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U.S. Department of State 

Trinidad and Tobago Country Report on Human Rights Practices for 1997 

Released by the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, January 30, 1998. 

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO 

Trinidad and Tobago, a member of the Commonwealth of Nations, is a parliamentary democracy in 
which there have been free and fair general elections since independence from the United Kingdom in 
1962. A bicameral parliament and a prime minister govern the country. Parliament elects a president, 
whose office is largely ceremonial. A 12-member elected House of Assembly handles local matters on 
the island of Tobago. The judiciary is independent. 

The Ministry of National Security controls the police service and the defense force, which are 
responsive to civilian authority. An independent body, the Police Service Commission, makes all 
personnel decisions in the police service, and the Ministry has little direct influence over changes in 
senior positions. 

Oil and natural gas production and related downstream petrochemical industries form the basis of the 
market-based economy. The service sector is the largest employer, although continued industrialization 
has created many jobs in the construction industry. Agriculture, while contributing only 2 percent to 
gross domestic product, remains an important employer, both at the subsistence and commercial level. 
Although per capita income is over $4,200 annually, 16 percent unemployment contributes to a skewed 
income distribution, which has not improved in spite of economic growth of 3.1 percent. Government 
efforts to address this problem by further diversification into manufacturing and tourism have been only 
partially successful.  
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The Government generally respected the human rights of its citizens, and the law and judiciary provide 
effective means of dealing with individual instances of abuse. Nonetheless, poor prison conditions, long 
delays in trials, and violence against women remain problems.  

RESPECT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

Section 1 Respect for the Integrity of the Person, Including Freedom From: 

a. Political and Other Extrajudicial Killing 

There were no reports of political or other extrajudicial killing.  

b. Disappearance 

There were no reports of politically motivated disappearances. 

c. Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or Punishment  

The Constitution prohibits such practices, and there were no reports that officials employed them.  

Prison conditions at the women's prison and two of the three men's prisons meet minimum international 
standards. However, conditions are worse in the Port of Spain prison, which was designed for 250 
inmates, but houses over 1,000. Diseases such as chicken pox, tuberculosis, AIDS, and other viruses 
spread easily, and prisoners generally must purchase their own medication. A new maximum security 
facility to replace this prison was supposed to open in 1996, but had not been completed at the end of 
1997. 

The Government permits prison visits by human rights monitors. 

d. Arbitrary Arrest, Detention, or Exile 

The Constitution prohibits arbitrary arrest or detention, and the Government generally observes this 
prohibition.  

A police officer may arrest a person either based on a warrant issued or authorized by a magistrate or 
without a warrant when the officer witnesses commission of the alleged offense. For less serious 
offenses, the authorities typically bring the accused before a magistrate within 24 hours; for indictable 
offenses, the accused must appear within 48 hours. At that time the magistrate reads the charge and 
determines whether bail is appropriate. Magistrates may deny bail to violent or repeat offenders. If for 
some reason the accused does not come before the magistrate, the case comes up on the magistrate's 
docket every 8 to 10 days until a hearing date is set. The courts notify persons of their right to an 
attorney and allow them access to an attorney once they are in custody and prior to any interrogation. 
However, the authorities do not always comply with these standards. Allegations of corruption among 
justices of the peace also raised concerns about compliance with these laws. The Government pledged to 
dismiss and prosecute any justice found to have violated these standards.  

The Minister of National Security may authorize preventive detention in order to prevent actions 
prejudicial to public safety, public order, or national defense, and the Minister must state the grounds for 
the detention. A person detained under this provision has access to counsel and may have the detention 
reviewed by a three-member tribunal established by the Chief Justice and chaired by an attorney. The 
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Minister must provide the tribunal with the grounds for the detention within 7 days of the detainee's 
request for review, which shall be held "as soon as reasonably practicable" following receipt of the 
grounds. There have been no reports that the authorities abused this procedure. 

The Constitution prohibits exile. 

e. Denial of Fair Public Trial  

The Constitution provides for an independent judiciary, and the Government respects this provision in 
practice. The judiciary provides citizens with a fair judicial process. 

