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WELCOME
Matthew Aubry, Executive Director, ORG
Matthew Aubry expressed his excitement at the continued efforts to strengthen the sector following
the Civil Society Conclave held in February 2018 as civil society works to represent the vulnerable and
serve as a watchdog.
This workshop is well timed as he prepares to represents civil society at the United Nations. Locally,
nationally and regionally there is an appreciation of the sector’s role in the development agenda.
However, aside from that recognition, not much is done to support the sector to create meaningful
outcomes. Much of the current support is technical or funding support coming from development
agencies. If indeed civil society is essential to national growth and development, then more needs to
be done.
It is also important to consider the legal structure and standards that guide and define civil society and
create a supportive environment. Input from the sector on the draft civil society bill is critical to ensure
that the process of review is open, participatory and transparent and that the bill does not limit the
sector’s ability to create change. Ultimately, by working together, civil society organizations will
produce a powerful outcome.

SESSION I - INTRODUCTIONS, THE CSO DRAFT BILL
Facilitator: Dr. Anthony Hamilton, Vice President - Civil Society Bahamas (CSB)
Dr. Hamilton reminded participants that the process of drafting the civil society bill has been ongoing
for years and the need to work collaboratively is critical to a successful outcome. The partnership to
draft the bill began in 2012. Over the past several years of working on this bill, Civil Society Bahamas
(CSB) has had numerous productive meetings with the Office of the Attorney General as well as
established a cordial and productive relationship with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
In May 2018, the Caribbean Policy Development Centre (CPDC) awarded CSB a grant to support the
work of completing a draft bill. The drafting of the bill requires meaningful consultation that truly
represents the position of civil society (CS). Taking another look at the sector, for example, mapping, is
a part of that process. Today we will review recommendations that have been submitted in response to
the wide circulation of the draft bill.
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Internationally there are continuous calls for civil society to be recognized at the table. True
representative governance comes from a tripartite approach that includes government, civil society
and the private sector. Interaction between the three is necessary so that decisions include our
contribution.
We believe that the enactment of the bill will bring key benefits to the sector including but not limited
to relief from applicable taxes, duty exemptions; the provision of technical and financial support
including project funding and management; and greater recognition of civil society in sustainable
development. A lack of funding hinders the work of many civil society organizations (CSOs), the bill will
put the sector in a better position to attract the funding needed to accomplish development goals.
With regards to the incorporation process many CSOs are informally structured and that needs to be
tightened up. A formal structure legitimizes CS and reflects the accountability that is necessary to
support greater confidence in the sector. CSB is examining the various clusters in order to harness their
individual strengths and simplify the process for all.
It is important to bear in mind that as we work to have the bill passed there are regulations that need to
be in place as we drive the bill through Parliament. Very often regulations lag behind legislation which
leads to its own struggles so we want to be in a position to carry both forward.
This process is about leadership and we are all called to take responsibility. Many sacrifices have been
made to bring us to where we are today. Your presence here indicates your willingness to accept
responsibility also.

Participant Feedback
Consideration needs to be given to whether the average CSO will have the capacity to meet the
requirements to remain compliant and therefore benefit from applicable tax breaks and other
exemptions while at the same time fulfilling their mission. It was proposed and agreed that CSB should
offer a service to support those organizations who may not have the capacity to do both. We must think
in the wider context so that a burden is not inadvertently created for some organizations.
With reference to Clause 8 which requires CSOs to provide information for the registration process,
CSB will play a key role in supporting CSOs through the provision of a cadre of professionals who can
provide the necessary support and services to CSOs as is done by the Agape Foundation. Larger
organizations benefit from the systems and structures they have in place that promote donor
confidence. CSB is already thinking about a process to facilitate the necessary support to small,
medium and large CSOs going forward.
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With regards to incorporation, currently the process is a lengthy one. The bill needs to address this
issue so that a time is defined for the approval process. Provisional status should also be explored so
that organizations can begin their work while awaiting approval.
Templates are recommended to support smaller CSOs.
It was suggested that the corporate culture dominates regionally and has shifted the nature of
advocacy to the detriment of the work in some instances. The direction of advocacy and how it is
shaping up is significantly influenced by the technical requirements of accounting and compliance and
this ought be closely examined.
It was noted that the bill is trying to address three key things, 1. the business of operating a CSO; 2.
access to information and resources from government in order to meet a mandate; and 3. the impact
of CSOs on national development including the freedom to articulate challenges.
The lack of assessment of the quantifiable contribution of CS limits the recognition of its impact and by
extension government support of the sector.
Concerns were raised around government domination in a tripartite structure and the potential of the
government to dampen CS and reduce its impact. A counter position was expressed that this hinges
on leadership which either encourages or limits domination by any one partner. Further, while we have
our concerns regarding government, they in turn have their own concerns that CS is disparate and
ineffective.

