Mrs. Allison Maynard – Gibson, Minister for Financial Services & Investment, and Mr. Maynard, Senator Marcus Bethel, Minister of Health & Environment, and Mrs. Bethel, Lady Henrietta St. George, Ms. Pleasant Bridgewater, Member of Parliament for Marco City, Mr. Julian Francis Co- Chairman of The Grand Bahama Port Authority, Archdeacon Cornell Moss, Rector of the Church of Ascension, and Mrs. Moss, other government officials, past presidents of the Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce, distinguished ladies and gentlemen, good night.

I am also pleased to recognize the presence of Mr. Dionsio D’Aguilla, Fist Vice President of the Bahamas Chamber of Commerce in Nassau.  The president, Mrs. Tanya Wright, is currently in Asia negotiating new business possibilities for The Bahamas.  She is also acting on my behalf, as tonight’s event made it impossible for me to accompany the trade delegation.  I have every confidence that she will represent us well.  Mr. D’Agualla, please extend our sincerest gratitude to your Board.

And to you members of the wider Grand Bahama business community, allow me to say how honored I am by your presence here tonight in such large numbers.  I am humbled by the level of consistent support you have given my administration.  The aim of my Board is to continue to give to each of you our members the best of representation. 

The work of the Chamber of Commerce is serious business, and I give you my assurance that its Board of Directors are up to the challenge.  My Board has pledged to use their best efforts in finding creative ways for economic expansion of the Grand Bahama economy, and thereby create new jobs.  We are also equally committed to use our best influence to ensure that an environment is maintained for the smooth operation of member businesses and commerce on the island.  Over the remaining months of this my final year as president, I have therefore identified five objectives that my administration will aggressively pursue.  Those are:

· To deepen relations between The Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce and the central government in Nassau;

· To deepen relations between The Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce and The Grand Bahama Port Authority;

· To encourage meaningful dialogue with and between local licencees, through the launch of the Freeport Licencee Association, as an arm of The Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce;

· To double our existing membership base; and

· To actively lobby to ensure that more decisions that affect Grand Bahama is taken on Grand Bahama.

The Grand Bahama community has come to have high and growing expectations of the Chamber, and I understand that.  There are some things however that we cannot do alone.  We need the help and cooperation of each and every person in this room, if we are to grow a successful economy.  I therefore invite all who are not yet a member, to do so at the earliest opportunity and engage us in helping to create the kind of Grand Bahama you would wish to see in 10, 15, or 20 years from now.  

The Chamber acknowledges with thanks the tremendous assistance help by Friends of the Chamber, under the able leadership of Ms. Renamae Symonette and Mrs. Valencia Carroll.  Those are the lovely ladies, who along with my wife, Janice, also a member, who are responsible for tonight’s protocol arrangements.  In his absence, I wish to also thank Mr. Leon Street and his wife, Irene, also distinguished members of Friends of the Chamber, for their invaluable and consistent assistance to the Chamber.  Other persons in the audience that are deserving of special recognition are Mr. Gladstone Pryce of Pryce Decorating, who donated his time and resources without cost to repaint and decorate the offices of the Chamber.  And there is Mr. Michael Rolle, a talented artist, who designed and produced our new logo, which we proudly display here tonight.  These persons will be properly recognized in an upcoming awards ceremony scheduled for April.  

Minister Maynard Gibson, please allow me to offer congratulations for bringing the efforts of the Ginn Group and Old Bahama Bay to a successful conclusion.  Those developments will unquestionably transform west Grand Bahama, with overflow opportunities for the northern Bahamas.  We now look forward to new opportunities for east Grand Bahama, starting with the proposed hotel condo projects, and Ginn’s much anticipated future expansion into the Freeport area.  

Minister we also look forward with bated breath to a renewed International Bazaar and downtown area.  The Chamber is very concerned that the once renowned Oasis property in the center of town is falling into disrepair, and becoming an eyesore.  I am aware that there are some legal hurdles to overcome, but I invite government and The Grand Bahama Port Authority to use all legal muscle necessary to cause the facility to be renewed – be it time share, hotel or institution of higher learning.  We just cannot countenance seeing such an icon in such state for another six months.

Another burning point for us in Grand Bahama, particularly the business community in Freeport, is the continued varied interpretations of goods under import for resale, particularly those being brought in under Bond.  We appreciate that recent rulings by the Supreme Court might have affected the initiatives of the Customs Department.  The Freeport business community understands the need for an inflow of revenue for the effective running of the 
country.  We do not want to cause any consideration for radical change to our tax base.  I therefore join in public comments by attorney Fred Smith for The Grand Bahama Port Authority, Licencees in the Port area, Customs and other representative of government to sit and conclude a clear and transparent understanding of the rules governing imports under Bond.  This should be done as a matter of urgency, as reports from our members continue regarding confusion as to what can and cannot be bonded.  I also share Mr. Smith’s opinion that the time has come for a total review of the Hawks Bill Creek Agreement.  The current state of affairs with it myriad amendments by court ruling and otherwise, lend itself to too many interpretations.  We need a clear roadmap that will take us forward for generations yet unborn.  I further invite government to continue with its earlier thought of creating trade zones east and west of Freeport, which would effectively extend like benefits of the Hawks Bill creek Agreement to other parts of the island.  I believe the Honourable Pleasant Bridgewater, Member of Parliament was named to head that Commission, and we anxiously await its conclusion.

Ministers, be assured that The Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce stands ready to assist government in with new initiatives where possible.  To demonstrate seriousness of purpose regarding concerns and probable solutions to woes of the business community, I have therefore directed my executive team, made up of the Chairman of our Advisory Committee, Mr. Christopher Lowe, our Second Vice President, Mr. Daniel Lowe, First Vice President and Chairman of the Economic Development Committee and Mr. Kevin Seymour, Treasurer to conclude an initial report for presentation to The Grand Bahama Port Authority for consideration and onward consideration by government.  We anticipate doing so within the next 6- 8 weeks.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, thanks for your attention.  Long live The Grand Bahama Chamber of Commerce!  
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