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COMMONWEALTH OF THE BAHAMAS

Remarks by Senator The Honourable Jerome Kennedy Fitzgerald

LL.B. (Honours), LL.M., M.Sc. (Shipping, Trade & Finance)

in the 

SENATE OF THE COMMONWEALTH OF THE BAHAMAS

on

DEBATE ON A BILL FOR AN ACT TO AMEND THE NATIONAL INSURANCE ACT 
on

Thursday, March 26, 2009
Madame President,
Thank God for the Progressive Liberal Party.  We are here to debate a Bill for an Amendment to the National Insurance Act.  Today is one of those many occasions when we have an opportunity to reflect on one of the many, bold, progressive, visionary policies of the Progressive Liberal Party. Policies which have had a direct impact on us as a people and contributed greatly to our national development. 
Madam President

It is also fitting that it coincides with the 79 birthday of the father of our nation Sir Lynden Pindling. Actually, when Sir Lynden gave his farewell speech in that other place he stated that the implementation of National Insurance under his watch was the social intervention which personally gave him the most satisfaction as its reach and scope touched every Bahamian at some time or another.  
Madame President,
I intend to give an account of the history of National Insurance, its benefits, and to examine the events that have led to the acceleration by the government to introduce the unemployment component to National Insurance. 
Madame President,
In fact throughout our history for the most part the Free National Movement has been on the wrong side of issues of national importance and issues of national development.  That is their history.
· They were opposed Independence.
· They were opposed to National Insurance

· They were opposed to The Bahamas Mortgage Corporation

· They were opposed to the Bahamas Development Bank

· They were opposed the Defense Force. 
Madam President

They were on the wrong side of those policy initiatives and time has shown the wrong side of history as well. Unfortunately for the Bahamian people history will also reflect that that the FNM was wrong:
· Not to implement National Health Insurance

· To dismantle Urban Renewal

· Scrap the plans for the redevelopment of the City of Nassau

· Move the Port to the vicinity of Arawak Cay

· Failing to proceed with haste to complete the transformation of the College of The Bahamas to The University of the Bahamas.

Madame President,
The PLP has a rich and proud history of accomplishment and promoting the advancement of the Bahamian people – politically, socially, educationally and economically.  We are Nation Builders. We encourage visionary leadership and invite all Bahamians to think big and have bold new ideas.
The National Insurance Act
 The National Insurance Bill was passed by the House of Assembly on August 2, 1972 and brought into effect on October 7 2004 after the tabling and debate of the 11 sets of enabling Regulations. The Minister of Labour and National Insurance, Mr. Clifford Darling as he was then known, when addressing the delegates at the PLP convention on 27th October 1972 explained the various stages of the implementation of National Insurance and stated that it would take about 2 years to be fully implemented.  

Mr. Darling told the delegates that:
“We have been long concerned with liberating

our people from dependence on the charity of
a few.  We have, therefore, sought to bring 

about the changes reflected in this National

Insurance Bill which will serve to reduce

long-term dependency and prevent the

continued development of generations of

dependent Bahamians.”
He went on to say:

“The major principle underlying the Bill is that

of a contributory scheme whereby every citizen

by laying aside a little something today is protected

from the disasters of tomorrow.

“After five years of work and study Government

now proposes a great leap from a colonial

welfare administration of yesterday into the world

of the twentieth century.  The politics of human

life do not allow for equality or freedom when
one person is constantly in the position of the
giver while the other is always in the position

of the recipient.”

While the Bill as a whole is “not as complete as

I or your Government would wish to see, it is quite

a big enough scheme for us to digest at the present

time.

“We must learn to walk before we try to run in

this very new field of national insurance as any

attempt now to make us run would lead only to

disaster.”

Madam President

This was the genesis, the thinking behind the National Insurance scheme. It was fueled by the vision of the great men and women of the PLP who were committed to the protection and advancement of the Bahamian People.

Madam President

On January 26th 1974 while addressing a group of workers and local business persons in Abaco Minister Darling again reiterated the Governments rationale behind the implementation of National Insurance. He stated:  
“There is a National Insurance Scheme because

this government feels that a comprehensive

social security scheme on a contributory basis is

the most equitable way of achieving income

security for the hard-working people,” 
He declared that the government had spent 5 years planning and studying the merits of the scheme.
“We have sought to put all our existing social
welfare legislation into one comprehensive
package with a view toward making it the best
in the world for the Bahamian people.”

Madam President

The National Insurance regulations, unlike the regulations made under most acts, must be approved by resolutions passed through both the House of Assembly and the Senate before taking effect. The regulations were tabled in the House of Assembly on August 21 1974 and Debate began on September 11 1974. Tabled for approval were regulations relating to classification, persons abroad and voluntarily insured persons, contributions, collection of contributions, determination of claims and questions, claims and payments, medical certification, general benefits and assistance, mariners, stevedores and share fisherman, financial and accounting matters and appeals and references.

