
 

 

A Case for a Standardized Public Consultation Process for New Legislation 

and Development Projects in The Bahamas 

 

The Critical Importance of Public Consultation in Policy Making 

Despite a global and regional movement toward open and more inclusive governance, subsequent governments 

of The Bahamas have not established a regular process, practice or culture of seeking meaningful input from the 

public on legislation, policy, development and spending.  We, as a group of civil society and private industry 

organizations, recognize that there is a significant opportunity to strengthen the democracy of The Bahamas and 

improve the inclusiveness and effectiveness of our policymaking by adopting a standardized open process of 

public consultation.  

In most modern democracies, public consultation is regarded as an important part of the policymaking process, 

and it is used to provide people from every sector of society with the opportunity to participate in the work of 

governance. The value of engaging the citizenry in consultation on legislation, policymaking and new 

developments using public funds and other resources has been shown globally to positively impact both 

governance, by increasing accountability and efficiency in policymaking, and civic participation while resulting in 

more inclusive laws and policies.    

The functional benefits of public consultation include: 

● Allowing governments to tap into the widest source of information and more nuanced perspectives  

based on lived experiences which improves the quality of the decision-making process and the outcome 

● Alerting policymakers to any concerns and issues not previously identified through existing evidence or 

research 

● Helping to monitor existing policy and guide decisions regarding changes and alternatives 

Public consultation is recognized, worldwide, as critical to good governance. Many governments and treaty 

bodies promote the practice of engaging the public in decision-making processes. The United Kingdom’s 2016 

cabinet consultation policy, for example, states:  

“Public consultation is not simply about more open government. It is about making policies more 

strategic and effective by listening and taking onboard the views of the public and interested groups. 

Public consultation should promote a two-way communication process, in which all parties listen and 

contribute views, information and ideas, in a process of critical reflection and dialogue. Both provide 

opportunities for genuine listening, respectful of all views and opinions”1.  

It further holds that “Consultation should occur when policies can be influenced and views provided are able to 

be used to inform decisions.” This is directly related to the first in its list of guidelines—a realistic timeline. There 

must be sufficient time for members of the public to access the relevant information and meaningfully 

participate in the process. To facilitate the participation of the public, information must be clear and concise, 

and the questions posed need to be clear and direct. This information needs to be widely disseminated, including 

but not limited to digital methods. It is equally important to prepare the public for participation by making the 

expectations clear. This may include encouraging brevity, prioritizing issues of personal importance, providing 

evidence where relevant and possible, making submissions as early as possible, and noting their own affiliations.  

 
1 https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/public-consultations 



 

 

Public Consultation in the Caribbean 

Public consultation in the Caribbean has taken various shapes, often depending on the nature of the issue, 

stakeholders, timeframe, and political will.  

Barbados 

In May 2021, the cabinet in Barbados announced the formation of the Republican Status Transition Advisory 

Committee2. The Committee was charged with reviewing previous work on the subject, producing a final report 

by September 2021, reviewing the honors system, and organizing public engagement. It was also assigned the 

duty of including youth and the diaspora in discussions on rights and responsibilities. It was stated that the 

general public would have the opportunity to meet with the Committee and submit ideas. Submissions were 

accepted via email and regular posted mail, and audio and video submissions of up to 10 minutes were 

accepted3. A virtual public consultation event on the proposed charter of Barbados—shared on the Barbados 

Government Information Service website4—was held on October 2, 2021 and live-streamed on Facebook5.  

Barbados Government Information Service produced an audio series, Road to the Republic6, with seven episodes 

on various subtopics including the charter, national emblems, and the presidency. As is often the case, these 

resources and opportunities to engage only became available in the two months before Barbados was set to 

become a republic. Engagement was also heavily dependent on social media, limiting participation to people 

with internet access. Advocates stressed that more time for public consultation and use of more familiar 

engagement methods such as townhall meetings would have been beneficial. It is noted that the COVID-19 

pandemic made it difficult to organize such events, and it is necessary for governments to be innovative in its 

solutions to the issues of public health concerns and the necessary measures taken to mitigate them and the 

exclusion of people who do not have internet access and/or are not social media users.  

Jamaica 

Over more than a decade, Jamaica has had public discussion on the decriminalization of abortion. In 2010, at 

the first island-wide consultation on abortion, then Minister of Health Hon. Rudyard Spencer encouraged 

members of the public to participate in the process in order to inform the decisions made by the Joint Select 

Committee of the Houses of Parliament7. Two additional consultations were planned for January and February, 

and it was expected that recommendations would be made in the same calendar year.  

