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A Message to the Diaspora: 

It came late during the discussions. 
One questioner wanted to know what 
the diaspora could do to help in the 
current crisis in Guyana. The discus-
sions were held on a cold and win-
try afternoon on Liberty Avenue, in 
Richmond Hill. This is an enclave in 
Queens in New York that is frequent-
ed by politicians, particularly from 
Guyana.

Queens has the single 
biggest concentration 
of Guyanese outside 
of Guyana. The unoffi  -
cial number is around 
200,000 persons. The 
current situation in 
Guyana has brought the 
diaspora into focus, and 
the role it could play in 
moving the debate for-
ward.

Guyana’s sons and 
daughters can be found 
in many parts of the 
world. They are ambi-
tious, hard working and 
enterprising, and they 
make a wonderful con-
tribution to their adopt-
ed homelands. But they 
are taken for granted by 
the politicians in Guy-
ana. Despite the rosy 
platitudes, the various 
administrations in Guy-
ana are yet to devise 
a diaspora policy that 
would incorporate the 
talents, innovation, and 
enterprise of Guyanese 
abroad.

The Guyanese dias-
pora is seen as a money 
tree. It remits over 400 
million dollars each 
year to Guyana that ac-
counts for about 20 per 
cent of the country’s 
GDP. But the money 
tree is also needed for 
that most dramatic piece 
of theater: the Guyanese 
election!  Whenever 
there is an election the 
top brass of the country 
is deployed to the major 
capitals to ‘engage the 
diaspora.’ This engage-
ment takes place mainly 
in North America, and 
after the speeches, the 
comrades are asked to 
make pledges to help 

offi  ces in Guyana you 
fi nd to your disappoint-
ment that the Ministers 
have no time for you. 
They tell you that he or 
she has just stepped out. 
Everyday, the same rig-
marole takes place and 
you leave frustrated.’

One of the most ef-
fective ways to get ac-
countability is to insist 
that the politics of yes-
teryear be replaced with 
policies for inclusion. 

In other words, when 
the politicians visit the 
diaspora they must hear 
the language of inclu-
sion, of racial unity and 
public participation in 
the aff airs of the nation 
by qualifi ed Guyanese.

The diaspora then 
has a responsibility to 
bring to the attention of 
the politicians that race 
politics in Guyana will 
not be tolerated. It also 
needs to ask for specif-
ics. For example, when 

a politician talks about 
racial unity and inclu-
sion he or she should 
be asked to explain how 
this would be achieved.  
It is in the ‘how’ that 
strategies and sugges-
tions can be dissected 
and analyzed.

Shared governance 
is a tricky concept. The 
political leaders in Guy-
ana have spoken repeat-
edly about engagement 
across party affi  liations. 

They recognize the 
importance of em-
bracing all races. 
The fl owery lan-
guage attests to it.  
However, after the 
elections are over 
it is business as 
usual. It is ‘them’ 
versus ‘us’ and the 
winner does take 
all. No amount of 
window dressing 
can paper over the 
feeling of exclu-
sion by a signifi -
cant percentage of 
the population.

The promises 
about constitution 
reform never ma-
terialized. Who 
wants to change a 
constitution that is 
heavily in its fa-
vor? The PPP and 
APNU could have 
worked together to 
amend the consti-
tution on the dual 
citizenship clause 
but preferred to do 
nothing. The courts 
will now have to 
rule. It is said that 
there are at least 

20 persons from the 
various political parties 
that have dual citizen-
ships. It is ridiculous to 
think that their votes in 
Parliament, on previous 
legislation, are now in-
valid.  

There is no question 
that the diaspora has 
the skills and talents to 
develop Guyana and to 
make a contribution in 
the fi elds of oil and gas. 
Vishnu Mahadeo, from 
the Richmond Hill Eco-

nomic Development 
Council, has a database 
on skilled Guyanese 
in the Queens area. He 
says that the abundance 
of talents can develop 
Guyana many times 
over, and this is not 
counting the remittanc-
es.

Wayne Forde, and 
his group, launched the 
United Guyanese Dias-
pora Global Network 
Corp., and the idea is to 
‘promote and encour-
age active diaspora en-
gagement for social and 
economic development 
in Guyana.’

The group has met 
with Guyana’s ambas-
sador to the US, Dr. Ri-
yad Insanally, and held 
discussions as to how 
the diaspora can play a 
meaningful role in Guy-
ana’s development. One 
recommendation is to 
remove the bottlenecks 
that hinder communica-
tion.

Where do we go from 
here? The current polit-
ical impasse in Guyana 
lends itself to designs 
from the superpowers. 
There are moves afoot 
to build military, and 
other bases, in various 

Caribbean countries for 

purposes of expansion-

ism. Guyana is a prime 

target for these bases. 

This must be resisted 

but it could only happen 

if the country is united. 

The role of the diaspora 

then becomes crucial. It 
must use its infl uence 
to help shape policies, 
both internally and at 
the international level, 
and must be prepared 
to hold the leaders ac-
countable. 

fi ght the elections. Once 
the elections are over, 
there is no more en-
gagement and the 
Guyanese politician 
becomes a rarity.

One observer 
at the meeting in 
Queens was so upset 
that he was moved to 
say, ‘The politicians 
think we stupid. Af-
ter the elections in 
Guyana, they come 
here and meet secret-
ly with their friends 
and they have a nice 
time. But they ignore 
the ordinary person 
that supported them. 
You hear they were 
in Queens only af-
ter they get back to 
Guyana.’

As the politicians 
in Guyana, and civ-
il society try to sort 
out the way forward, 
what can the diaspo-
ra do to help? The 
most obvious is that 
politicians should be 
held accountable. It 
can’t be business as 
usual. 

Guyanese abroad 
should renew calls 
for the formulation 
of a diaspora policy. 
If the politicians are 
not sure as to what this 
means there are nu-
merous examples of 
countries that have im-
plemented a diaspora 
policy, and with a fair 
degree of success.

India, Israel, Mexi-
co and Jamaica, among 
others, have diaspora 
policies that treat their 
nationals as extensions 
of the home population. 
There are Ministries 

that are established to 
handle diaspora aff airs 
and regular visits by 
high-ranking offi  cials 
are made to keep the 
diaspora informed of 
the latest developments 
at home. In addition, 
exchange visits to the 
home countries by 
young people helps to 
cement ties. These are 
shown on social media. 

In the case of Guy-
ana, no such formal 

structure exists but what 
we have is an endless 
fl ow of promises to in-
volve the diaspora. One 
way to hold politicians 
accountable is to insist 
that they keep to their 
promises. For example, 
it is quite common for 
Ministers to tell over-
seas Guyanese to ‘come 
and see me when you 
visit Guyana.’ 

According to one 
businessman in Queens, 
‘when you visit their 

Hold Guyanese Politicians Accountable!

Guyanese in Brooklyn, New York, celebrate the country’s 51st 
Anniversary (compliments of the Guyana Independence Anniversary 
Committee).

Guyanese in New York celebrate the annual Phagwah Parade 
which the New York Times calls ‘the biggest street festival in 
Queens.’