Workshop participants in session
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BRIEF REMARKS - INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE VALUE OF REGULATORY
FRAMEWORK
Presenter: Michael Nelson, Chief of Operations and Acting Country Representative - IDB
There is an impressive diversity of voices within the local CS context. Understanding that CS is moving
towards legal regulation is an important step that needs to be carefully considered. The process takes
time and dedication and participants are congratulated for coming together to make this happen.
From the perspective of the IDB, regionally more is being required of CSOs including greater
accountability, professional standards and more disclosure of information. This is all happening within
the context of funding challenges. It is important therefore that assurance is given that standards are
being adhered to.
In terms of regulation, codes of ethics and certification programmes ensure that CSOs have the
legitimacy to operate and are able to deliver the level of service desired for the public. Regulation
should be seen as a mechanism that allows varying voices, some contrasting, to operate in a space
where they have access to the same information and are equally allowed to convey their messages
without partiality to any category. This is critical to having a civil society secretariat that can maintain its
legitimacy, transparency and accountability and still be able to perform the function of being an
interlocutor with the other sectors in the economy.
An effective secretariat should encourage the inclusion of youth, this is important for longevity.
Outreach and engagement of youth leaders is important. The University of The Bahamas and other
training agencies can inform the identification of appropriate individuals.
Perspectives from the region support patience as the dialogue required for this process is intensive.
The IDB can give recommendations but open dialogue is the critical component to strengthening the
sector. Gradual implementation is another key element observed regionally. The need for standards
and the mechanism to ensure that organizations are abiding by those standards and best practices is
very important. The ability of CSOs to meet compliance standards will take some time as they make the
necessary changes to satisfy new standards. Voluntary and mandatory adoption of standards and
practices is important to move the process forward.
The existence, or lack thereof, of other civil society secretariats in the region is a non-issue. What is
important is what is desired in The Bahamas given the local context. CS is at an important point in
development. While templates are easy to follow, the process needs to be internally driven in order to
make the necessary progress. Therefore, examining what is being done elsewhere and then creating a
local roadmap will be more beneficial approach.
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Understanding what the dynamics are, where the actors are, and mapping the sector, are good steps in
developing CS. Civil society is closer to the citizenry than the government which presents an immense
opportunity to drive mandates forward irrespective of ministerial changes.
The lack of data continues to be a challenge regionally. The IDB is working with governments to create
more open data standards. This, however, is not enough to create change; analysis, interpretation, and
visualization of data is critical. CS needs to have the ability to work with available data in order to
become stronger.
Participant Feedback
The International Labour Organization (ILO) is the oldest organization of its kind, older than the United
Nations. The ILO subscribes, in the democratic context, that there are three actors that should be at the
table when it comes to the matter of governance. We have a golden opportunity to show Bahamians,
and the wider region, what it means to have these three actors governing for the good of the citizens.
The historical context around the recognition of civil society involves the reformation of CARICOM. The
CARICOM Secretariat reformed itself so that civil society would have an opportunity to come to the
table. The revised Treaty of Chaguaramas supported specialized clusters around for example, social
and economic matters, with ministers expected to engage local civil society within the framework of
those clusters. In this way the input of civil society would be factored in the decision making process.
This has not happened, in large part because we as CS have not made it happen. We have an
opportunity now to do so.
It is important to remember that civil society existed long before it was recognized by government and
it is hoped that there will be a balance of power inherent in the legislation.
The hierarchical arrangement suggested by the secretariat model raises concerns around restrictive
hierarchical structures that can potentially limit freedom of information. It may be preferable to create a
structure that makes information more accessible to CSOs and from CSOs, rather than being reliant on
the government to share information that it may not want to share.
In the west, the influence of unions has eroded which speaks to the imperative to develop civil society
as an economically independent force.
A virtual space that supports regional communication between CSOs can be found at https://
wiconnect3.iadb.org/en/.
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Budgetary pressure to meet compliance standards must be considered as income generating
mechanisms are a must for CSOs. No organization can continue to operate if they have to spend the
majority of their budget trying to figure out how to stay in compliance.
IDB has a regional mandate to support civil society and would therefore be open to supporting
proposals to fund the gathering and
analysis of data. Within the IDB Bahamas
Country Strategy data collection is a
cross-cutting area throughout the report
and IDB would be happy to support
initiatives along those lines.
Feedback received in all consultative
fora will be considered as CSB goes
through the process of preparing its
three year strategic plan.