In 2016, The National Family Planning Board - Sexual Health Agency reported8 that it held 13 public consultations, 

attracting 517 participants, toward the development of a Sexual and Reproductive Health Policy. This exercise 

focused on sexual and reproductive health and rights for adolescents, the definition of rape and marital rape, 

termination of pregnancy/abortion, and anal sex/the buggery laws. This demonstrated the utility of grouping 

related issues, accessing a wider participation base, and enabling the engagement of people who may not 

otherwise contribute on specific issues such as abortion. 

 
2 https://gisbarbados.gov.bb/blog/republican-status-transition-advisory-committee/ 
3 https://gisbarbados.gov.bb/blog/public-invited-to-recommend-constitutional-amendments/ 
4 https://gisbarbados.gov.bb/download/proposed-charter-of-barbados 
5 
https://www.facebook.com/profile/100064692763642/search/?q=Republican%20Status%20Transition%20Advisory%20Com
mittee%20 
6 https://soundcloud.com/gisbarbados/sets/road-to-the-republic 
7 https://jis.gov.jm/public-urged-to-participate-in-abortion-consultations/ 
8 http://jnfpb.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SRH-Policy-Public-Consultations-Report-December-6-2017.pdf 



 

 

Later, the Abortion Policy Review Advisory was formed and, along with its report, submitted a letter9 in 2017 to 

then Minister of Health Hon. Horace Dalley in which it noted that such matters “should be presented to the 

public for consultation before a final decision.” The group provided documents to facilitate this process and 

added that officers within the Ministry of Health indicated that funding had been identified for this purpose. In 

addition to the group’s review of existing laws in the region and across the globe, it obtained information through 

a public opinion survey and focus group discussions. Through the survey, the group found that use of different 

terms with the same meaning affected the responses. It is critical, during public consultation processes, that 

analysis of this kind occurs, is ongoing, and informs future iterations. 

In the mid-2000s, Jamaica embarked on its national development planning process which produced Vision 2030 

Jamaica10. In Appendix 1 of the plan, it is stated: 

“To ensure the successful preparation, implementation and ownership of a national plan which reflects 
the dreams and aspirations of every Jamaican, we facilitated a process which ensured a high degree of 
consensus and the participation of a wide cross-section of the society.” 

 
The guiding principles of Vision 2030 Jamaica are partnership, transparency and accountability, 
transformational leadership, equity, sustainable urban and rural development, sustainability (economic, social, 
environmental), and social cohesion. The four national goals, depicted in the plan as overlapping circles, are: 
1. Jamaicans are empowered to achieve their fullest potential. 
2. The Jamaican society is secure, cohesive and just. 
3. Jamaica’s economy is prosperous. 
4. Jamaica has a healthy natural environment.   
 
Several bodies were engaged in the process. The Plan Advisory Group, comprised of leaders from various fields 
in the private sector and civil society, was formed. Members of this group also served as co-chairs of the 31 
task forces—each having approximately 20 members—that were established. The task forces were in areas 
including agriculture, tourism, creative industries and sports, energy, labor market and productivity, health, 
social welfare and vulnerable groups, poverty reduction/eradication, urban and regional planning, and 
governance. Cross-cutting issues identified included governance, trade, labor market, technology, gender, and 
climate change. The task forces were each responsible for developing sectoral plans with SWOT analyses, 
vision statements, strategic frameworks, and action plans based on inputs from government agencies, private 
sector entities, and civil society. Task forces held meetings to generate ideas and hosted workshops with 
experts who were not already members.  
 
The process for the development of Vision 2030 Jamaica included communicating the plan tot he public. A 
communication strategy was developed to ensure the public was informed about the plan and had 
opportunities to offer input and participate in dialogue. It included the public launch of the process, an update 
to the Planning Institute of Jamaica’s website, production of print and digital media, and 84 in-person 
presentations and consultations for special interest groups and the public in addition to sessions with high 
schools.  
 
In addition to the plan for collecting input and informing the public of the process and its outcomes, the 
methodology for the formulation of the plan had a results-based management approach. In deciding on the 
vision, goals, and outcomes, the criteria included “Interest and Demand of the Society.” Three secondary 
sources, including the report on the Planning Institute of Jamaica’s Dialogue for Development, were used to 
identify the main concerns of the public. 

