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VERBATIM
PRESENTATION OF THE PERMANENT MISSION OF GUYANA
OF THE INFORMATION ON RECENT PROTESTS AND DEMONSTRATIONS IN GUYANA

(At the regular session of the Permanent Council held on August 22, 2012)

AN ACCOUNT OF THE RECENT INCIDENTS OF UNREST WHICH HAVE OCCURRED IN THE LINDEN TOWNSHIP, DEMERARA, ADMINISTRATIVE REGION NO. 10, IN GUYANA
The Government of Guyana appreciates the opportunity to bring to the attention of the OAS Permanent Council recent developments in Guyana which pose risks to the stability of the country and to its democratic traditions.
Guyana’s positive economic growth over 5 consecutive years and the expansion and diversification of investment in the exploration of oil and natural gas, gold and bauxite mining, hydropower, forestry, information based technology etc have radically contributed to the emergence of a modern economy based on a Low Carbon Development Strategy. The IM’s latest assessment gives Guyana a positive outlook.
After the November 28 2011 elections, the governing party won the single largest bloc of votes and therefore, constitutionally, formed the government with 32 seats. The two opposition parties won 26 and 7 seats respectively thus they have a combined one seat majority in the National Assembly. This is the first time in Guyana’s history that such a situation exits in the Legislature.
The government has been challenged at every level in the Legislature with the Speaker and the Deputy Speaker being elected from the opposition, the opposition taking control of the parliamentary committees and the reduction of the Government’s 2012 Annual Budget by approx. USD 100 M. These cuts emerged after 7 meetings between the Government and the major opposition party in April 2012.
The government has been forced to approach the courts to rule on several issues that have taken place in the National Assembly. Despite the court’s ruling on the budget cuts and the government’s return to the Legislature to restore these allocations as recent as August 9, 2012, the opposition parties, in contempt of court, opposed the same budgetary heads again.
In this charged environment, in the Legislature, the opposition reneged on an agreement on April 19th 2012 to support the introduction of tariff increases in the Linden township, one of their strongholds. This is the signal event that led to the unrest that emerged on July 18, 2012, the killing of 3 persons, injuries, loss of public and private property.

To provide a brief background to the issue of the electricity tariffs, Mr. Chairman, Linden township is strategically located in the middle of Guyana and is the gateway between the coastline and the interior of the country. As a bauxite mining town from the 1920s, its fortunes have been difficult; nationalized in 1971 with poor management and fierce competition internationally, the bauxite industry went into a tail spin in the mid-1980s and eventually collapsed in the mid-1990s. In this period, the governments of the day subsidized, and eventually took over, the provision of services of health, education and other ancillary services in order to reduce the impact on the community. 
In the last 5 years, the population has grown to approximately 40, 000 and the presence of new and significant foreign private investments in bauxite and timber, and information based technology have contributed to a reversal of the fortunes of the community.
Historically, Lindeners did not pay for electricity up until the 1980s. Electricity was generated by the bauxite companies, and, this has continued today with one of the private bauxite companies, generating surplus electricity and the government subsidizing the cost of the production and distribution to the community through 2 local electricity cooperatives. The increasing cost of these subsidies in the national budget to the community has placed a major strain on resources and are unsustainable. In the last 5 years these subsidies have amounted to over G$ 8 B (approx. USD 40M).
As the community’s fortunes have changed there have been endless consultations and meetings between the government and the community with regard to incrementally paying for electricity at a rate comparable with the rest of the country over a period of time. At this time, Linden residents do not pay the same electricity rates as the rest of Guyana ($5 and $7 per kilowatt hour versus $64 per kwh for the rest of Guyana).
These attempts to standardize the rates span several decades and have been resisted. In the midst of the global economic and financial crises, increasing cost of fuel, and following 37 consultations with the community the government in 2008, attempted to incrementally increase the electricity tariffs to bring these in line with the rest of the country over time.  This was met with blockages of the key artery between the interior and the coast in 2008. An agreement was reached to defer the reduction of the subsidy and increase the rates in a phased manner to 2012.
During the 2012 Budget debate, the GOG and the Leader of the Opposition held meetings to try to reach agreement on the Budget 2012. One of the issues related to the reduction of the subsidy for Linden and increase in the rates. Agreement was reached on April 19, 2012 and this was announced on the same day in the National Assembly by the Prime Minister with the concurrence of the Leader of the Opposition. On April 20, 2012, the Leader of the Opposition reneged on the agreement. 
The situation in Linden following this announcement was marked by agitation by extremists from both within and outside of the community and a refusal to have any increases in the tariff rates. Between April 30 and July 1 the situation at the political level in the township was fraught with conflict and government officials found it to difficult to work in that environment to reason with community leaders on the issue. 
The GoG was also all too conscious that the rest of the country’s electricity consumers were looking on with keen interest. The Government realized that there was a real risk of other communities in other areas of the country refusing to pay their existing rates.

