\&
&

UNIVERSITY of STRATHCLYDE
CENTRE

ENVIRONMENTAL LAW
AND GOVERNANCE

ISLAND

g vy

University of

Strathclyde

Glasgow

COVID-19 Island Insights Series

No. 4, November 2020

Trinidad and Tobago

Preeya S. Mohan and Richard Ramsawak

The COVID-19 Island Insights Series is an initiative spearheaded by
the Strathclyde Centre for Environmental Law & Governance (SCELG)
and the Institute of Island Studies (lIS) at the University of Prince
Edward Island in collaboration with Island Innovation. The initiative
brings together critical assessments of how specific islands around the
world have performed during the COVID-19 pandemic and the
extent to which their recovery plans can promote resilience and
sustainability in the long term.

For more information on SCELG see
hitps://www.strath.ac.uk/scelg

For more information about the IIS see
hitp://islandstudies.com/

For further information about Island Innovation see
https://www.islandinnovation.co/

Suggested citation: P. S. Mohan and R. Ramsawak, 7rinidad and Tobago, COVID-19 Island Insight Series, no 4, November 2020,
University of Strathclyde Centre for Environmental Law and Governance, University of Prince Edward Island Institute of Island
Studies and Island Innovation.




' UNIVERSITY of STRATHCLYDE
A ‘ CENTRE FOR

_ ' ENVIRONMENTAL LAW
w’ AND GOVERNANCE

Population 1,328,019 (of which about
60,874 is in Tobago)'

Size 5,131 km2 (of which 300 km? is To-
bago)?

This twin-island republic is the southern-

most country in the Caribbean Sea. To-

bago, the smaller of the two islands, can

be described as a subnational island ju-

risdiction and has been a ward of Trini-
dad since 1899.

The main economic activities are oil and
gas (Trinidad) and tourism (Tobago).

COVID-19 data and timeline

(as of 3 September 2020)

Number of cases 1,920 [0.14% of the
population]

Number of deaths 28 [0.002% of the pop-
ulation]

Schools closed on 16 March 2020; will
reopen virtually in September (universi-
ties continued teaching online)

Travel restrictions have been enacted. 16
March border closed to everyone except
Trinidad and Tobago nationals and
health workers. 22 March borders closed
to everyone, including nationals.

' Data obtained from the Central Statistical Office, Trinidad
and Tobago.
2 Data obtained from the Central Statistical Office, Trinidad

and Tobago.

%
University of

Strathclyde

Humanities &
Social Sciences

Preeya S. Mohan

Dr. Preeya S. Mohan is a Fellow at the Sir Ar-
thur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic
Studies, University of West Indies, St Augustine

Richard Ramsawak
Dr. Richard Ramsawak is a Lecturer at the Sir

Arthur Lewis Institute of Social and Economic
Studies, University of West Indies, St Augustine

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO

Caribbean
Sea Scarborougg
Tobago

NORTH
{TLANTIC
OCEAN

Port of

Spain 2
) /.\rlma

Gulf of ® Sangre Grande

Paria Tnnldad

San Fernandos o OR'O Claro

PrincesTown

@ OCHA 10 km D

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO?

3 Source:https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trinidad_and_To-
bago#/media/File: Trinidad_and_Tobago_-_Loca-
tion_Map_(2013) - TTO_- UNOCHA.svg



" UNIVERSITY of STRATHCLYDE
‘ ‘ CENTRE FOR

‘ ENVIRONMENTAL LAW
@) AND GOVERNANCE

COVID-19 on Trinidad and Tobago

On 12 March 2020 Trinidad and Tobago had its
first COVID-19 case, a returning resident from
abroad. This situation eventually led to local
transmission of the virus as there were primary
and secondary contact cases. Up to 16 July,
there were 133 positive cases and 8 deaths at-
tributed mainly to imported cases and local
transmission. However, more recently the
country has been experiencing community
spread through primary, secondary and tertiary
contacts, and as of 3 September the country
has recorded over 1, 920 cases and over 28
deaths.*

Restrictions in Trinidad and Tobago were im-
posed nationally. Travel restrictions to and from
specific countries (initially China and later on
South Korea, Singapore, Japan, Italy, Ger-
many, France and Spain) were implemented
starting January 2020, and the subsequent clo-
sure of Trinidad and Tobago’s borders occurred
on 16 March to everyone except Trinidad and
Tobago nationals and health workers, and on
22 March the borders were closed to everyone
including nationals. Nationals wishing to return
home must apply for a state exemption, and, if
granted, upon their return must be tested for
COVID-19 and placed into quarantine for 14
days. On 12 March the cruise ship season was
brought to a premature halt.5

Closure of all early childcare and educational
institutions including primary and secondary
schools and vocational institutes took place on
16 March. The University of the West Indies
went into an emergency virtual mode and was
allowed to continue operations.

Trinidad and Tobago’s most restrictive phase
occurred between 29 March and 15 April with a
national lockdown and stay-at-home orders for
non-essential workers, along with the closure of

beaches, rivers, hotels, restaurants, bars, man-
ufacturing operations and cinemas. A cessa-
tion was also placed on mass gatherings.

A parallel healthcare system dedicated specifi-
cally for COVID treatment and quarantine was
established to avoid overburdening the existing
health system. The government, led by the Min-
istry of Health, also embarked on near-daily in-
formation press briefings to update the popula-
tion in terms of the number of infections and
deaths as well as new measures taken to coun-
teract the spread of the virus. Geo-spatial maps
were also updated regularly showing locations
of new infections. To enforce the public health
restrictions the police increased patrols at all
times.