 
9 https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/read/41603982/abortion-policy-review-advisory-group-final-reportpdf-houses-of- 
10 https://www.pioj.gov.jm/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Vision-2030-Jamaica-NDP-Full-No-Cover-web.pdf 



 

 

 
In its national development planning process, Jamaica made use of consultative processes, expert groups, and 
secondary sources to ensure that the views of the public were integrated. Going further, it used public 
concerns as a metric in its evaluation process. In this way, public consultation was not merely a step in a 
process, but used as a tool to both develop and measure the plan, ensuring that public interest would be a 
consideration throughout the implementation process.  
 
Trinidad & Tobago 

In Trinidad & Tobago, the legal age to consent to sex was raised from 16 to 18 in 2012 when the Children’s Act 

was passed. There were other laws that had to be harmonized, but child marriage remained legal. Parents could 

enter their children into marriage when they were as young as 12 years old. The minimum age for marriage was 

set by multiple laws according to religion including Muslim, Hindu, Orisa, and Christian. Multiple groups 

mobilized to eradicate child marriage. They included Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action 

(CAFRA), Coalition Advocating for Inclusion of Sexual Orientation (CAISO), Mamatoto Resource and Birth Center, 

and Network of NGOs of Trinidad and Tobago for the Advancement of Women which made a submission to the 

government.  

In October 2016, University of the West Indies St. Augustine campus hosted a public forum11 with speakers from 

the Family Planning Association of T&T, Hindu Women’s Organization, and feminist organizations WOMANTRA. 

In addition, the Hindu Women’s Organization petitioned parliament, consulted Hindu, Muslim, Orisa, and 

Christian leaders, and held public forums and meetings with stakeholders. This prompted the government to 

organize its own public forums, thereby raising public awareness.  

In June 2017, the necessary reform took place to abolish child marriage. This makes clear the power of 

nongovernmental organizations and communities that have constituencies and have the ability and willingness 

to collaborate, conducting their own public consultation processes in the absence of coordination and 

investment by the government. This, however, does not mean government should abdicate their responsibility 

and expect nongovernmental organizations, chronically under-resourced, to undertake this work.  

Public Consultation in The Bahamas  

In The Bahamas, there have been recent examples where input from civil society and private industry has 

influenced legislation and policies for the better, including The Freedom of Information Act, The VAT 

implementation, relief efforts for Hurricanes Joaquin and Matthew, The Disabilities Act and amendments to the 

Employment and Industrial Labor Relations Act. 

The National Development Plan of The Bahamas was developed following consultation with stakeholders and 

partners. These included government ministries and departments, political parties, diplomatic offices, schools, 

faith-based organizations, utility corporations, unions, nongovernmental organizations, service clubs, and 

entities in the private sector. The Secretariat also engaged researchers in various sectors including social and 

cultural development, crime and justice, health and healthcare, environmental issues, and financial services. 

Notably, the Secretariat invited diverse groups of people to participate in visioning and community engagement 

sessions. In the 2016 Draft of the National Development Plan of The Bahamas for Public Consultation12, it is 

stated that two areas critical to the Plan were broad consultative engagement and ongoing monitoring, 

 
11 https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLwNx1cuS64LhUKQw3y72gRDtHIW1ptFAR 
12 
https://www.vision2040bahamas.org/media/uploads/Draft__National_Development_Plan_01.12.2016_for_public_release.pdf 



 

 

evaluation, and learning. The Secretariat recognized the importance of taking multi-sectoral approach and 

involving members of the public in crafting the vision and the charting the path which helps to create buy-in.  

Similarly, in 2015, The National Task Force for Gender-Based Violence produced the Strategic Plan to Address 

Gender-Based Violence following regular meetings and consultation with individual experts. The report was 

tabled13 in the House of Assembly in February 2016. Neither of these plans, even with widespread support, have 

been implemented. This raises the question of political will and the challenge faced when governments enter 

exercises to signal intent to fulfill international obligations rather than to make the necessary changes. It may 

also be an example of an ill-timed exercise with the tabling occurring within 18 months of the next general 

election. It is understood that administrations are particularly unpopular during this period and positions on 

issues follow party lines. Given this, it is critical that timelines are set and adhered to in order to avoid impeding 

progress due to partisan politics. The consultation process must be completed in such a manner that there is 

ample time to present recommendations to the government and decision-makers and action them.  

