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MUSDU is a playful word 
coined by a young Trinidad-
ian to describe his religious 
identity. It is a mix of his 
Muslim and Hindu heritage 

and he uses it to deflect the 
pressure to choose between 
them. 

Among the shiploads of In-
dians arriving to fill the role of 
indentured labour in Trinidad, 
there was roughly a proportion 
of 85 per cant Hindus and 15 
per cent Muslims, essentially 
the same ratio as in India. The faiths took 
root in the villages and fields, continuing 
traditions, including a deep dislike for 
each other’s practices and beliefs. 

For a Trinidadian society that had 
been imperiously converted to Catholic, 
Anglican and Presbyterian followers, 
there was as little distinction to be made 
between these two ancient religions as 
there was between those that arrived 
from Africa.

But the differences were plentiful and 
ran deep. If there were similarities in the 
cuisine, the music and the language, the 
religious practices constructed a formi-
dable barrier that would chop families 
apart should members venture outside 
prescribed traditions. 

Does that hostility still exist in modern 
Trinidad?

There are many stories with multiple 
versions and there is no way to fully 
represent them, so I have been writing 
mainly about what I’ve been told, and 
what I have seen in the last few decades. 

A young couple eloped because of 
their religious difference, which was ex-
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TRINIDAD and Tobago’s recent 
history of development at the 
cost of its environment has been 
alarming and prolonged, a mirror 
to the wider ills facing humanity 

highlighted in the UN’s Global Assess-
ment Report last month which warned of 
the threat to mankind’s survival through 
biodiversity loss and climate change.

 This country’s contribution to the 
global crisis matters because of our 
shared responsibilities, and because T&T 
as a small nation can ill afford the trash-
ing its environment is receiving. Human 
well-being and a healthy environment 
are  inextricably linked.

But, as highlighted in this year’s 
World Environment Day, the air we 
breathe in Trinidad is polluted by a 
heady cocktail of poisons from vehicular 
emissions on over-congested roads, 
industrial processes, smoke from dumps, 
and hillsides ravaged by fire.

Unchecked deforestation of our 
mountain ranges from quarrying, fire, 
inexorable built development and 
agricultural squatting have exacerbated 
flooding to the cost of the country’s purse 
and suffering of affected families.

The wholesale removal of man-
groves—fish nurseries and a vital source 
of coastal protection in this age of climate 
change and rising sea levels, continues 
unabated with our “No Net Loss” policy 
rendered meaningless.

 Coral reefs in Tobago, critical in so 
many ways, continue to be degraded 
by land-based pollution and siltation 
from deforestation and developments, 
in addition to stresses already caused by 
warming seas and acidification.

 In a recent report we are told fish 
from the Gulf of Paria is unsafe to eat, 
a consequence of that body of water 
being the dump for industrial effluent, 
hydrocarbons, heavy metals and other 
pollutants too numerous to mention 
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acerbated by the dark complex-
ion of the boy. Her father was 
not having it and he went to his 
grave without speaking to them 
afterwards.

A girl marries into a Hindu 
family (yes, into the family), 
and visits her Muslim mother, 

wearing her sindoor mark on her fore-
head.  Before she could enter the house, 
her mother angrily wipes away the red 
symbol of her marriage. Why did she 
wear it? Why did her mother remove it? 
They had a deep bond, this mother and 
daughter, but religion’s little rites were 
enough to provoke a wounding act of 
intolerance. 

Muslims believe they are superior, 
said the mother of Musdu, trying without 
rancour to describe the root of the 
dislike. She had converted to Hinduism 
when she married, but found herself 
going through the motions without 
conviction. 

She was referring to a corpus of prac-
tices that include the fastidious attention 
to cleanliness and the covering up of 
women and the details over who and 
what is unclean. 

I was born into a Muslim family and 
grew up quite immersed in its culture. 
At the Aranjuez Government Primary 
School, there was a period known as 
Religious Instruction, and because this 
was a secular school, students would go 

to different classrooms according to their 
faith. There were no Muslim teachers at 
Aranjuez, so a teacher from the nearby 
Islamia school would come across to 
instruct us. He would read us stories; 
versions of what my Muslim grandmoth-
er would ask me to read aloud to her 
from a book of Bible stories she had by 
her bedside. Typically, the stories were 
the most fascinating aspect for me. 

But then puberty came and I was 
told I could not go to the mosque or fast 
while I was menstruating. It confused 
me. But nothing has changed, I protest-
ed. I am still the same person with the 
same beliefs. Yes, but you are unclean, I 
was told. 

How could I be considered too 
unclean when I was experiencing a 
biological function over which I had 
no control? I couldn’t understand why 
my prayers would only be accepted on 
prescribed days. I withdrew. 

But that is a digression, the kind I am 
always on the verge of running away 
with, especially when it comes to the 
discriminations all religions inflict on 
women. 

I was trying to trace the clashing 
beliefs between Muslims and Hindus. 
The abhorrence for unclean pork by 
Muslims; the reverence for the cow that 
forbids the eating of beef by Hindus; the 
bountiful deities of Hinduism versus the 
singular God of Islam. The covering up 

of women. 
In a temple one day, I observed that 

the female statue was bare from the 
waist up, and I asked the pundit how 
come. He explained that a woman’s legs 
were considered the erogenous zones 
and thus it was more important for them 
to be covered. Exposed belly, back, 
breasts and arms were not a big deal. I 
suppose the coverage of breasts has a 
western root. 