Madam President

Despite consulting with various stakeholders and obtaining the support of the majority of Bahamians, the FNM opposed the introduction of National Insurance. On11th September, 1974 when the house was to meet to begin debate on the Regulations the FNM staged a demonstration in Rawson square. Included in the protestor were FNM chairman Senator Orville Turnquest, Sen. Henry Bostwick and Cecil V. Wallace Whitfield. Picketers carried placards declaring “This is the first stage of income tax,” “Death is the benefit”, “National Insurance is a big rip-off” and “National Insurance today, no jobs tomorrow.”
Madam President 

The headlines on the Tribune read “National Insurance Could Cause Economic Crisis, Warns FNM” – Friday, September 6th, 1974

“The Government’s National Insurance Scheme
could precipitate an economic crisis if 
implemented in its present form.”

This harsh indictment of  National Insurance from Clifford M. Cooper, Secretary-General of the Free National Movement just four days before the Opposition Party plan to stage a
national march on Parliament to protest the measures. The opposition persisted even after 1974. In July 1975 Lynden Pindling was forced to counter opposition charges that National Insurance was in part responsible for unemployment. Sir Lynden said the scheme had nothing to do with the unemployment rate .He noted that since 1972 the FNM “for political reasons” has tried to play politics with

human suffering by maligning National Insurance but he assured the House that “in the final analysis the people will determine which party was acting in their interest and which was trying to fool them.” He stated that the scheme was having “measurable and beneficial effects on the Bahamian economy and challenged the opposition FNM to tell the nation what they intended to replace the scheme with. Needless to say and not surprisingly they had no alternative plan. Thank God for the PLP.
What does one get from National Insurance
Madam President in its original form under the scheme there were basically six benefits offered and four types of assistance.

Retirement benefit is payable for life to an insured person who has attained the age of 65 and has retired from gainful occupation.
Invalidity Benefits is payable to an insured person for as long as that person remained an invalid and was incapable of working otherwise than as a result of employment injury.

Survivor’s Benefit, is payable to the dependent of a deceased insured person for life providing certain conditions are met. Dependants include parents and orphans.
Sickness Benefit is payable to an insured person who is incapable of work as a result of a specified disease or physical or mental disability which is not an employment injury.

Maternity Benefits are a periodic payment to an insured woman in the case of her pregnancy or confinement. 
Funeral Benefits is payable to help defray the cost of the funeral of an insured person.
Madam President

This FNM administration must bear its share of the responsibility for the condition we now find ourselves as a nation. The FNM Government under the leadership of Hubert Ingraham has no vision for the country so they take the manager’s role, trying to keep busy justifying their position in Government and, instead of building on what the PLP left in place, in their lack of vision they tear down, break up, break what is fixed and try to fix what is not broken.  For the most part, they are a Government filled with glorified permanent secretaries.  The largest Cabinet in the history of The Bahamas and only one person.  In some Ministries, they have two Ministers and still are not effective.  

Madame President,

We are in the midst of the greatest financial meltdown since the Great Depression of the early 1930s.  No doubt this has affected our major industry, tourism.  But make no mistake, this FNM Government under the leadership of Hubert Ingraham has made a significant contribution to the unemployment figures.

Madame President,
They made 3 fatal mistakes and created a sequence of events that taken together have led to an avalanche of misery which has engulfed and smothered the Bahamian people.

Fatal Mistake No. 1 

-
The stop, review and cancel policy

Fatal Mistake No. 2

· The termination of thousands of Bahamians from the civil service

Fatal Mistake No. 3
· Their failure to step in and work with Atlantis to save

 1,000-plus jobs.

1. Stop, Review and Cancel
Madame President,

This marked the beginning of the end for this Administration.  It was spoken on that fateful night of the victory rally after the May 2 General Election.  It was written on May 23rd, 2007 in the Speech from the Throne.  Its effect was fatal.  Don’t just take my word for it, look at the Standard & Poor Report.

The fact that they went so far as to state: Madam President

The fact that they went so far as to state in this Speech from the Throne that “A prerequisite to the commencement of this program will be to review all major contracts hurriedly concluded in the months leading up to the General Election.This is really amazing and unprecedented and particularly frightening when you consider they still cannot comprehend the damage they have done to our country’s reputation. Saying it on a public platform was bad enough but to reduce it to writing in a document that is supposed to outline this administration’s vision and policies for the upcoming year can only be viewed as ignorant. 
Madam President
These were contracts legally entered into by the Government of The Bahamas.  Over one year of digging up in files and nothing to report.  No evidence to suggest that any of the capital works were in fact not necessary or that they did not go through the proper procedure or that there was any abuse, misuse or interference with the system with regard to the awarding of these contracts or that the persons or companies selected were not suitably qualified to carry out the contracts.  The facts show that these had to be done and that this Administration is now – two years later – just beginning most of them.