In the case of many other public consultation exercises, public input came about as a rushed reaction to 

government decisions first heard on the floor of Parliament. Consultation in The Bahamas, then, has generally 

not been planned, but comes as a result of expressions of dissatisfaction by the public, halting the passing of 

bills. Often, there is little time or opportunity provided to prepare and issue substantive feedback. In the sporadic 

instances where consultation has been sought, there have been inconsistent practices regarding the structure, 

timing, scope and depth of the process. There has also been insufficient reporting to participants on outcomes, 

recommendations, and next steps.  

This lack of straight-forward, transparent and proactive processes for public consultation does not foster a 

positive and fact-based dialogue to establish policies designed to best serve the general interest of the nation.   

Instead it can make policy-making efforts contentious and oppositional. It also breeds a culture of pessimism 

and detachment of the Bahamian people, reinforces public mistrust of government, and discourages civic 

participation in the democratic processes of the nation. The Inter-American Development Bank’s Public 

Consultations: Step by Step, Regulatory and legal frameworks applicable in Guyana14 included “too many 

unplanned consultations” and “lack of feedback to the inputs contributed by the public” in its list of four issues 

that cause consultation fatigue. Consultations must be planned, the process must be clearly defined and shared 

with the public, and reporting on the inputs and ways they are integrated are critical to keeping the public 

engaged.  

This undermines the fundamental premise of The Constitution of The Bahamas a sovereign democratic state 

working in the interest of its people. The Bahamas National Development Plan 2040 put forth the objective that 

“The Bahamas must promote greater civic engagement and education at all levels of society to strengthen 

democracy”. This requires specific attention to marginalized communities and intentional inclusion of women, 

youth, people experiencing poverty, people with disabilities, and people in the Family Islands. Public input must 

be recognized by government as a critical need in the success of the country. 

Civil Society Recommendations for A Standardized Public Consultation Process 

In the interest of fostering more inclusive, democratic and transparent legislative and development processes, 

civil society and private industry recommends that the Government adopt a standardized process of public 

consultation when proposing new legislation or revising existing legislation that will have an impact on the public 

and in development projects that utilize public funds and/or land and may impact the environment. This policy 

 
13 http://www.tribune242.com/news/2016/apr/08/strategic-plan-shows-government-serious-about-tack/ 
14 https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Public-Consultations-Step-by-Step-Regulatory-and-Legal-
Frameworks-Applicable-in-Guyana.pdf 



 

 

should include the following aspects and considerations based on recommendations from The Commonwealth 

Parliamentary Association. 

1. Issuance of Green Papers. A discussion document drafted by the Ministry or government department 

proposing or outlining the need for a policy, law, or legislative amendment. The Green paper should 

include several alternatives which can be considered on the path to a final decision on the best policy 

option. The Green paper should be made publicly available online, through the media and on social 

media and the process should be completely transparent allowing anyone who is interested can give 

comments, suggestions and ideas. The Government should further direct the green paper to a diverse 

set of groups that hold a focus, geographic locale or knowledge basis related to the issue at hand to 

gain more specific input.  

2. A clearly defined and sufficient timeline for public review and input. Dates and steps for public 

consultation should be clearly stated and advertised.  A proposed minimum of 3-6 months period of 

public review is recommended.  The final decision on the timeframe for public review should be 

determined in the initial stage of consultation, as it is through such consultation that the government 

and the public will be able to ascertain the complexity of the matter at hand. Materials that are easy to 

access and understand should be made available for the public to learn about the legislation or 

development. Any public hearings or town halls should be promoted sufficiently in advance via 

multiple media and be planned in coordination with civil society, community development and private 

industry groups related to the issue at hand. Where applicable, Members of Parliament representing 

specific areas and groups that are affected should be present at public meetings to observe and 

engage with the public.   

3. Issuance of White Paper. After the period of public consultation and prior to tabling of the Bill in 

Parliament, a stronger more in-depth report should be generated by the Minister or government 

department to which it relates and presented to Cabinet and the Public which would include specific 

proposals for legislation. The white paper should reflect the result and impact of public consultation 

and any further relevant information that has been used in forming recommendations and outline its 

implications for future legislation. The White paper would be posted for final public review and 

Ministry or department can receive any additional feedback.  

In its publication, Public Consultations: Step by Step, Regulatory and legal frameworks applicable in Guyana15, 

the Inter-American Development Bank outlined four keys to effective public consultations. First, actors must 

know the context and understand that political, social, and economic circumstances affect participation and 

contributions. Second, there must be a mapping of stakeholders so that they can be informed and included in 

dialogues. Objectives and expected results need to be shared with all stakeholders. The important balance to 

maintain here is communicating clearly and without technical language to increase accessibility while valuing 

the inputs from communities and recognizing community members as people who hold knowledge.  