The GoG was therefore placed in a position where the reduced subsidy and the increased tariffs for the Linden township could no longer be avoided. The GoG announced the introduction of the new rates as of July 1st 2012 which would have brought the community up to approximately 50% of what the rest of the country’s consumers were paying. 
On the 18th of July what was supposed to be the beginning of a 5 day protest the town was closed by demonstrations. Protesters numbering several thousands blocked the main thoroughfare which links the interior and the coast.  Violence erupted during the protests. The Police deployed tear smoke. Three people were fatally shot and several others injured. The crowd then went on a rampage and burned several properties in the township. The small numbers of the Police and Fire Service were prevented from reaching the fires by crowds. Bridges and roads were blocked. 
The Government on the same night issued a release expressing its regrets at the deaths, injuries, loss of property and committed to a complete and full investigation.
On July 19th, His Excellency President Donald Ramotar, met with a delegation from the business community of Linden and with delegations from the major opposition political party, A Partnership for National Unity (APNU) and the junior opposition party, the Alliance for Change (AFC).as well as the Regional Chairman for the Regional Democratic Council and the Geographic Member of Parliament for Administrative Region 10. The Opposition made three demands of which the Government of Guyana agreed to two, firstly, that an independent Commission of Inquiry be launched, inclusive of a “foreign” presence in the composition of the Commission, and that the Commanding Officer of the police be removed from the area.  The Government of Guyana did not support the third demand for the resignation of the Minister of Home Affairs. 
The parties agreed to appoint two persons to draft the terms of reference for the Commission with a deadline of August 2nd to complete agreement. The Opposition refused to discuss the tariff increases and stated that the security issue had to be addressed first.
Despite the fact that these agreements were publicly aired the township continued to be blockaded by crowds and camps were set up to man the barriers.
On July 22nd the Leader of the Opposition met with the President and admitted that no one was in control of the Linden and proposed that the President should meet with the Regional Chairman and his delegation and whatsoever they agreed to he would support. The President agreed. 
However, the President expressed his deep concern that extremist elements were fuelling the protests with inflammatory speeches and meetings thus making it difficult for the Government to make a binding agreement with the Opposition. The Government called on opposition parties to dissociate themselves from such action in order to restore normalcy and allow for a resolution of the issues. No such statements were issued until after the situation seriously deteriorated in August.
In meetings with  private sector bodies on the same day, the Government proposed that a technical team, with agreed Terms of Reference, be established to examine the issue of the electricity tariff increases and submit recommendations, and, to set up a mechanism to discuss economic issues regarding the development of the Linden community, to stand the funeral expenses for the affected families and agreed for an independent pathologist to witness the post mortem examinations of the three fatalities.
On July 23rd, President Ramotar met with a delegation led by the Regional Chairman of Region No. 10, Mr. Sharma Solomon.  The President proposed that the July 1st implementation date for the electricity tariff increases be postponed and in the interim to establish a technical team to examine rates and time lines in order to arrive at a single electricity tariff  for Linden and the rest of Guyana.  
July 24th was scheduled to be the last day of the 5-day protest exercise.  That evening the Government submitted its proposals to the Regional Chairman and to the political opposition, concerning the establishment of the technical team to examine the electricity rates, and the mechanism to discuss the economic development issues.
However, at a public meeting in Linden that night, the Regional Chairman failed to inform residents about his meetings with the President or about his receipt of the Government’s proposals.  The Chairman and other speakers demanded that the protest be extended for 50 more days.  

In the meantime continued protests and demonstrations, restricted the movement of goods and people. As a result, the residents of the affected regions were being deprived of supplies of food and fuel and economic activity. Costs of commodities quadrupled and robberies and extortions were being perpetrated on persons and vehicles traversing Linden from other regions.  