Michael Nelson presents on the value of a regulatory framework

SESSION II - FEEDBACK ON AMENDMENTS TO BILL RECEIVED TO DATE
Facilitator: Mark Palmer, Secretary - Civil Society Bahamas
The bill is drafted in seven parts and the suggested amendments are presented within this framework.
Family Island input will also be sought. Suggestions received on the draft bill will be reviewed and redrafted by the Governance Committee. Participants are invited to contact Mark Palmer if they have an
interest in serving on that committee. The committee includes a solid team of persons with previous
experience drafting bills as well as persons with legal expertise; others are invited to join.
While these proceedings will be summarized in a report, participants are asked to make their
comments directly on the draft bill (link will be sent by Mark Palmer) to facilitate a more efficient
process of capturing, consolidating and reviewing all feedback. CSB is interested in creating a special
unit to provide support to CSOs to meet emerging needs.
Part 1
Clause 2 - there is no definition of civil society. Note, Parts 5 and 6 do define civil society.
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The use of the word ‘charitable’ was questioned. It was suggested that ‘and development’ be included
after ‘charitable’. As well as acknowledgement of ‘profit for purpose’.
Consideration of inclusion of ‘values’.
Clause 3 - the bill is silent on actual standards that would be encouraged and that CSOs would be
required to adhere to.
There is potential for duplication of regulation related to non-profits as there are existing regulations.
Will existing nonprofits be ‘grandfathered in’ under the new bill. An audit of all legislation that impacts
CSOs needs to be repeated to inform this process further. Formal legal opinion is needed.
Part 2 - Deals with the mission of CSOs
Clause 4 - The language should be expanded to include the promotion of inclusion and equality. The
matter of language and faith-based institutions has to be addressed. Faith-based institutions are not
excluded in the bill. Non-christian denominations must also be considered in our assessments.
The definition of CSO is critical, wording that is more inclusive is requested so that all iterations within
the local context fit. Issues regarding redundancy should not be the major concern here as the
language needs to be extensive enough to indicate the inclusion of all variations.
Clause 5 - CSO attributes could be dealt with in a schedule and removed from the body of the bill.
Another suggestion is that it should be retained in the body due to its significance as many may not
read a separate schedule.
Clause 5 - The attributes of a CSO are too specific. Suggested to include the phrase ‘includes but is not
limited to’. We want be specific enough to prevent fraudulent CSOs.
Clause 5 - It is problematic to have an attribute that allows CSOs to distribute surpluses. Suggested
stop after ‘purposes’. Profits should not be redistributed.
Clause 7 - Registrar. A clause should be added to define the roles of the registrar and deputy registrar.
There should not be a separate registry for CSOs, different from the current process for NGOs through
the Registrar General.
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Clause 8 - CSO Registration - There is no code of governance. The issues of accountability and
standards should be looked at separately and a determination made regarding how it should be dealt
with in the bill - perhaps within a separate schedule.
The bill should not restrict anyone, for example, someone with a police record from starting a CSO. We
do not want to discourage persons from forming a CSO. While guidelines are necessary, the basic
three requirements for forming a business can serve as a guideline. Once a CSO is formed they should
be required to remain in compliance with minimum standards.
The law should speak to the minimum standard of regulation. A board of directors should be
mandated but the requirements for eligibility to serve on a board should not be restrictive. CSB will
provide support in this area through a database of potential board members.
Organizations working with vulnerable groups need to be considered and appropriately overseen, not
necessarily within this bill. Differentiation is to be made between what is covered in the law and what is
required by standards dictated by a governing body or organization.
The presence of standards gives the entire CS body greater legitimacy and imparts greater confidence
in the public as they interact with CSOs. A happy medium should be sought that is not exclusionary but
still upholds a minimum standard that encourages confidence in the sector.
