
NGO Statement on Recent Loitering Prosecutions of Youth 

Released 10 November 2010 

Local NGOs, youth advocates say sensationalised loitering arrests of young  

GLBT people make the problem worse, and Government must help with solutions 

Two local NGOs, the Coalition Advocating for Inclusion of Sexual Orientation (CAISO) and the Family Planning 
Association of Trinidad & Tobago (FPATT) have taken a keen interest in what they fear is a pattern of targeted 
enforcement by the police service of the 1921 loitering law (section 45(c) of the Summary Offences Act). The targets, 
they believe, are young gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender (GLBT) people whom they say are already pushed out of 
jobs and housing and family and into the streets by discrimination and abuse. They are calling for solutions instead of 
arrests. The media gave coverage to thirteen loitering arrests of young people reported to be “drag queens” and 
“crossdressers” over the past week. 

“Sensationalistic media coverage of these charges, enabled by police communication of details of the arrests, further 
endangers these young people,” said Dona DaCosta Martinez, FPATT Executive Director. “Here’s a case of a defendant 
whose offence carries a $200 fine and who gets rapped on the knuckles and has the charges dismissed by the Magistrate, 
but ends up with a big colour picture, name and residence, and a dramatic half-page story that does far more damage than 
the arrest. She’s lucky if she isn’t then pushed out of her home and forced to loiter.” 

CAISO Steering Committee member Ashily Dior notes that there is a long history of specific police officers targeting 
gender-variant persons for harassment. In October 26 testimony in Washington DC before the InterAmerican Commission 
on Human Rights (a body of the Organization of American States), Dior, an advocate on transgender issues, shared stories 
the NGO documented at a September 11 public session in Woodbrook of patterns of victimization of transgender persons 
by police officers. These human rights abuses, victims reported, ranged from breaking up their makeup cases, and taunting 
them about their looks and gender, to beatings, abduction, sodomy, forcing them to have sex with each other and to do 
push-ups with a brick on the back. The petitioners at the international human rights hearing, NGOs from Barbados, 
Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad & Tobago, presented a 72-page report detailing the situation of GLBT people in the 
region. 

Colin Robinson, another CAISO leader added, “We need a public policy response that is about reconnecting vulnerable 
and stigmatized young people like this to the system and to services and to care and to support. Criminalizing them for 
being homeless or jobless only reinforces their inability to get out of the places where they are supposedly loitering. 
Arresting and charging them makes them less likely to find safe shelter, less likely to qualify for a job in the formal 
economy.” Based on the cases of a number of the young defendants, CAISO had previously appealed for solutions to 
homelessness among GLBT young people in an advocacy document the NGO shared with all parties during the general 
election campaign, and the group raised the issue again in a July meeting with Planning and Gender Minister King. 
Leaders of the organization have also appealed to the Social Work Association to help craft such solutions, and to 
intervene wherever its members can provide case-by-case solutions. 

“When the neighbours want to complain about young people loitering, perhaps they should call NGOs or social services 
or one of our youth programmes, instead of the police,” suggested Luke Sinnette, a social worker who has tried to help a 
number of the young people arrested, attended their court appearance, and helped them move to new housing after having 
their names appear in the media Tuesday. “Or the police can call us when the neighbours call them. What people who 
appear to be loitering need is not the application of a 1920s law that criminalizes “fortunetelling” in the next section. 
Instead of arrests on the eve of a long weekend that guarantee young people spend four nights in a cell, we could go in, in 
partnership with the police, with social workers, with services, with options. It will take longer. But which approach we 
choose speaks to the kind of country we want to build.” 

Youth organizers who work with both NGOs are seizing on the arrests as an opportunity to get Government action on the 
issue. “I can’t think of a better moment for young people and NGOs and Government to sit down and talk about solutions 
for young people,” said Brandon O’Brien, a 20-year-old who participated in the meeting with Minister King to raise how 
homophobia affects non-GLBT young people as well. “If you have nowhere to go, the only lesson a loitering arrest 
teaches you is that your Government’s agents aren’t going to help you get anywhere. As young people, we will be writing 
our representatives this week. We have to find solutions together.” 
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