Collectively, the above measures contributed to
Trinidad and Tobago being ranked first in the
world in May 2020 by the University of Oxford
Government Response Tracker (OxGRT) in
terms of readiness to reopen.® However, a
phased reopening of the economy, accompa-
nied by an intensive national election campaign
in early August, has led to an exponential in-
crease in new COVID-19 infections, particularly
due to community spread. This has forced the
government to rethink its approach to control
the spread of the virus, and a new round of Stay
in Place Orders (SIPOs) have been initiated.

Key socioeconomic pressures in
Trinidad and Tobago during COVID-19

The measures employed to fight COVID-19
have brought about significant economic and
social challenges in a country heavily depend-
ent on the energy sector. Even before the crisis,
T&T was experiencing an economic downturn
primarily as a result of low international oil and
gas prices (see Figure 1). The lockdown
measures have placed a further strain on local
economic activity as persons have lost their
jobs or experienced reduced incomes, while
supply chains have been disrupted, and there

6
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has been reduced demand for goods and ser-
vices (IDB 2020). The closure of the borders
has led to several hotels and tourist services
temporarily closing down. This is particularly
devastating for Tobago since the island is heav-
ily dependent on tourism. A special Tourism Ac-
commodation Grant was given to these opera-
tors to support them during the crisis. The local
entertainment sector, construction sector and
most of the manufacturing sector are consid-
ered non-essential and were closed temporar-
ily. Finally, depressed international energy
prices, together with falling local production, are
expected to reduce economic activity and in-
vestment in the local energy sector, along with
exports and government revenue.

= Barbados Jamaica e=m=Trinidad and Tobago Caribbean small states

Figure 1: Gross Domestic Product Growth, Caribbean
countries (in % annual change)

The closure of the borders has led to an influx
of approximately 19,000 nationals, with many
still left stranded overseas.” The majority of per-
sons stranded outside are students and work-
ers in particular cruise ship workers and oil and
gas workers, but also includes persons who left
the country for medical treatment and for leisure
travel. Further, there are concerns about chil-
dren being away from school over an extended
period, and the ability of schools to re-openin a
virtual format, expected for September. In the
nation, there is a significant digital divide, and it
is expected that 60,000 students do not have

the resources to access online learning,® while
internet penetration rates stand at just 77%.°
Additionally, stay-at-home restrictions and fear
of contagion have raised concerns regarding
mental health, domestic violence and unequal
distribution of childcare responsibilities (ECLAC
2020).

Post Covid-19 recovery on Trinidad
and Tobago: A different approach

The combination of the pandemic and low en-
ergy prices has generated over TT$4 billion in
losses to the local economy from January to
March 2020." The country has taken a multi-
dimensional approach in its COVID-19 re-
sponse, inclusive of the following policy objec-
tives:

1. Macroeconomic measures—additional li-
quidity into the commercial banking sys-
tem, a moratorium on mortgage loans and
installment loan payments, and reduced in-
terest rates and late fees on credit cards.

2. Fiscal measures—payment of outstanding
VAT and income tax refunds and overdue
payables owed by the government, provi-
sion of a Liquidity Support Loan Pro-
gramme to credit unions to facilitate the
provision of loans to individuals and small
businesses; special grant for hoteliers in
Tobago to upgrade their facilities.

3. Monetary measures—reduction of the re-
serve requirement for commercial banks
and the Repo rate, or rate at which the
Central Bank lends money to commercial
banks.

10
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On 16 April the Prime Minister appointed a
High-Level Multi-Sectoral Committee com-
prised of representatives from government, pri-
vate sector, civil society, labour and academia
with the mandate to develop a plan for the reo-
pening of society and the road to economic re-
covery for the post-pandemic period. The
“Roadmap” is intended to guide the govern-
ment’s actions in the immediate short-term to
cope with the fallout from the pandemic, as well
as the transformation of the economy and the
accelerated and sustained development of the
society over the medium- to long-term." To
achieve these objectives the government in-
tends to:

1. Expand social protection and deepen the
involvement of civil society organizations

2. Increase agriculture production to reduce
dependence on imports

Strengthen the food value chain

4. Stimulate activity in the construction sec-
tor and infrastructure projects

5. Providing relief to businesses and con-
sumers

6. Provide financial relief through banking,
insurance, and credit unions

7. Sustain economic activity in the energy
sector

8. Support a resurgence of Tobago busi-
ness

9. Expand local tourism

10. Build a digital economy by increasing e-
government solutions and services

The government has had to draw down on sav-
ings from the Heritage and Stabilization Fund
as well as borrow from multilateral institutions
to fund recovery efforts, further increasing long-
term public debt.

" Roadmap available at

Post Covid-19 recovery and the
Sustainable Development Goals

The government intends to adopt the call by the
United Nations to “Leave No One Behind” in re-
sponse to the challenges of COVID-19 and the
ensuing economic instability (Ministry of Plan-
ning 2020). The government has responded
through social measures to ensure the safety
and security of citizens including food support
to low-income households and children on the
school feeding program; income support to
beneficiaries on public assistance and disability
grants; rental assistance; support to NGOs to
assist socially displaced persons; and salary re-
lief grants. These challenges have deepened
the resolve of the government to sustain its
commitment to achieving the SDGs through the
implementation of Vision 2030, the country’s
national development strategy.

Useful Sources

e ECLAC. 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic
is exacerbating the care crisis in Latin
America and the Caribbean.

e IDB. 2020. The Impact of COVID-19 on
the Economies of the Region.

¢  Ministry of Planning and Development.
2020. Voluntary National Review:
Trinidad and Tobago.
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With thanks to the Canadian Rural Revitalization Foundation (CRRF), crea-
tors of the COVID-19 Rural Insights Series, for kindly giving us permission
to use "Insights Series" as part of our series name