The court system consists of a court of appeal, a high court, and a magistrate's court. A criminal offense 
is first sent to a magistrate's court for a preliminary inquiry to determine if it can be heard before a 
magistrate without a jury. If the magistrate determines that the offense is a serious one, it is referred to 
the high court, where it is heard before a judge and jury. All civil matters are heard by the high court. 
Appeals can be filed with the local court of appeal, and ultimately to the Privy Council in London. There 
was considerable support for abolishing appeals to the Privy Council.  

The Constitution provides the right to a fair trial, and an independent judiciary vigorously enforces this 
right. All criminal defendants have the right to an attorney. In practice the courts sometimes appoint 
attorneys for those persons charged with indictable offenses (serious crimes) if they cannot retain one on 
their own behalf. The law requires a person accused of murder to have an attorney. An indigent person 
may refuse to accept an assigned attorney for cause and obtain a replacement. 

Despite serious efforts to improve the judiciary, severe inefficiency remains in many areas. Several 
criminal cases were dismissed due to judicial or police inefficiency. In October 1996, the courts 
acquitted a defendant charged with murdering a police officer in March 1982; the authorities had held 
him in custody for over 14 years. Progress was made in reducing the judicial backlog, but the number of 
criminal cases awaiting trial remained over 20,000. 

There were no reports of political prisoners.  

f. Arbitrary Interference With Privacy, Family, Home, or Correspondence 

The law prohibits such practices, government authorities generally respect these prohibitions, and 
violations are subject to effective legal sanction.  

Section 2 Respect for Civil Liberties, Including: 

a. Freedom of Speech and Press 

The Constitution provides for freedom of the press, and the Government respects this right in practice. 
An independent press and a functioning democratic political system combine to ensure freedom of 
speech and of the press, including academic freedom.  

The three major daily newspapers freely and often criticize the Government in editorials. Widely read 
weekly tabloids tend to be extremely critical of the Government. All newspapers are privately owned. 
The two local television newscasts, one of which appears on a state-owned station, are sometimes 
critical of the Government but generally do not editorialize. 
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A Board of Film Censors is authorized to ban films it considers to be against public order and decency 
or contrary to the public interest. This includes films which it believes may be controversial in matters of 
religion, seditious propaganda, or race. In practice films are rarely prohibited.  

b. Freedom of Peaceful Assembly and Association  

The Constitution provides for these rights, and the Government respects them in practice. Registration 
other governmental permission to form private associations is not required. The police routinely grant 
the required advance permits for street marches, demonstrations, or other outdoor public meetings. 

c. Freedom of Religion 

The Constitution provides for freedom of religion, and the Government respects this right in practice. 

d. Freedom of Movement Within the Country, Foreign Travel, Emigration, and Repatriation  

The Constitution provides for these rights, and the Government respects them in practice. 

There is no provision for persons to claim or be classified as refugees or asylum seekers; any such cases 
are handled on a case-by-case basis by the Ministry of National Security's Immigration Division. The 
issue of the provision of first asylum did not arise. There were no reports of forced return of persons to a 
country where they feared persecution. 

Section 3 Respect for Political Rights: The Right of Citizens to Change Their Government 

The Constitution provides citizens with the right to change their government peacefully, and citizens 
exercise this right in practice through periodic, free, and fair elections held on the basis of universal 
suffrage. Parliamentary elections are held at intervals not to exceed 5 years. Elections for the 12-member 
Tobago House of Assembly are held every 4 years. The Constitution extends the right to vote to citizens 
as well as to legal residents at least 18 years of age who hold citizenship in other Commonwealth 
countries. 

In the November 1995 general elections, the former opposition United National Congress (UNC) and 
the ruling People's National Movement (PNM) each won 17 seats in Parliament. The National Alliance 
for Reconstruction (NAR) won two seats and joined with the UNC to form a new government. Basdeo 
Panday became the country's first Prime Minister of East Indian descent. The PNM is primarily but not 
exclusively Afro-Trinidadian; the UNC is primarily but not exclusively Indo-Trinidadian 

There are no specific laws that restrict the participation of women or minorities in government or the 
political parties. Women hold many positions in the Government and political party leadership. Four of 
36 elected members of the House of Representatives and 8 of 31 appointed Senators are women, with 3 
women serving as ministers. Prim 
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