address at Vision on a Mission Function, Jan 31st, 2011
ADDRESS OF PRIME MINISTER THE HONOURABLE KAMLA PERSAD-BISSESSAR AT THE 2ND AWARDS CEREMONY AND INAUGURATION OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS OF VISION ON A MISSION 

 

 

Mr.  Timothy Hamel-Smith, President of the Senate,

Cabinet Colleagues,

Members of Parliament,

Wayne Chance, Executive President, Vision on Mission,

Awardees

Distinguished guests,

Members of the media,

 

A pleasant good evening to one and all

Tonight, as I stand before this group of people gathered from so many spheres of our society—media, protective services, various youth organizations, and especially, former inmates from our prison system and deportees who have graduated from this organization’s own rehabilitation programme, I must say I feel happy and inspired.

 

You see, in one way or another, every one of us here has demonstrated a commitment to self development and a wider commitment to nation-building that is to be applauded.

 

In your own way, each and every one of you, you have all demonstrated to this country that true patriotism is indeed initiated by commitment to oneself and improving one’s lot in life.

 

Vision on a Mission, I’m advised, is an NGO that was founded by Mr. Wayne Chance, a former prisoner, who was able to find spiritual comfort in prison and then committed himself to not only complete social rehabilitation, but the rehabilitation of those who would have also been lost in the prisons, or, in coming out, been forced to regress into the life of crime that took them astray.

 

Believe me, transformation of that kind is not an easy thing. I know Mr. Chance and all the persons he would have inspired to be rehabilitated over the years would have had to endure significant obstacles, --financial, emotional, societal stigmatization and above all, physiological—for it is truly not easy to change what one perceives to be one’s destiny in life, especially if that perceived destiny is a life of crime.

 

For that, Mr. Chance and all the persons associated with your organisation and its unceasing, important work over the years, I say the Government and the people of Trinidad and Tobago salute you, we commend you and we support you efforts.

 

Indeed, a testimony to your great deeds over the years is reflected in the numerous domestic and international awards you have received over the years, such as the National Humming Bird Award for community service.

 

What you have proven by your dogged insistence to beat the odds is very much in keeping with your theme of tonight which is “A Great Man or Woman stands up for himself but a greater man or woman stands up for others.”

 

And truly, how fitting this theme of true courage is tonight when we consider our current status as a nation.

 

We are indeed at a time when our nation is now in the throes of a new way forward and as in any rebuilding process, there are and continue to be problems.

 

I am of course speaking of that great social and political change following the election on May 24 last year.

 

It’s is not even a year into our tenure and I acknowledge, people are impatient.

 

They want things done now and they want results.

 

Indeed that is their right and we are working as quickly as we can to get things done right.

 

And all of you here tonight, people from the ground who knows what it’s like to face insurmountable challenges that daunt you and make it seem as if it’s impossible to conquer them—all of you here tonight know that it takes courage to first assess these remarkable odds and then determine that you are going to beat them.

 

My dear fellow citizens that is why this theme of courage; of standing up for others, is very fitting.

 

Because it essentially reflects what the Government is doing at this time and what we intend to do.

 

Like you, the courageous members and founders of Vision on a Mission, and like you the awardees of the various categories tonight, I say the Government is and will always be standing up for the citizens of this country.

 

We may take some time in rehabilitating the policies of the past and ensuring that the people truly benefit from proper developmental policies, but rest assured, we are doing it.

 

Let me just give you an example of our achievements so far especially in the area of social development to ensure that our youths and children do not succumb to a life of crime because of poverty or a lack of opportunities.

 

· The areas of National and Personal Security since we took office, we have reduced serious crime by 14 per cent. Yes that sounds ok but it’s not good enough. We want to bring down crime in this country. We are introducing better policing methods, introduction of modern anti-crime technology, a better trained and equipped Police Service to a youth based development programme and other social initiatives that strike at the heart of the problems.

 

· We increased the minimum wage from $9.00 to $12.50 

 

· We provided Laptops for form one students for the first time in Trinidad and Tobago so that they will have access to a personal computer.

 

· We established a Ministry of the People; 52,790 senior citizens are benefiting from the $3,000 per month and another 20,000 receive between $1,200 and $2000 to top up their other income. 

