27th February 2014

FOREIGN AFFAIRS
Government to Government arrangements (G2G) are made
between two states, so that the less developed one can
benefit from the technology and methods of the more
advanced one. Given the scale of projects now being
undertaken via these arrangements; the current high-level
State mission to China, with its key objective of deepening
the strategic ties; the long-promised and impending Public
Procurement & Disposal of Public Property law and our
recent G2G experience, this a critical issue to delve into.
These G2G arrangements have been controversial since their introduction to Trinidad & Tobago in the
1970s, during the ‘petro-dollar boom‘. The Central Tenders Board Act was amended in 1979 to
exclude both State Enterprises and G2G arrangements from what was seen as the heavy hand of
bureaucracy. In that period, the most memorable projects done via G2G were the Mount Hope
Medical Complex, the Twin Towers and the Hall of Justice. There were other projects, often shrouded
in allegations of corruption and improper practice. After strong protests, the then PM George
Chambers

appointed

the

late

Lennox

Ballah

to

enquire

into

the

entire

series

of

G2G

arrangements. The Ballah Report was published in March 1982 and it should be required reading for
those who are committed to national development. Chambers accounted for the petro-dollar by
reporting to a shocked nation that two out of every three dollars had been stolen or wasted. Most of
the G2G arrangements were stopped after that publication.
Yet these damaging arrangements have now re-emerged and what is more, there does not appear to
have been any fundamental improvement in our terms within the new agreements. Once again,
despite the clarity of the Ballah Report and its publication, we do not appear to have the capacity to
learn from our history. That is a fatal blind-spot in our society.
It is clear to me that G2G arrangements, as presently configured, are severely detrimental to our
national interest. Supporters of G2G would say that those arrangements allow a more rapid pace of
development at costs which can appear to be competitive.
The main criticisms of the existing arrangements are -

•
•
•
•
•

Sidelining of the elementary Tendering Process – the procurement process is effectively outsourced, since the
more powerful country has the right to select the contractor;
Limited, if any, role for Local Participation in terms of labour, professionals or contractors;
Weak or nonexistent contract controls, due to the disparity in power between the parties;
Serious drain on Foreign Exchange;
Lack of the promised Transfer of Technology.

The previous administration entered a high-profile
G2G arrangement with China to build the National
Academy of Performing Arts (NAPA) in POS and
San

Fernando

via

a

$100M

USD

loan.

The

fundamental injury this G2G did to the national
interest was that it ceded effective control of the
project to China, who exercised their rights by
awarding these two huge Design & Build contracts
to Shanghai Construction Group (SCG). The POS
NAPA was a highly-controversial project, executed
Shanghai Construction head, Michael Qing Zhang, centre,

via

UDECOTT,

with

Peter

Minshall

reportedly

with former PM Patrick Manning, right, and Calder Hart

stating that the buildings looked like ‘copulating

of UDeCOTT touring NAPA under construction.

slugs‘. Many allegations were made against local

designers, contractors and workers as the pressure mounted on the Manning administration.
We know that the design errors are legion at NAPA POS, arising mostly from the lack of consultation
with user groups and the public. The costs of sidelining a proper consultation process are high, so
this is a vital case-study of the heavy impact of those detrimental arrangements.

Strong protests were raised in the Parliament by the then opposition against the NAPA deal. Those
people are now in government, the previous administration having suffered a heavy electoral defeat
in what seemed to me to be a public rebuff at these kinds of arrangements.
But the real lesson for us here is the extent to which our national interest has been wounded in that
the ability to renegotiate appears to have been compromised. Just consider that the incoming PP
administration was obliged to ‘fall-into-step’ when expensive remedial works were required in 2011,
which was the second year since NAPA (POS) was opened. In September 2011, the State took
a further $210M loan from the Export-Import Bank of China to carry out remedial works at NAPA POS,
those works to be done by the original contractor, Shanghai Construction Group. The normal
procedure is for remedial works to be for the contractor’s account, but these G2G arrangements are
not normal. Having been sidelined by the original project, our local designers, engineers, bankers,
contractors and skilled trades-people were once again displaced by foreign interests.

What is worse, the original projected cost for NAPA (both POS & San Fernando) was said to be $100M
USD and it was later disclosed that NAPA POS cost $500M TTD, before the remedial works of $210M.
You see?

One would think that with the high cost of remedial works at NAPA POS having been revealed in
September 2011, the present administration would have been cautious in embracing these G2G
arrangements. But no, it did not
On Friday 2nd March 2012, the PM
turned the sod for the Couva Children’s
Hospital, to be built under a new series
of

G2G

The PM’s

arrangements

with

address contained

China.
a

clear

message as to the restoration of these
arrangements to acceptability -

“…This is the first in a series of
projects involving Government
to

Government

collaboration

which will yield tangible results
that will benefit Trinidad and
Tobago in a number of ways…”
Prime Minister Kamla Persad- Bissessar turning sod for Couva Hospital
That was the first direct, high-level statement by the Peoples Partnership administration on this
critical development issue. The contractor selected by China was the said Shanghai Construction
Group. But there was more.
In March 2013, Newsday reported that “…Government and the EXIM Bank of China yesterday signed
a $1.8 billion loan agreement for the construction of the children’s hospital and three national sports
facilities in Couva, and three multi-sports facilities in other parts of the country…”. Furthermore,
according to that report “…The contractor for the projects is the Shanghai Construction Group of
Companies, which Zhu said ‘is one of the best construction companies in China. We believe that
under Shanghai, the two projects will be completed on time with the quantity and quality of work
required of them guaranteed,’ he said…”. Clearly, SCG seems to be a highly-favoured firm of
contractors.
There are serious issues of the Public Interest being negotiated and compromised in these large-scale

and highly-secretive G2G arrangements. The JCC has repeatedly called for a complete re-examination
of these arrangements so that the critical issues of national development can be properly advanced.
The 42nd and 43rd recommendations of the Uff Report speak directly to these burning issues.

The new Public Procurement and Disposal of Public Property law must include for proper scrutiny of
these large-scale G2G arrangements. The government of the day has the right to enter into
arrangements with its diplomatic partners, there is no doubt as to that. These G2G arrangements
must be conducted in accordance with proper norms of transparency, accountability and
consultation, so that value for money can be achieved. Our country has a poor record in this area. We
must do better.

