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T&T NGOs request first OAS thematic human rights hearing in 15  
years, asking for a stronger Equal Opportunity Act and Commission 

 
For the first time 1999, citizens of Trinidad and Tobago will exercise the right to engage with 
their Government before the InterAmerican Commission on Human Rights (IAHCR), an 
autonomous organ of the Organization of American States (OAS) with a mission to promote 
and protect human rights in the American hemisphere. As a signatory to the OAS charter, 
Trinidad and Tobago is subject to the jurisdiction of the IAHCR, and any legally recognized 
entity in an OAS member-state may request a hearing on the human rights situation in the 
country during the IACHR’s periodic sessions. 
 
During the 154th session, currently underway, at a thematic hearing requested by four T&T 
NGOs working in gender, culture and health, they and the Government are both expected to 
give testimony about “Human Rights and the Equal Opportunity Act [EOA] & Commission 
[EOC] in Trinidad & Tobago”. The hearing, on Friday March 20 from 9:00 to 10:00 am,1 is 
open to media, and takes place in the Padilha Vidal Room at the OAS General Secretariat Bldg., 
1889 F St. NW, Washington DC. There is expected to be a video livestream of the hearing from 
a weblink on the IACHR’s website http://www.livestream.com/OASEnglish, and a recording 
will be archived on the site: www.iachr.org. 
 
The Women’s Institute for Alternative Development (WINAD); the.art.IS, a team of young 
people using spoken word and other artforms to raise awareness of human rights; the HIV 
support group Community Action Resource; and CAISO, the national LGBTI advocacy group 
have two goals for the hearing. They want to launch a discussion between “rightsbearers” in 
Trinidad & Tobago and “dutybearers”—those responsible for enforcing, monitoring or 
promoting human rights at the national and international level—about the critical need to 
strengthen the machinery of human rights protection in Trinidad and Tobago. They believe the 
Equal Opportunity Act and Commission offer untapped potential to strengthen respect for 
human rights in T&T. They will ask the state to initiate steps to accredit the EOC as a national 
human rights institution, and to begin the national human rights education campaign it promised 
the United Nations in 2011 that it would undertake. Cydelle Crosby the.art.IS will deliver her 
testimony as a spoken-word performance. 
 
The petitioners will also press the issue of why the EOA has not yet been amended by the T&T 
Parliament to add age, HIV status and sexual orientation to its protections, despite 
recommendations to this effect by multiple human rights bodies. Over the 14 years since its 

                                                
1 http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/sessions/docs/Calendario-154-audiencias-en.pdf 



 

passage, almost every United Nations review of T&T’s compliance with obligations we have 
undertaken in signing human rights instruments has repeated these recommendations 
(International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights review in 2000; Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination of All forms against Women in 2001; International Covenant on 
Economic, Social & Cultural Rights in  2002; Universal Periodic Review in 2011). The EOC 
itself has done so, in 2014 and 2011, exercising its mandate from Parliament to keep the EOA 
undet review. 
 
The NGOs plan to continue and expand the conversation about rights and how they are realized 
when they return home. 
 
The EOA was enacted in 2000. A landmark piece of Caribbean legislation, among other 
provisions, it outlaws discrimination on the basis of sex, race, ethnicity, religion, origin, marital 
status and disability in employment, education, and provision of accommodation, goods and 
services—whether by private or state actors. The EOA established the EOC to promote equality 
of opportunity, among other means through research, education and legislative proposals, and 
with authority to conciliate complaints; and an Equal Opportunity Tribunal with the power of a 
court to adjudicate cases referred to it by the EOC, make declarations and award compensation. 
President Carmona appointed a new group of EOC Commissioners in October 2014. Attorney 
Lynette Seebaran Suite chairs the body. The IACHR consists of seven commissioners elected by 
the OAS General Assembly. The chair is Trinidad & Tobago’s Rosemarie Belle Antoine, dean of 
the Faculty of Law at the University of the West Indies at St. Augustine, and there is one other 
Caribbean member, outgoing chair Tracy Robinson, a legal academic from Jamaica. 
 
“The fact we’re at the InterAmerican Commission isn’t accidental,” said Colin Robinson, who 
will anchor the NGO team at the hearing. “Especially in small island developing societies with 
colonial histories, minority groups are very vulnerable to rights abuses. Getting Government to 
dialogue or take action on strengthening rights protection has been frustrating for many of us. 
They feel no urgency. We hope getting the IACHR involved will help. That’s precisely why 
human rights bodies like this exist. And they’re the only one of several our Government allows 
citizens to go to.” 
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