 

· We have increased and expanded all the grants under the General Assistance Grants Programme and this is very important in terms of dealing with the scourge of poverty which is one of the root causes of crime. 

 

· For Wayne and your organisation, I am very happy to say that the Ministry of the People is at present, working on a formula to give a grant to former inmates to deal with rehabilitation and reintegration into the community. It is only about $5000.00 for ex-inmates but we have so many and that’s the point. The repeat revolving door syndrome... when they come out there’s no place to go, there’s no place to stay, no food to eat then who do you look for? I suspect it was no chance that Wayne Chance met a pastor but how many other ex-inmates coming out of the prison are so blessed or fortunate? So as the government will lend a hand, a helping hand in the form of a grant of $5,000. But we will put conditions on that grant so that it will not be that 

 

the criminals will say I just have to go in prison and spend some time and then get five thousand. No; we make sure to put the checks and balances and we will work with the people, with Vision on Mission and other NGO’s to get this done. But there

must be a way forward where we can rehabilitate and reintegrate ex-inmate back into society.

 

There are many other areas we’ve done work in and I will not go through all of them tonight except to share with you that it is truly my pleasure tonight to announce that the Ministry of National Security will be further partnering with NGOs like Vision on a Mission to ensure that the very pertinent issue of social rehabilitation of those in the prison systems is given priority, especially the mentoring programmers.

 

Our Ministry of Justice is working assiduously to reform the judiciary to ensure that justice is delivered faster to persons awaiting trials so as to ensure that our prisons are not faced with the perennial problems of overcrowding.

 

It is well known that when a bread-winner goes to jail, his family is left in a most vulnerable state. Members of the family are exposes to a lot of the negative elements operating in society. Not only do they create an untold burden on their family, but this leads to a demand on state resources.

And of course, we are ensuring that NGOs, like Vision on a Mission which do the work of rehabilitation, are given sufficient resources and support from the State to ensure that they continue to be successful and impactful in implementing positive change in our country.

 

The Government will introduce a tax-credit incentive of 200 percent tax credit to private employers who hire ex-prisoners.

 

We will also ensure employment for these ex-prisoners in public sector development projects.

 

And we will also review the legislation to allow commodities produced in prison to be sold in the open market. The proceeds of which will go to the victims, prisoners’ family as a prisoner’s personal allowance. But, 20 percent of this will be placed in a savings account for the prisoner.

 

The Government is looking for the provision of half-way house facilities to provide short-term accommodation for prisoners.

There is also going to be the establishment of a housing assistance fund to assist prisoners and remandees who are at risk of losing their accommodation.

 

My dear fellow citizens, on a night like this, when an organization born out of the sheer willpower of a person and group of people whose only desire was to make a positive change in society by making a positive change in themselves, when that organization has a ceremony like this one, I must say I am personally humbled and inspired to be one of its awardees.

 

You see, you have proven by this ceremony tonight that at a time of social change and when a country and its people feel tired of the negative issues confronting them for so many decades, sometimes, all it takes is one person or organization to regroup and instil some semblance of pride in personal achievement and personal development.

 

That is what you have done here tonight and for that little but precious contribution of simply making people feel good about their personal development, our citizens must be inspired by you.

 

And this is simply because you are acknowledging that sometimes, it is appropriate for a country to acknowledge not only the great works of Governments and businesses, but also the small works of one person, in order to foster true nation building ,true unity and true commitment to social development.

 

Sometimes it is necessary for a country to ensure that people know that their daily struggles which may seem so minute –like fighting to stay on the straight and narrow path-can indeed be the best action they can take to be great role models in society.

 

I’m sure that was your position in 1996 when you had the dream to form Vision on A Mission Mr. Chance.

Tonight, as I accept this Woman of History Award 2011 from your inspiring organisation.

 

I wish to tell you that you have indeed won that battle of showing people and this nation what true courage is.

 

And in so doing, you have ensured that you are the greater person, who stood up for others.

 

May this country and our citizens be guided and inspired by your goodness, dedication and patriotism and may we all move forward in service to others together.

 

I thank you.

 

May God continue to bless every one of you and may God bless our nation.