Separate from the consultations, there must be an opportunity for stakeholders to offer feedback on the 

information provided to them and raise concerns with approaches and interpretation of existing data so that 

issues can be addressed and trust built. Third, a systemic approach must be used with the consultation plan 

being shared with participants. Objectives may include sharing the questions, obtaining new inputs, validating 

the data, and identifying risks and opportunities related to the topic. Fourth, the three phases of public 

consultation are set out as preparation, invitation and implementation, and feedback and closure. The report 

 
15 https://publications.iadb.org/publications/english/document/Public-Consultations-Step-by-Step-Regulatory-and-Legal-
Frameworks-Applicable-in-Guyana.pdf 



 

 

also lists eight points and principles for public consultation—preparation, representativeness and equality, fair 

timing, resources, transparency, accessibility, legitimacy, and documentation. 

In addition to the aforementioned practices, the following Principles, based on the 2016 UK Cabinet consultation 

policies, should guide efforts of Public Consultation.  

A. Consultations should be clear and concise 

Use plain English and descriptions in consultation documents. Be clear what questions you are asking and limit 

the number of questions to those that are necessary. Make them easy to understand and easy to answer. Avoid 

lengthy documents when possible and consider merging those on related topics.  

B.  Be clear about the purpose of Consultations  

Take consultation responses into account when taking policy forward. Consult about policies or implementation 

plans when the development of the policies or plans is at a formative stage.  

C. Consultations should be informative 

Provide the public with enough information to ensure that they understand the issues and can give informed 

responses. Include validated assessments of the costs and benefits of the options being considered when 

possible; this might be required where proposals have an impact on business or the voluntary sector. 

D. Consultations should only be part of a process of engagement 

Elected representatives and government officials should practice ongoing, informal, iterative, and collaborative 

consultation in the execution of their duties.  Results of government efforts and expenditures should be offered 

in open, collaborative approaches utilizing digital technology. Consultation is not just about formal documents 

and responses. It is an on-going process. 

E. Consultations should last for a proportionate amount of time 

The length of the consultation should consider the nature and impact of the proposal. Consulting for too long 

will unnecessarily delay policy development. Consulting too quickly will not give enough time for consideration 

and will reduce the quality of responses. 

F. Consultations should be targeted 

Consider the full range of people, business and voluntary bodies affected by the policy, and whether 

representative groups exist. Utilize Civil Society and knowledge and industry specific groups if appropriate to 

secure initial validation and determine the scope of outreach. Ensure groups affected by the policy are aware of 

the consultation and can access it. Consider how to tailor consultation to the needs and preferences of groups, 

such as older people, younger people or people with disabilities that may not respond to traditional consultation 

methods. 

G. Consultations should take account of the groups being consulted 

Consult stakeholders in a way that suits them. Utilize community institutions and settings to disseminate 

information and gather responses. Adopt responsive technological solutions to communicate and receive input. 

Civil society may need more time to respond than businesses, for example. When the consultation spans all or 

part of a holiday period, consider how this may affect consultation and take appropriate mitigating action. 

H. Consultations should be agreed before publication. 



 

 

Seek collective agreement before publishing a written consultation, particularly when consulting on new policy 

proposals. Consultations and the results of consultations should be published on government web portals and 

reported in the media in a timely basis. Here are two good examples of a format for listing consultations from 

the Canadian Government website: 

https://www.canada.ca/en/services/defence/nationalsecurity/consultation-national-security.html and 

http://justice.gc.ca/eng/cons/past-anter/index.html 

I. Consultation should facilitate scrutiny.  

Publish any consultations and results in the same location as the original consultation, and ensure it is clear 

when the government has responded to the consultation. Explain the responses that have been received from 

consultees and how these have informed the policy. State how many responses have been received. 

J. Government responses to consultations should be published in a timely fashion.  

Publish responses within 6 weeks of the consultation or provide an explanation why this is not possible. Where 

consultation concerns a statutory instrument, publish responses before the instrument is tabled in Parliament. 

Allow appropriate time between closing the consultation and tabling for public review. 

K. Consultation exercises should not generally be launched during election periods. 

Civil society and public industry organizations, embrace the inherent value and strength of a transparent and 

democratic process of public consultation in the development of national policy and legislation. The government 

is urged to consider and formally adopt the guidelines and practices presented to ensure inclusive, fair and open 

governance that is representative of the interest and input of those who live and work in The Bahamas.     

 

 


