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INTRODUCTION
INTRODUCTION

The webinar, COVID-19 Does Not Discriminate: People and Systems Do, was part of CWM’s
web talk series. The Caribbean region choose this topic to highlight the prevalence of inequality
in human interactions which is evident in both interpersonal and institutional decision-making
and action. As an organisation, CWM is alert to marginalisation and seeks ways to confront
injustice by challenging members to engage in radical discipleship to address them.
During the webinar, presented on Friday October 23, 2020, we heard from three (3) speakers
in 15-minute presentations focussing on the following:
1. Ways in which the impact of COVID-19 on Guyana, Jamaica and Suriname was
experienced differently by socio-economic groups,
2. Decisions or circumstances which placed groups of

persons at a disadvantage,

3. Responsive action by the church, community organisations or other partners to
counteract these inequalities, and
4. Lessons learned which should impact future decision-making and action.
The webinar was hosted by the two member churches of CWM Caribbean – Guyana
Congregational Union (GCU) and the United Church in Jamaica and the Cayman Islands (UCJCI).
It was moderated by Rev. Norbert Stephens, General Secretary, UCJCI and courtesies
expressed by Rev. Keith Haley, the General Secretary, GCU.

The objective was to influence decision-making and action (personally and by institutions) by
identifying critical areas of inequality which must be taken into consideration in times of crisis.

Karen Francis
Mission Secretary, CWM Caribbean
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RECORDING

The webinar was recorded and may be accessed at your convenience using the Dropbox link
below. Please feel free to share it with those who may find it useful.

https://www.dropbox.com/s/e0lqsoxw4smzze8/CWM%20Caribbean%20%20COVID%2019%20and%20Discrimination.mp4?dl=0
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COVID-19
Does Not Discriminate:
Systems and People Do
A Case Study on Guyana

Pastor Dr. Wilbert Lee
A retired Army Colonel, Coordinator for a youth group and
Director of Church Operations of the
First Assembly of God Church in Wortmanville, Guyana.
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COVID-19
Does Not Discriminate:
Systems and People Do
A Case Study on Jamaica

Rev. Dr. Stephen Jennings
Minister in the Jamaica Baptist Union and Pastor of the Mona
Circuit of Baptist Churches in Kingston, Jamaica.
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COVID-19
Does Not Discriminate:
Systems and People Do
A Case Study on Suriname

