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Mr. Speaker, I shall present the case that:

(i) This Parliament is once again engaged in an exercise of Public Relations by this FNM Government.

(ii) Public Relations aside, the facts presented  by the Prime Minister in his role as Minister of Finance show   three inescapable realities:

(a) there is not now even a pretence of linking Government actions to what was promised during the last campaign or in the speech from the throne.

(b) that a re-ordering of priorities at the midterm of a budget year should provide clear evidence of efforts to tackle problems which could not have been reasonably foreseen six (6) months ago and this budget fails to do that.  Thus the Government misses the major point - that it is there to address problems facing the people.

(c) that things today in the Bahamas are worse than they needed to have been if there was less partisanship, less rancor and greater stewardship of the many strengths and opportunities which the PLP had left in place when it demitted office in May 2, 2007.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

The PM has sought to sell this debate as “a noteworthy enhancement in the process of Governance”.  His take is that it shows an FNM commitment to transparency and trust.

Mr. Speaker, it is truth which builds trust, and a fundamental characteristic of truth is consistency.  I assert that this is a PR exercise because there are so many examples of a lack of consistency on the part of this Government – a degree of inconsistency which is not compatible with a clear understanding of the nature of trust.

While I could point to a number of such inconsistencies time will only allow me to address one.  So I choose to remind the Parliament that it has been more that two (2) full weeks since:

(i)    I asked the Minister of State for Finance to explain
  his role, if any, on the receipt by a relative of his
  for a special customs duty rate for the import of 
  the   Monavie Juice Drink.

(ii)    The Minister promised to provide a full report,
   presumably to show that his hands were not in
   the   proverbial cookie jar.

(iii)     To date, the Minister has failed to do so.

(iv)     In this mid-term budget communication at page 5 the PM says that the whole idea of this concept is to “drive home the message to persons at the highest levels, Ministers and senior managers in the Public Sector, that they are clearly expected to manage the people’s money with the greatest care and responsibility, and that they are accountable to Parliament and the Bahamian people.”

Bully talk but where is the action?
Where is there any evidence that the PM has directly advised the Minister of State to “tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”.

So Mr. Minister of State for Finance – “speak now”.

So Mr. Prime Minister demand your Minister of State for Finance to, “speak now”.
How long does he need to remember what he did?
LINKAGE TO THE SPEECH FROM THE THRONE

Mr. Speaker, I urge the Bahamian people to remember where we are and how we got here.

The process included:

(i) A General Election campaign during which the FNM
         produced a Manifesto of Promises.

(ii) The Bahamian people said, fine – go and do it.

(iii) The FNM produced a Speech from the Throne 
          which ordinarily would have demonstrated
 strategies to achieve the promises of the Manifesto.

(iv) The FNM produced a Budget which ordinarily
would have demonstrated an action Agenda via which to implement the strategies outlined in the Speech from the Throne.

(v) The mid-term budget would then be a sober
reflection on all of the above and a re-alignment in the face of circumstances which could not have reasonably been anticipated at the time of the Budget preparation.

That is the theory, which no doubt the IMF, in its report in January, 2008 would have commented on as follows:

“The Government’s intention … to introduce a mid-
   year budget review (sic) is commendable,  

  promoting transparency and greater accountability
  to fiscal management”.

But that is not what actually happened. 
Firstly there remains a serious disconnect between the Platform and the Speech from the Throne.  So many promises from the Platform were simply ignored; it was as if the people were being called “fools”.

Then to make matters worse, the Budget failed to address important policies outlined in the Speech from the Throne.

This is not, Mr. Speaker, good governance because it is not sound management.

Let’s illustrate this by reference to the talk in the Speech from the Throne about encouraging economic growth.

What has been the reality?

