that a Turks & Caicos Islander can go to another country get married to the person they love and then someone in immigration will deny that Turks and Caicos Islander a visa for them to bring their spouse here. Mr. Speaker, I know of cases where a TCI has been married over a year and to this day cannot get a visa to bring his wife here all because someone wants to have an opinion or want to flex their muscle.  Mr. Speaker, this is wrong and I am baffled as to why these types of silly problems still exist. Because if the decision maker thinks that something is off with the marriage, the only way to come to a real conclusion is to allow that man to bring his wife here and then they can conduct a real investigation into the marriage.  Mr. Speaker, it is wrong for them to say Joe Blow can bring his wife from The Bahamas but John Brown’s wife from Haiti is a no no.   Mr. Speaker, over a month ago, I went to the One Stop Shop in Provo for a copy of a marriage certificate, you hear me? A copy of a document that already exists. There is no meeting to be held, no approval to be gotten. I just wanted a copy of a document that they have on file.  Mr. Speaker, I was told that I had to wait 2 to 3 weeks to get this copy. Oh and for God sake don’t show any signs of vexation or frustration because what comes next is sure victimization as I am sure someone will be brave enough to attempt to do to me, because of what I am saying here today. And let me say I am not blaming any civil servant because I always believe that the buck stops at the top.  So Mr. Minister and Miss Deputy Governor this is your problem - fix it.

Mr. Speaker, the Minister of Finance continues to say that he would not mortgage the future of our children with large debt but Mr. Speaker what he continually fails to say is that the current debt is the doing of his PNP party. So, if you are going to talk, then talk the whole story.
Mr. Speaker, the MOF boasted that there are No comprise on items like Education, Health Care, Crime Prevention and Welfare but he lied to this honorable House and to the people of the TCI when he said that they have increased monies to Primary Health Care by $2m when in fact it is only $200k.  

Mr. Speaker, if I were to attempt to state everything that is wrong with this budget and what is wrong with this government, well Mr. Speaker this place would become our home for a few months.
 

The Story

Mr. Speaker, each day when I move around our Country, I am approached by citizens who simply want to know where are we headed as a Country.  The other day I was in the grocery store and a gentleman approached me to express his appreciation in the Opposition’s role in halting the payroll tax bill.  Mr. Speaker, he explained that he was already at the end of his rope and just could not handle another deduction from his paycheck.  He said many years ago he was able to experience the happiness of home ownership but now he can no longer enjoy his home.  He seldom sleeps because he knows he is living paycheck to paycheck.  He has no savings and every month it is a struggle to pay his mortgage.  He has three children that depend on him and between school fees, groceries, mortgage and other bills, he can barely keep his head above water.  Mr. Speaker, he said the only reason he has not ended it all is because his children and wife depend on him.  His story is like so many others Mr. Speaker; they see this Government as clueless. They grand stand in this Honourable House like they have made accomplishments during their time in office from Nov 2012 without realizing that the citizens of this country are hurting.  Mr. Speaker, normally suffering in silence because so many of us are struggling and not really making ends meet. 

Mr. Speaker, I’ve spoken to several small business owners who have resorted to using their savings to keep their doors open. The increases in business license fees, even with the proposed reductions, are still another burden in an uncertain business environment.  Mr. Speaker, they too wonder where we are headed as a country.  Many have stated that had the payroll tax bill passed, they would have been forced to close their business and go back to being employees instead of employers.  Mr. Speaker, they are worried about what other tax the Government is going to put forth since the Minister of Finance has publically indicated that he and his government will tax the people come hell or higher water. And just to let the Minister know he might be the hell but we are the high water.  Mr. Speaker, there is a serious concern in this country among our citizens and business community, that questions the thought process and the knee jerk decisions of this Government.  Mr. Speaker, I too have many questions as I am almost certain that we will be back in this honourable house before this year end as this Government will present a Supplementary Appropriation Bill because the amounts presented in this budget does not reflect the true amounts needed for Government departments to operate at their optimum level to get this economy moving. 

Mr. Speaker, I end by saying, the PDM gave the Government an alternative Broad Tax base plan that was simply dismissed because it came from the PDM opposition or is it a more secret reason? I note that the agreement the last PNP government signed with Carnival Cruise Line is supposed to end next year. However, Mr. Speaker, if you were to examine the budget you would see that TCIG will not be realizing the expected revenues. Some explaining needs to be done and I promise to get to the bottom of this.  Mr. Speaker, it is time for this Government to stop playing politics with the lives of our people.  Mr. Speaker, it is time this Government puts Country before Party, because they must recognize how their decisions are negatively impacting all of us. This is evident by the number of foreclosures printed in the weekly newspapers.  PNPs and PDMs alike are affected. Remember these financial institutions have no party and don't care which party you belong to. Supporters of both parties are struggling to pay their mortgage; supporters of both parties are struggling to pay school fees, and supporters of both parties are struggling to survive every day.  It is time for this Government to stop being out of touch and hear the cries of our people. It is time for this Government to demonstrate political maturity and accept the better revenue generating plan even if it comes from the PDM because at the end of the day, we all will benefit.


Mr. Speaker, let me leave this government with one last piece of advice, "Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is necessary. It fulfills the same function as pain in the body. It calls attention to an unhealthy state of things." Sir Winston Churchill

Mr. Speaker, as the information I provided would suggest, I am unable to support this budget. May God continue to bless these our Turks and Caicos Islands.



Hon. Sean R. Astwood
MP Five Cays