2. Firing Civil Servants

Madame President,

The manner in which this FNM Administration has terminated thousands of civil servants an only be described as cold, callous and heartless.  In 2002, hundreds of Bahamians were employed just before the 2002 General Election who were placed in various Government Ministries and other quasi-governmental departments.  We did not send them home or fire them.  No, we looked at their political affiliation, the colour of their skin or their religious persuasion.  They were Bahamian and we found a way to accommodate them.  The firing of Bahamians by the FNM Administration after the May 2007 General Election was a fatal and uncaring mistake.
3. Over 1,000 Fired at Atlantis

Madame President,
This is the last of the fatal mistakes.  The “let market forces prevail” approach of the FNM was the wrong decision in the face of this economic crisis we face.

Madame President,
This is now the third time this year in this place that I have expressed my disagreement with the manner in which the Government handled this matter.  You will recall that in this place in early January shortly after the announcement of the terminations, I sounded the alarm in this place that it would have been better for the Government to give Atlantis either a direct or indirect subsidy to keep those persons employed.  My rationale was simple –

· There were no other jobs for them to get.

· They would end up being a burden on the social welfare system at the end of the day:  Schools, hospitals care, rent assistance, food assistance, etc.

· A financial impact on our banking system: unable to pay mortgages, loans, etc.

· The stripping away of the dignity of Bahamians who worked for a living all of their lives and forced them to look for a hand out instead of a hand up.

Madame President,
The lead story in the March 14-20th 2009 edition of The Economist on page 11 addresses the world wide Job Crisis. In fact the cover has as its banner “The jobs crisis”. Here is what the columnist said:

 “Governments are piling in with short term help for workers. In America, which has one of the lowest social safety nets in the rich world, extending unemployment benefits was, rightly, part of the recent stimulus package.  Japan is giving social assistance to “non regular” workers, a group that has long been ignored.  In general, however, it makes more sense to pay companies to keep people in work than to subsidize unemployment.”
Madame President,

These are but a few examples of this Government’s arrogance, combined with their ignorance of our economy and their political immaturity which have compounded the ill effects the global financial crisis is having on our economy. I have not even included the temporary cancellation of the exemption for first time homeowners or the cancellation of the duty free exemption on building materials, or the fact that the FNM did not build one house for a year and a half. All of which contributed to the crisis we face today and all at the hands of this irrational FNM administration. 
Madame President,

Unlike most of the world, The Bahamas has not suffered a meltdown of our financial markets.  No bank bailouts.  Our banks are safe and secure which indicates that had this Administration not made all of these fatal mistakes, we could have devised a mechanism to limit the unemployment, ease the suffering and ride out this storm.

Madame President,

Senator Smith has mentioned on two occasions in this place that I either “have a problem” or “I vex” with Hubert Ingraham.  I have responded on both occasions.  Her comments during the last debate did make me reflect, however.  Her accusations would impute malice of some sort.  I have no malice toward the Prime Minister or this FNM Administration.  I think they mean well.  I think they work hard, and I think they believe for the most part that they are doing the right thing. 

Madame President,

The word I would use when describing my attitude toward the Prime Minister and this Administration is DISAPPOINTMENT, grave disappointment. 

· I am disappointed that they do not listen.  The record will show that we warned them about the impact of all of their ill-conceived decisions.  

· I am disappointed that they represent that fatal political combination of arrogance, ignorance and political immaturity.

· I am disappointed that they have not articulated a plan or vision for this country and are not even prepared to engage in such a critical national dialogue.

· I am disappointed that they are reactive instead of proactive.

· I am disappointed and horrified that they are lost, lost, lost and know neither the direction they are going in nor their final destination.

Madame President,

The Bahamas under this FNM Government and its “proven leader” is a ship adrift, flapping in the wind.  Look around, go into homes, talk to people.  The failures of this Administration reach far and wide.  It didn’t have to get this bad, it didn’t have to be this bad, but they would not listen. 
Madame President,
I know over the past two years I have brought many facts and figures to this place and made those on the other side most uncomfortable.  I have put their claims that they are a party to be trusted, a party that is accountable, transparent and deepens democracy to the test and have proven that these are merely words not founded in any truth, but a mere exercise in rhetorical diarrhea.  The more they say it, the more they believe what they say.    

Madame President,
I always bring the facts – hard, cold facts that challenged the Prime Minister’s and his administrations rhetoric and put it to an objective test. In doing so, I have confirmed what the Prime Minister himself has acknowledged, that he and the FNM Administration thus far have failed the Bahamian people, and I add – miserably!
Madam President

I will end where I began, Thank God for the Progressive Liberal party and it visionary leaders.

Thank You I support the Bill.
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