Let me refer this Parliament to the views of a former Government of the Central Bank who is sufficiently supportive of the FNM to have been appointed Chairman of BTC.  Here is what this Gentleman says:

“If I were to be at all critical – which I don’t really wish to be – it would be to say that we [the FNM led Government] are not doing enough and we are not focused on what needs to be done... we are still “allowing” things to happen.  Let me give you a concrete example of that which some will not like.  We [referring to the PLP led Government] established five (5) years ago a Ministry of Financial Services.  I don’t believe that, that Ministry focused sufficiently on financial services… but it was a start and I thought it was really an important step when it happened.  I don’t believe we should have changed that… if we are serious about financial services as an industry.”

And there is so much evidence that this failure to have acted to stimulate economic growth did not end there.

Look Mr. Speaker at the Ministry of Tourism, our country’s economic life line.

At the Budget, the FNM did not provide one extra cent for tourism promotion.  Not one cent.  In fact the actual budget for promotion was in effect, cut to help support a new Minister of State within the Minister of Tourism. This would have happened because when a new Minister is created, much is required to support that Minister – secretarial support, and travel allowances  just to name two.  
Having in affect cut the budget for the Ministry’s promotional function, the Government provided $41,116,272 to be spent from July to December. Instead of spending $41,116,272 as was the plan, the Government only spent $25, 401, 461 or about 60% of what was the plan.

Any wonder why maids and chefs at some of the major hotels are only working 3 and 4 days per week – at the height of the Tourism seasons? Any wonder why Grand Bahama experienced a 30% drop in visitors’ arrival during the month of December?   Yes Mr. Speaker a 30% drop.
This is beyond bad management it is heartless – heartless because the Government not only failed to support Tourism but now comes to this Parliament to boast about a $25,000,000 surplus and supposedly a $12,000,000 increase in the budget for Tourism.

Firstly to talk about a surplus in this context is like a homeowner claiming that he or she saved money by not paying BEC, ignoring the consequence that the meats in the fridge were spoiling because of a lack of electricity. To boast about an extra $12,000,000 for tourism promotion after failing to have spent over $15,000,000 from July to December is really too brazen to called PR and should more appropriately be called what it is – a gimmick.

RE-ORDERING OF PRIORITES

In taking a look at the so called re-ordering of priorities in this mid-term budget it is worth recalling that the FNM went to great lengths to make it clear to the country that it was an “FNM Budget”.  The Prime Minister and his new Minister of State for Finance were so proud to so proclaim.

Looking at the Bahamas from June to now, there appears to be wide consensus that:

(i) Crime has gotten worse, and; 

(ii) The economy has softened, meaning that unemployment is raising and household incomes are not growing as they were.

But what does the mid-term budget tell us is the Governments response?
· Where is the extra money for new human development initiatives to help fight the root causes of crime?

· Where is the extra funding to accelerate the pace of providing better support for the judiciary?

· Where is the extra funding to help improve the security at our schools?

· Bahamians listen to U.S. television and hear so much about the Congress and President implementing an “economic stimulus package” and rightly ask - what is our Government doing? Where is the economic stimulus package for the Bahamas?
Instead of responding to these large questions, this mid-term budget to a significant degree is largely about administrative procedures.

For example the re-ordering is about providing an additional $250,000 for gasoline at the Department of Environmental Health and to re-imburse the Corporation Sole Account at the Department of Housing for salaries advanced.  These type regularizations are useful but when so many Bahamians were made such lofty promises a year ago, they have a right to have expected more.
To illustrate this reality, the people expected the construction of even more houses than had been built under the PLP.  That simply has not happened.

In fact, this FNM Government has failed to have built one home.  So rather than admit its failure, this Government via the Parliamentary Secretary comes to this Parliament to talk about how the FNM left $2,000,000 or so dollars in the bank in 2002 and not finding it there in 2007.

One does not need to be a rocket scientist to understand why the $2,000,000 or so dollars is not in the bank – the reason is simple – it is in the foundations of newly built homes; the PLP used the money to help to build some 1400 houses and to have repaired hundreds of other homes which the PLP met at various degrees of defectiveness.
This helps to explain why at the recent PLP convention I was able to assert that the PLP consistently presents bigger, bolder ideas for a better Bahamas.

That is truth you can trust. 
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