Clause 9 - Registration of CSOs - recommendation that greater accountability is included in the bill for
the processing of new registrants. It was suggested that 14 business days is reasonable as it is inline
with the current laws related to business licenses. The law allows applicants to operate ‘provisionally’ if
a response to their application is not received within 14 business days.
The appeals process through the Supreme Court is not reasonable and legal advice is warranted here
for more attainable steps to arbitrate any issues. Perhaps rejected CSOs should address the
Ombudsman (bill already tabled) for appeal. The process through the appeals court is costly and
restrictive.
The Junior Bar Committee, a network of approximately 190 attorneys, can support CSOs pro bono.
Small CSOs that need assistance would be required only to pay filing fees which reduces the
significant registration costs generally associated with using traditional legal services.
The bill will be drafted by the Attorney General’s office and will be coached in standard legal language.
It therefore becomes the responsibility of CSB to engage the sector with the required education so that
awareness and clarity are assured.
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Clause 11 - The language of ‘eligible and entitled’, ‘privileges and rights’ related to non-registered
CSOs should be specified so that they are never excluded from information, though there will be some
elements, such as tax and duty exemptions, that non-registered CSOs would not be able to access. This
must be looked at further with the appropriate legal guidance and within the context of the
Constitution. The Bill is intended to enable not restrict. There should be no room for discrimination.
Clause 12 - Suspension of CSOs. A recommendation was made that there be a requirement to report
with failure to report be a reason for suspension. It was suggested that a set date be established as a
deadline for submission of reports (annual report and financials). A reporting template (through the
Registrar General or CSB/governing authority (latter preferred) should guide reporting).
Part 4
Clause 17 - The minister may limit access to government. It was suggested that if the tripartite
arrangement is functioning and the leadership of civil society is effective, the opportunity for the
minister to limit access is ameliorated. Potential for abuse exists and at the minimum a whistle blowers
act is recommended.
Clause 17 - The minister’s role is too wide. Control can be actioned by a lack of action.
Suggested that an independent body be established. Matter to be informed by legal opinion.
Clause 18 - Role and function of the secretariat is insufficiently defined. The bill should guard against
ministerial control. While a ministry has to have carriage of the act, the secretariat, or CSB, should be
able to function autonomously.
Any objection to the recommendations (#8) limiting the minster’s to that which is listed in clause 17.6
and 17.7(?) - to be informed by legal opinion.
It was questioned whether a minister and a
secretariat are needed. The secretariat is
intended to be an apex body that can
interact with a civil society apex body to
maximize access to the resources resident
in government.
Part 5
Clause 21 - Appeals Court is restrictive
(time and money). Is there a mechanism for
Mark Palmer presents amendments to draft bill
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CSOs that need to appeal a matter to do so through the apex body? Will the CS authority retain legal
council which represents members on applicable matters that are rightly dealt with by the apex body
and not the individual organization?
Clause 25 - BCSU - the establishment of this umbrella body of CSOs with which the secretariat would
liaise directly. There is a concern that the BCSU is written into the law and therefore becomes quasigovernmental. The initial intention was to force the government to recognize an apex body of CS,
however, this may be a red flag. Legal opinion to be sought on the matter.
Clause 29 - Function of BCSU as the competent authority can be used by government to restrict access
of CSOs to information and dialogue. Much care is warranted here.
Irrespective of internal discussions, at the Cabinet level, the government will be looking at issues
related to control.
Ignorance within CS has contributed to a lack of engagement by government and reduced influence of
the sector.
Would this apex body (BCSU) provide accreditation to non-registered CSOs? Caution is warranted
around the potential for the legislation’s structure to facilitate government control of civil society.
Data and ICT should be addressed in the bill. Comments to be formalized and noted on the draft.

