Inflation
At one point in time (October 2006), the Governor of the Central Bank had said that the country was approaching the “slippery slope of double digit inflation” and warned that once the country were to reach that point, it would be difficult to recover. By March 2007, it was reported that inflation had come down to 8.0 per cent with assurances coming from political quarters that it would even be brought down further. However by the end of April inflation had risen to 8.4 per cent. As a point of interest, it could be noted that what is referred to as core inflation (which is not affected by changes in food prices) which in October 2006, the Central Bank Governor had noted “was holding steady at under four per cent, which for us at the bank, is still too high”, was 4.2 percent by March 2007.
Moreover, each day we hear of rises in transportation costs, rises in maxi and taxi fares being announced leaving no part of the nation unscathed. This means families’ budget taking a significant hit, affecting the ability to send children to school.
We hear of rises in port charges which will lead to increased costs of goods being brought into the country. As one newspaper report noted: “An increase in the local administrative charge (LAC) by several members of the Shipping Association of Trinidad and Tobago may mean that consumers may have to pay more for goods at the retail level…this increase will be effective from May 1.” Reference was made to the explanation given by one businessman who indicated that shipping companies are required to pay LAC or cargo will remain on the port. He said that that the additional costs will be passed on to consumers, noting that “people will have to pay more for goods…no-one (shipping agents) is going to absorb additional charges”.
That last statement is very significant, for this is exactly what happens at a general level as increases in various charges are passed on to the public by commercial interests. So that when, for instance, the electricity rates for commercial consumers went up, the cost of goods and services consequently increased as the additional cost was passed on to the public.

Women are complaining that each time they go to the grocery, the prices of some items go up, sometimes by significant amounts. Sometimes, within a very short timeframe, an item may increase in price more than once. The price of flour, for instance, had risen twice in the space of five months. The price of eggs, bread, cakes, vegetables, milk, poultry and other food items are all up. Food and transportation costs are priority items in the budgets of families, so when these items go up and consistently, you are actually hitting at the core of a family’s existence. 
How pensioners are surviving, God alone knows. Unless members of their families, like sons and daughters can assist them in a meaningfully financial way, it is hell ‘o hell. As the Governor of the Central Bank noted; “Inflation affects disproportionately, those who are on fixed incomes like pensioners and the poor. These groups face major hardships also because a significant part of their income is spent on basic cost of living items which are most affected by inflation”.
A serious problem in our nation is that agriculture has always been neglected by the powers that be and in fact, they have contributed to its destruction. No assistance with regard to required infrastructure, prime agricultural land utilized for housing, general ignoring of the needs and pleas of farmers and the list can go on. There has been instead, a heavy dependence on imported food.
An article by Raffique Shah in the Business Express dated May 16, 2007 entitled “Cheap Food a Luxury of the Past” made some telling points. Shah noted that: 
“Given Trinidad and Tobago’s heavy dependence on imported food, especially staples, there is every indication that prices will rise higher, continuing a trend that started last year. Currently, corn and wheat futures are trading at 10-year highs. The conversion of certain critical grains into the more profitable production of biofuels – corn and soya in particular – is fuelling shortages for human consumption, sending prices through the roof. Fallout from the above will adversely affect the prices of products as diverse as breakfast cereals, milk, eggs, cheese, butter, poultry, pork, beef, yogurt and ice cream. (Corn, for example, is being produced for ethanol plants in order to create auto-fuels).
Another factor that impacts on food production worldwide is the price of oil. Once oil and gas prices are high, the price of food will also remain high. Natural gas is a critical component in the production of fertilizers such as sulphate of ammonia and urea, as well as the various “blends” used to boost agricultural crops. High fuel prices also increase production and processing costs, since most machinery used in planting, harvesting and processing food, run on some form of hydrocarbon-generated power. And topping off the costs passed on to consumers are increasing shipping costs and port storage charges.
And there is the deadly drought sweeping through many food producing countries, some of it prolonged, others predicted because of changing weather patterns.”
The article noted that “barring generous Government food subsidies and the removal of import duties on imported staples, cheaper food is something of the past.”
Another priority area in people’s lives is that of shelter – housing – and this is also problematic. This is an area where even those at the middle income level have found themselves in trouble. Real estate prices have gone up significantly and the cost of housing has gone up tremendously. In fact, one report indicated that housing has gone up one hundred per cent, so that the desire to own one’s own home is to many in the middle class more of a dream than a real possibility. The only areas in which housing and real estate are cheap are in those areas considered to be crime ridden.
Inflation in T&T today is all embracing. There is no escaping any aspect of it and it would have been worse if domestic fuel and energy prices were not heavily subsidised. And with an upcoming $886 million in salary increases for public servants plus heavy government expenditure developing with elections due, inflation, rather than go down, should be expected to rise.
The people of Trinidad and Tobago are therefore in for a rough time having to cope with the nightmare of inflation, which, as long as we continue along the present economic path, will lead us towards the slippery slope. 