In Trinidad, where compromises 
have been made across the spectrum 
as we have had to learn to live with 
each other, many religious observations 
have been relaxed, some completely 
abandoned. A butcher in Aranjuez once 
complained to me that he could not 
abide this hypocrisy. He said that many 
of his pork purchasers were Muslim 
who would stop buying the meat during 
Ramadan, and many of his beef buyers 
were Hindu, who would stop buying it 
in the month leading up to Divali. His 
sales suffered.

This is a country where a supplicant 
sees nothing contradictory in supple-
menting prayers in a temple or mosque 
with candles in churches or offerings 
to La Divina Pastora. It is the ultimate 
commingling; a space where one covers 
all bases, just in case. 

I still hear stories, not as horrific as 
the “honour” killings still coming out of 
India and Pakistan, but ones where peo-
ple are willing to sacrifice their family 
relationships on the altars of religion. It 
is yet another legacy; but to what end? 
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which pour into it unchecked.
Garbage and plastic choke our bays 

and waterways; our national beach at 
Maracas is an eyesore, while evidence of 
human disregard for our surroundings on 
land can be found everywhere. 

Our designated forest and nature 
reserves, even areas and species that 
are officially protected under law as 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESAs) 
and Environmentally Sensitive Species 
(ESS), are not safe. These habitats and 
the creatures which depend on them are 
under assault from all quarters.

Even now at Matura, an ESA and 
home to leatherback turtles (an ESS), 
there are reports of illegal quarrying 
near the turtle nesting areas despite the 
Environmental Management Authority 
(EMA) being repeatedly informed.

Our natural capital is not inexhausti-
ble, yet we carry on as if it were. Decades 
of destruction have scarred our country 
terribly and the question we as a nation 
urgently need to ask ourselves is: how 
much longer can we let this continue?

 The organisation charged with safe-
guarding the environment, the EMA, has 
been accused of obstructing the public’s 
right to properly question and comment 
on one of the most important planks of 
the developmental process, the Environ-
mental Impact Assessment (EIA).

 Fisherman and Friends of the Sea 
(FFOS), the NGO for so long a thorn in 
the side of the EMA, has  filed a judicial 
review action challenging the decision of 
the EMA to restrict access of complete 
copies of EIAs to civil society groups. 

FFOS claims the EMA has restricted 
copies of the EIAs to just 10 per cent of 
the document total, “crippling” its  ability 
to scrutinise developments properly.

This is a crucial matter, especially in 

the light of the aforementioned environ-
mental afflictions facing the country, and 
with controversial developments such 
as the Toco Port now on the final leg of 
the EIA process. The public needs full 
access to that EIA, especially given some 
of the statements coming from the port 
developers in recent weeks.

Responses in the media to our series 
of reports on the proposed Toco port by 
Infrastructure Development Company 
chairman Herbert George and port de-
veloper Arun Buch are typical of hurdles 
we have to clear on our way to reversing 
this country’s environmental decline.

In the Toco’s Turning Tide series, 
we published evidence from the world’s 
leading authority on leatherback turtles 
in Trinidad that Toco’s waters are 
critical to the survival of the leatherback 
population of the north east, already 
threatened by gill net fishing. 

But George and Buch did not 
address the leatherbacks in their 
responses criticising our reports.

Both continue to deny Toco has 
any critical habitat, instead relying 
on a dated IMA report from 1988 
rather than contemporary studies by 
leatherback expert Prof Scott Eckert, and 
research on Toco’s coral by Dr Stanton 
Belford (among others) which has been 
ongoing for the last 19 years.

 Dr Belford supplied us with photos of 
coral in Grand L’Anse Bay, which has 79 
species, saying those reefs will undergo 
“100 per cent destruction” with construc-
tion of the port which will dredge the 
area, reclaiming the nearshore. 

 Yet George has dismissed Dr Bel-
ford’s expertise by saying such talk was 
“alarmist and without factual basis” and 
that reading Belford’s concerns “would 
serve no useful purpose”.

It’s this arrogance towards our envi-
ronment that goes to the heart of much 
of our environmental woes. For too long 
developers, governments and their state 
entities have taken the attitude of “we 
know best”, failing to consider environ-
mental implications or to consult with 
those who will be affected along the way. 

 Think of the Toco port in 2000, the 
aluminium smelter in Cedros, and more 
recently Sandals in Buccoo. Those pro-
jects were all sunk for these reasons and 
for questions relating to cost benefits, 
or the lack of them. Toco in 2019 bears 
identical hallmarks. 

 Nothing has changed in Toco in 20 
years from an environmental standpoint 
to warrant something being acceptable 
now which once was not. Except that 
today the situation is even more critical.

 Our reporting of the Toco port also 
found the energy industry uninterested 
in using it, a marina “to be a waste of 

time”, its location questionable, its 
usefulness as a ferry port unproven, 
and that plans are allegedly afoot for 
undeclared offshore bunkering.   No 
answers to questions regarding its 
viability or sustainability materialised 
in the developers’ latest response 
either. Business as usual.

 And therein lies the problem.
 Now we find the authority suppos-

edly charged with protecting T&T’s 
environment, the EMA, is accused of 
restricting access to EIAs. Despite laws 
to protect the environment, and policy 
documents as long as your arm designed 
to reinforce that protection, the health of 
the country’s environment remains in a 
continuous downward spiral. 

The official goal of sustainable devel-
opment remains a mirage, distant and 
unattainable.  Unless, of course, there is a 
collective sea change in our attitudes and 
we decide to put our environment first, 
front and centre. But what are the odds?
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