SESSION III - BREAKOUT GROUP 1 - CREATIVE WAYS TO MEET FINANCIAL COMPLIANCE OF THE
BILLS
Facilitator: Mark Palmer, Secretary - Civil Society Bahamas
This session was omitted due to time constraints.

SESSION III - BREAKOUT GROUP 2 - DEVELOPING AN ACTION PLAN FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION
OF THE SDGs
Facilitator: Matt Aubry, Executive Director, ORG
This session was omitted due to time constraints.
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SESSION IV - REPORT BACK, WRAP UP AND NEXT STEPS
This session was omitted due to time constraints.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Civil society has many dedicated activists and there is much recognition of the sector’s potential,
however its disorganized nature is also recognized. Collaboration among CSOs is essential in order for
meaningful progress to be made.
As consultations continue, participants are again encouraged to make comments directly on the draft
bill. Another round of consultations will be held following the Governance Committee’s review of
feedback and recommendations.
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II. PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS

ORGANIZATION

NAME OF
REPRESENTATIVE

EMAIL

PHONE

Active Citizenry Bahamas
(ABC)

Faye R. Bascom

fayerebascom@gmail.com

557-0573

Agape Foundation / CSB

Mark Palmer

markalexpalmer@gmail.com

465-6763

(The) Bahamas AIDS
Foundation

Carlyne SmithMcKenzie

carlynesmith@outlook.com

424-0099

(The) Bahamas Crisis Centre

Glendina Joseph

bahamascrisiscentre@gmail.com

328-0922

(The) Bahamas Crisis Centre

Rosemarie Olander

rosemarieolander@yhaoo.com

328-0922 /
426-9929

Bahamas National Trust

Catherine Pinder

cpinder@bnt.bs

376-9055 /
393-1317

Bahamas Sexual Health and
Rights Association
(BASHRA)

Kevon Lightbourne

kevonlightbourne@gmail.com

424-4380

Bahamian 2 Bahamian

Alesha Hart

aleshaehart@gmail.com

466-3305

BUYDC

Prodesta Moore

prodestamoore@yahoo.com

601-8532 /
465-1111

CAFRA

Erin Greene

erinlvgreene@gmail.com

455-7242

Civil Society Bahamas

Anthony Hamilton

aknhlaw@yahoo.com

429-4760

Civil Society Bahamas

Marilyn T. Zonicle

marilynzonicle@gmail.com

468-9645

First Fruits After School
Connection

Lydia Armaly

larmaly@hotmail.com

361-3273 /
357-5903

Inter-American
Development Bank

Michael Nelson

mnelson@iadb.com

396-7803

National Organization of
Women’s Associations in
The Bahamas / CSB

Wendy Patricia
Morley

wbdesk@hotmail.com

466-9779

One Eleuthera Foundation

Elizabeth Mackay

mackayliza@gmail.com

557-9567

Organization for
Responsible Governance
(ORG)

Matthew Aubry

maubry@orgbahamas.com

477-3134
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Organization for
Responsible Governance
(ORG)

Robin Lightbourne

rlightbourne@orgbahamas.com

434-1135

Our Carmichael / We
March

Ranard Henfield

ranard242@me.com

376-9685

Smart and Strong Sisterhood Stacey Moultrie
(SASS)

smoultrie@hdwells.com

557-9416

The DMARCO Organization

alexusdmarco@gmail.com

456-9413

tucbahamas@gmail.com

328-8973

mbrooksj@hotmail.com

427-6559

Alexus D’Marco

Trade Union Congress / CSB Richard Johnson Sr.
-

Marjorie BrooksJones
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