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Madam Chair, Secretariat Officials, Fellow Delegates: On behalf of The Bahamas Delegation, I commend the Government of Guatemala for its hosting of this Third Meeting of National Authorities on Trafficking in Persons, and for the kind courtesies that have been extended to us. Let me also express our appreciation to the OAS Secretariat, for its effectiveness in putting in place the organizational and administrative arrangements required for the successful outcome of this meeting. 

The Bahamas Delegation’s participation in this Meeting is to make a strong and unequivocal statement. It is that our country is committed to preventing and punishing the systematic violation of the human rights of women, men and children, by individuals and organized criminal groups that traffic in persons.  

The Bahamas supports the rationale of placing hemispheric action in the frame of reference provided by the 2010-2012 Work Plan. In our view, this broad Plan effectively covers the range of issues set out in the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. The Protocol is a widely accepted international instrument. We contribute to implementation of the standards the Protocol sets by contributing to the implementation of the Work Plan.  

The Bahamas Parliament adopted the 2008 Trafficking in Persons (Prevention and Suppression) Act, the same year it ratified the Protocol. The Act is a comprehensive piece of legislation and adopts the Protocol’s extensive definition of “trafficking in persons” and the standards it has set.  

Noteworthy action has been taken by The Bahamas under its TIP Act and in accord with the Work Plan, to define more specifically policies, goals and objectives, and to re-orient the country’s approach to trafficking in persons. This approach is focussed on more targeted training and capacity building, a more proactive approach to victim identification, the promotion of universally recognized human rights, the increased effectiveness of mechanisms and procedures, public awareness raising and international cooperation. Overall, its emphasis is on linking the action being taken into a coherent whole, and to follow through in sustained manner to achieve practical results. I wish now report on various aspects of our work to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons.  

The Bahamas recently updated its legislation to broaden the scope of the law to protect victims and potential victims of trafficking in persons, and to prosecute traffickers. The Criminal Evidence (Witness Anonymity) Act 2011 includes as “qualifying offences” crime committed under the TIP Act. The Criminal Procedure Code (Amendment) Act, 2011 allows the court to receive relevant representation from victims under the TIP Act  before handing down sentence. The Justice Protection Act makes it possible for trafficking victim to access the country’s Witness Protection Programme. 
The Inter-Ministry Committee on Trafficking in Persons was established in November 2011. This TIP Committee now coordinates the work of relevant Government entities and makes policy recommendations to Government to strengthen national initiatives and international cooperation to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking in persons. The Committee, a multi-disciplinary body, is comprised of Senior Officials in decision-making positions in relevant Ministries/Agencies. 

The Bahamas also established a Trafficking in Persons Task Force. This is an operational body, which is to take charge of trafficking in person matters, from the identification of victim, to prosecution of an alleged trafficker. The establishment of this Task Force was recommended to the Government by the TIP Committee.

Specialized counter-trafficking units are operating in several Ministries/Agencies of Government. These include the Specialized Team of Prosecutors for Trafficking in Persons Matters in the Office of the Attorney General and Ministry of Legal Affairs. The Unit works closely with the TIP Task Force in order to appropriately prepare for the successful prosecution of an alleged trafficker(s).  

The Royal Bahamas Police Force’s Sexual Offences Unit has extended its capacity to deal with victims and potential victims of trafficking for the exploitation of the prostitution of others. It is supported by a Specialized Team of Prosecutors in the Office of the Attorney of the Attorney General and Ministry of Legal Affairs.

Particular emphasis has been placed on training and capacity building, especially in the area of victim identification. Initiatives have been taken to ensure that persons in places victims are most likely to be identified, for example, in hospitals and in migratory flows, or by NGOs and faith based and other civil society organizations are trained to recognize and interview victims.

Recruit Trafficking in Persons Awareness Training has been introduced into the curriculum of the Royal Bahamas Defence Force, The Bahamas primary border patrol organization. The overarching purpose of this training is to ensure an appropriate response if victims or potential victims of trafficking in persons are encountered in illegal migratory flows. Illegal migration is in fact a long-standing problem for The Bahamas, and one that can and does create confusion between trafficking in persons and migrant smuggling. Trafficking in persons training is being reviewed in respect of all the security forces. 

Given the special role that NGOs can play in areas from victim identification to victim assistance, including the provision of shelter and legal assistance, special efforts have been made to ensure their input in trafficking in persons mechanisms and processes. NGOs are represented within the TIP Task Force membership, and are invited to participate in the work of the TIP Committee. 

Enlisting the support of civil society and the media in counter-trafficking activities is among the Government’s priorities. Action taken in this area includes a TIP Public Forum, radio and television interviews and discussions, and an exchange of views with the diplomatic and consular corps in The Bahamas.

Government has also co-sponsored, together with UN GIFT and Wendy’s Bahamas Restaurants an important project to raise awareness of trafficking in persons. The Project produced Tray Liners that explained and warned of the dangers of trafficking in persons for use in Wendy’s restaurants.

National boundaries are not considered barriers to those that traffic in persons. The Bahamas has therefore taken the initiative to link its national efforts with regional and international efforts, and to cooperate bilaterally for these proposes. In that regard, we were pleased that trafficking in persons was on the agenda of the Association of Caribbean Commissioners of Police, under the Presidency of the Commissioner of Police of The Bahamas, and of the Regional Peace Conference co-sponsored by The Bahamas Crisis Centre on “Peace at Home, Peace in our Community-Creating Partnerships and Solutions to Transform our Homes and Communities”. 

The Bahamas also continues to contribute to the monitoring and assessment by United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and other international bodies including the Organization of American States, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, the Special Rapporteur on Trafficking in Persons, and the Inter-American Women’s Commission of the global situation of trafficking in persons, by regularly providing information they request. 

At the bilateral level, The Bahamas is especially appreciative for the extensive cooperation it has received from the United States Government, particularly in the area of capacity building. Notable among these initiatives has been a “Whole of System Training” conducted by Southern Florida United States Attorney’s Prosecutors and Customs and Immigration Enforcement Investigators for 74 participants representing Government Ministries and Agencies, Non-Governmental and Faith-based organizations and other civil society representatives. 

The Bahamas was pleased to welcome a representative from the Turks and Caicos Islands to this training, which was followed up by a Study Tour/Training Exercise in Miami Florida. That exercise permitted an exchange with a range of United States governmental and non-governmental organizations on best practices to counter trafficking in persons. 

There are no easy solutions to tough issues of trafficking in persons, but we have committed to ensuring that these critical issues are not regulated to business as usual. We have made considerable progress, especially in establishing the legal, organizational and administrative foundations to counter trafficking in persons. 

Our essential next phase is now in progress, that is, the setting down of the action we are taking in a National Action Plan to Counter Trafficking in Persons, and producing Protocols, Guidelines, and for law enforcement officers, and culturally relevant information for the public generally that take into account the possible manifestations of trafficking in the country, including potential issues of trafficking in persons. 

Our TIP Act has yet to be tested in Court, but our current proactive approach positions us to search out and protect victims, and prosecute those that profit handsomely from a modern day form of slavery. We want to ensure, in particular, that The Bahamas initiatives are sustainable and that they yield results, and above all that the country becomes a seriously hostile place for those that traffic in human misery. 

I thank you, Madam Chair.
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