President Ramotar, who had scheduled a visit to Linden on July 28th in order to meet with stakeholders there, was forced to cancel his visit on the advice of the Heads of the Joint Security Services. The Guyana Defence Force was sent in to shore up support to the police on the ground.
On August 1st, the funeral of the 3 persons who were killed was held in Linden.  Speeches were made by key opposition politicians encouraging protesters to continue their activities.
During a sitting of the National Assembly on August 2nd the Attorney General announced the Terms of Reference of the Commission of Inquiry which had been agreed to earlier that day between the Government and Opposition.  Regrettably, on the floor of the National Assembly the Leader of the Opposition Party, APNU, Mr. David Granger, dissociated himself from the agreement to announce the Terms of Reference and the leader of the minor opposition party, the AFC, Mr. Khemraj Ramjattan denied having been involved. As a result, further discussions continued on the Terms of Reference from that date to August 22.
Throughout, the Government continued to negotiate in good faith and at no point did the government abort this process. Meetings with the Region 10 delegation occurred on July 19th, 23rd, 31st, and August 6th, 8th, 15th, 16th, 17th and 20th. At each stage of the negotiations, new issues were raised by the Region 10 delegation linking any discussion of the electricity tariffs to other issues. Any attempt to return to normalcy was frustrated with new impediments and conditionalities although the Government repeatedly committed to postponing the July 1st tariff increases pending the findings and recommendations of the mutually acceptable technical team.
From the morning of August 10th, through to August 12th , buildings housing the Electricity Company, the Revenue Authority, the National Agricultural Extension Institute, 2 privately owned buildings, NGO facilities which serve the HIV aids patients and the disabled, and the largest primary school accommodating over 840 children were completely destroyed by deliberate acts of arson.  A health centre was burnt on August 20. A number of suspects have been apprehended.
On August 10th, the Joint Services operation to clear the roads and bridges began around 9 am. 
At the August 17th meeting between the Government and the Region 10 delegation, the text of the agreement on the four identified issues by the Region 10 delegation was accepted and initialed by all present for the two sides. Furthermore, the Region 10 delegation asked that they be given the opportunity to bring the agreement to the community’s attention at a rally planned for August 18th and they would return to sign on August 20th. At the rally on August 18th, there appeared to be some relief that the township would be able to return to normalcy. The roads and bridges were opened to a free flow of traffic on August 19th and businesses and the market started opening on the same day. 
Whilst the discussions with regard to the terms of reference on the Commission of Inquiry appeared to be going well between the Government and Opposition parties, on August 20th, just a few hours before the signing of the agreement with the Region 10 team was due to take place, new obstacles emerged from the major opposition party. 
Eventually the terms of reference of the Commission were finalized on August 21st to the satisfaction of the Government and both opposition parliamentary parties, A Partnership for National Unity and the Alliance for Change. The agreement between the Government and the Region 10 delegation was signed on August 21st and the two opposition parties signed as witnesses.
Throughout these 38 days, the majority of residents have urged the Government to take measures to return the area to normalcy and many have attempted to go back to work.  However, the actions of extremist elements have scared and intimidated people from returning to work, and have escalated tensions with acts of arson and mob rule being committed in the area.  
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The Government wishes to underscore that this prolonged period would not have been possible without the complicity of the leading opposition parties to refuse or neglect to call off the protests as well as the advocacy and misinformation spread by certain media and social networking sites. 
A most ominous development has arisen recently whereby Guyanese citizens are being targeted for their political persuasion and their ethnicity.  Incitement to violence against Guyanese of Indian heritage is being promoted on social media such as Facebook and Twitter.  Elements of the media in Guyana are involved in the incitement of racial hostility and the spread of disinformation.  For instance, it was reported by one influential online media outlet Demerara Waves, that an operation by security forces was imminent on August 8th when this was not the case. This report led to an increase in tension and to extremists using that information to trigger damage to property and clashes between protesters and security forces in the early morning hours of August 10.  The same media outlet has published a blog posting calling for the mass murder of Guyanese citizens.  An internet radio has consistently fuelled race hate and misinformation. A list of supporters of the ruling party from the Linden area was circulated online in order to facilitate the targeting of these persons.  Fanning the flames of ethnic hostility and the promotion of racial hatred and conflict, are particularly reprehensible in a multi-ethnic society such as Guyana which has made steady progress over the years in overcoming the bitter legacy of racial antagonism which was sown in earlier times.
In the meantime, the Government of Guyana is determined to continue efforts to resolve the issues to the satisfaction of the citizens.  The Commission of Inquiry comprises eminent jurists from the English speaking Caribbean and Guyana.
However, the Government is deeply concerned about this new political environment and the conduct of the official parliamentary parties and fringe elements following the November 28 2011 elections. My government is cautioning that the situation in Guyana is precarious and is one that warrants close attention by our fellow Member States in the OAS. 
Permanent Mission of Guyana
to the Organization of American States
Washington, DC
August 22, 2012
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