Rev. Diana de Graven
Secretary on the Administration Committee of
The Caribbean and North America Council for Mission
(CANACOM) and minister in the Reformed Church in Suriname.
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Good morning dear friends and colleagues.
It is an honour to be with you all and discuss the prevalence of
inequality in human interactions and to look for ways to
confront marginalization and injustice through Radical
Discipleship…
The novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) which was first identified
in December 2019 in Wuhan, China was declared a Public
Health Emergency of International Concern in January 2020,
and a pandemic in March 2020. As of 22 October 2020, more
than 41.5 million cases have been confirmed, with more than
1.13 million deaths exposed to COVID-19. In Suriname the total
number of cases confirmed is 5,156 of which 4,991 have
recovered and 109 deaths.
The COVID-19 pandemic has in its initial phase forced nations
to go in total or partial lockdown, causing weaker economies to
crumble and especially informal workers—identified by the ILO
as individuals with casual work arrangements or no fixed salary
to fall through the cracks of these already unstable and
scrambling economies. They are the ones not recognized by
social protection agencies and do not have the protections
offered by formal sector employment, yet they make up a
majority of the workforce. As in most countries, these
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individuals have lost income-generating opportunities due to
the COVID-19 pandemic—and providing aid for these
individuals has become critical.
We see households ruined, violence (domestic Gender Based
Violence) erupting, morals and ethics being put aside, political
mayhem, human to human interaction greatly disturbed which
leave behind a great sense of despair and loss. There is great
apprehension in who or what to believe which again brings out
the worst in people. Governments are corrupt, Conspiracy
theories are thought of, Big Pharma to consider etc…, Babylon,
Empire still on the rise.
As Caribbean people we too are experiencing all of this and
some worse than others.
COVID-19 has caused, is still causing havoc across all borders.
It shows consideration for colour, race, class, ethnicity, mental
state, financial status, position in life, age, gender, religious
belief, sexual orientation or whatsoever.
Indeed, COVID-19 does not discriminate. It is true to say that
people and systems do. What COVID-19 has done is unearthing
once again in a disturbing, but clear way, the inequality in our
daily human interactions. The injustice that exists in our
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societies, the dispassionate wealth and idolatrous materialism
that have seeped into our systems.
The Surinamese government, religious organizations, service
clubs and NGO’s did what they could to ensure that especially
the informal workers were taken care of by handing out food
parcels and small financial allowances to get by. Persons who
were hit hard by COVID-19 were asked to register their names
and address at the Ministry of Social Affairs and Housing. Those
who were already in the system were not required to do so.
All this was done during a time when the government was under
great financial pressure. In January and February protest
demonstrations were held to force the government to step
down because of grave financial mismanagement. It had
become clear that the treasury was empty, and that Suriname
was in great financial debt to foreign agencies.
General elections were up coming, and the opposition leaders
were demanding for elections to be held. They stated that for
fear of losing the elections the government would “use” COVID19 as an excuse to postpone the elections. The atmosphere
was very grim.
Due to strict COVID-19 regulations mass political campaigning
was not allowed but in some remote areas this was still done.
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Every measure that was taken by the government to somehow
alleviate the need of those struggling because of COVID-19 was
seen by the opposition as a means of corrupting the people’s
minds.
Needless to say, that not long after the election the number of
confirmed COVID-19 cases increased tremendously.
On 16 July the new President and Vice-president were
inaugurated (with little regard to prevention regulations).
People’s hopes were high. We were promised clean and
transparent governance but within two months the euphoric
bubble burst. Transparency is nowhere to be seen. Up to now
nothing has been done to bring those accountable for the huge
financial crisis the country is in, to justice.
The food parcels that were handed out for free to help those
who really needed it are now being sold to those who can afford
it. Even though informal workers are now allowed to take up
work again it is still difficult for many of them to provide for their
families.
An attempt was made to offer online classes to students from
all levels but not every household is able to afford the
necessary equipment needed much more the money to pay for
adequate internet connection.
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Both the President (from Indian descent) and the Vicepresident (first Maroon to ever hold this post in Suriname), who
during their pre-election campaign have lashed out that
Suriname was lost to family and friends, are now deeply
engaged in favouritism.
Even rulings of major companies have been altered to
accommodate family and friends to sit on Supervisory Boards.
In Suriname ethnic party politics have been the “norm” even
before we gained independence in 1975 and it was commonly
known that mostly party loyalists would be favoured whether or
not one was capable or competent enough.
However, the majority of voters feel they were tricked to believe
that this phenomenon would diminish. The campaign slogan
“W’o set en”, meaning we will set things right for Suriname has
turned in to “W’o set en” setting things right only for our own
(party loyalists and those who look like us).
It is clear that after the election both the Indian party and the
Maroon party had no choice but to form a coalition in order to
get ruling power. But the truth of the matter is that this doesn’t
sit well with either of them.
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People are already very disheartened and they believe that
COVID-19 is “used” by the current administration to now restrict
them in their freedom to protest.
The national debt to foreign agencies runs in millions of US
dollars. Even though we are told there is no money (and there
is none), “colonial plundering” is still being exercised but now
by our own people on our own people.
There is a popular saying in Suriname that says: “He who has
the cross, blesses himself”.
What the current administration is doing is laying bare the roots
of the personal and socio, economic and political pathologies
that have been in our “colonial” society for centuries. As Dr.
Roderick Hewitt said: “Today’s toxic political economy of empire
continues to sacrifice the poor to further enrich the wealthy
elites”. Although the number of active COVID-19 cases in
Suriname is decreasing, there is still a lot to be done to ensure
our people of a better and brighter tomorrow.
The National Council of Churches together with our Hindu and
Muslim brothers through Interfaith dialogue makes an effort to
sit with government officials to help reach radical personal and
socio- economic and political transformation. We are aware of
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being accountable to God’s dream of justice and peace for all.
None of us is off the hook, there is much work to be done…

I hope this webinar will be a stepping stone for us to continue
the process of disrupting the chronos timetables of neoimperialialism, neo-colonialism and neo-conservatism with a
divine Kairos moment for Radical transformation.

I thank you.
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The CWM Caribbean Team
Mrs. Karen Francis
Mission Secretary, Caribbean Region
Coordinator, The Partner in Mission Programme

Mrs. Vickeisha King Burke
Programme Associate, Caribbean Region
and the Partner in Mission Programme
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The Council for World Mission Caribbean (CWM)
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