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Statement by Prime Minister the Honourable Allen M. Chastanet on COVID-19 Prevention and Control Measures 
Tuesday 2nd February 2021

My fellow Saint Lucians, as of today February 2nd, Saint Lucia has recorded a total of 1470 cases of COVID-19 since March. We have 749 active cases. We have conducted a total of 24,855 PCR tests.  We have recorded 16 COVID-19 related deaths. I continue to extend my condolences and sympathize once again with all the families affected by this virus. 
This past year has been a true test of our resilience. As a nation, we have all been called on to make sacrifices and adopt new practices to protect ourselves; like wearing a mask, physical and social distancing and sanitizing our hands as often as possible. 
Due to the economic impact, some of our brothers and sisters both here and abroad have lost their jobs and are forced to adjust to a new way of living.  These challenges and unknowns when it comes to COVID, keep testing our resolve but we must keep fighting. 
Added to this fight is the introduction of the British variant and, understandably, this latest development has caused concern amongst our people. However, as we have been advised by the CMO, though this strain is more contagious it has not proven to be more deadly.
COVID-19 has impacted almost every organization and institution in Saint Lucia: our frontline workers, our schools, our private sector and of late, our correctional facility. I want to assure Saint Lucians that the situation at BCF is being addressed by our local authorities. 
I want you to know, I fully understand your concerns. I remind you of the promise I made at the very beginning of this pandemic. It was the promise that in all that we do as a government to fight this virus, the health and safety of you, the people, will always be our main focus or objective and that will never be compromised.  
As our Cabinet makes decisions in the best interests of citizens, we have always been guided by the Ministry of Health and have been working closely with the National Emergency Management Advisory Committee (NEMAC) and a wide range of stakeholders. 
Over the past ten days in order to reduce the spread of Covid-19 we once again scaled back on activities. Our first wave of COVID-19 was a major test for us and we succeeded in keeping those numbers down. In working together as a people, we were also able to manage the second wave of COVID-19 in October-November. 
And now, we are experiencing our third wave, as the month of January saw new COVID cases were three times what they were in December. The rapid increase in this short space of time has put additional strain on our health systems as has happened all over the world.  
The latest protocols I will announce today are an example of our commitment to ensuring we keep things under control and save lives. I ask Saint Lucians to continue to work with us:
· Our Country will go back to a State of Emergency effective Wednesday 3rd February 2021 for an initial period of 7 days. This will allow us to further restrict movement with a Curfew from 7pm to 5am effective Wednesday 3rd February. 
· The Covid-19 Act is being amended to reduce operating hours for business operations to coincide with the curfew.
· Visitors to Saint Lucia will now require a PCR test within 5 days of arrival rather than 7 days.
· Supermarkets will remain open. There is no need to panic buy. 
· Essential Services will also be allowed to operate.  The full list will be published in the Revised Statutory Instrument and on www.covid19response.lc.
Today’s decisions were not taken lightly, as we know it will be an inconvenience to all of you.
Saint Lucia’s history has shown that our Government has always faced challenges head on. Our social and economic policies have always been tailored to positively impact the people of Saint Lucia, and we have proven time and time again that we can manage well in times of adversity.  
It is because of this wealth of experience within our Cabinet that we were able to respond so quickly to the health and economic fallout of COVID:
•In preparation for the pandemic, we fully operationalized the OK-EU Hospital and converted VH into a respiratory hospital specific to COVID.
•We purchased equipment to create capacity for in-country testing. 
•We reached out to the Cuban government and recruited 113 Cuban Medical professionals  
•We set up Covid-19 Quarantine Facilities initially at no cost to returning nationals
•In the early stages of COVID, we mobilized and delivered over ten thousand food and care packages to the most vulnerable and we launched a feeding programme to get thousands of hot meals to the elderly and differently abled.  This provided a much-needed market our farmers.
•By April 2020, we had launched our Social Stabilization Plan to help the persons who have completely lost their income and the more vulnerable persons in our society. Income support was provided through the National Insurance Corporation to the tune of over $70 million, while non-NIC contributors received almost $8 million in payouts. Under this programme we also started the normal Christmas Barrels early and we just announced an extension of the concession until March. 
•By July, when we had a clearer picture of the longevity and impact of this pandemic, we launched the Economic Recovery & Resilience Plan with a very broad array of targeted strategies to mitigate the impact of COVID-19.  
•We are helping 11 thousand households with their electricity bill payments, we are fast tracking fiscal incentives for local businesses, we have made special funding available through SLDB for new and existing businesses.
Earlier on, when we recognized the sharp decline in global travel, large segments of our economy had to be shut down and we had limited revenue collection. We had to act immediately. We held discussions with the banking sector to provide relief in the form of moratoriums on the payment of loans and mortgages. I am happy to report that hundreds of Saint Lucians took advantage of these facilities.  
When the pandemic broke out at the beginning of 2020, Saint Lucia was trending in a positive direction. Our unemployment rate was down to 16.8 percent. Among our greatest achievements was bringing down the stubborn statistics on youth unemployment; from an average rate of almost 40 percent in 2016 to 31 percent by 2019. Our tourism arrivals had hit a record high, our agricultural and manufacturing industries were on the rise. Generally, we were again reporting steady economic growth, and even our debt to GDP ratio was approaching the 60 percent target we were aiming for by 2030. Investment in Saint Lucia was on the rise and we had managed to attract new and exciting businesses.
There is no denying that our successes in reopening and our survival was due to the foundation our Government had put in place for Saint Lucia. 
Despite the economic downturn, our government has never missed payroll and we have met our debt commitments. We have coped with the shocks, managed the finances of this country responsibly and we were able to fund the unanticipated spiraling costs associating with COVID.
The funding we have received from international and regional development agencies has gone towards budget support which includes funding for recurrent expenditures including salaries and to cover the additional cost of the following:
· the supply of respiratory masks for the treatment of COVID-19. 
· the purchase of reagents for testing and surgical masks and bodysuits for physicians and healthcare workers
· the supply of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
· Airfares, lodging and accommodation for the Cuban Medical Brigade, comprising of doctors and nurses who assisted in the initial stages of the response
· Materials and equipment for testing
· boarding and lodging of persons in quarantine and isolation centres
· boarding and lodging of persons who provided support during the period 
· retrofitting of the Victoria Hospital for conversion to a respiratory hospital
· retrofitting of other medical facilities and the refurbishment of the arrival hall at the airports.
· Provision of a $1500 dollar stimulus to over 5000 Saint Lucians
· Provision of funds to SLDB and BELFUND to on-lend to small businesses
As we continue to manage this pandemic, the costs will continue to rise. I know a lot of you are still suffering but our country is coming back and we must stay the course.
Our tourism industry is back on the rebound.  Leading into January 2021, over 5000 hospitality workers, over 1000 taxi drivers, tour company operators, had returned to work. This was due the fact that Saint Lucia led the way in the strict protocols we put in place for arrivals and our global advocacy for pre-testing. I share your concerns as visitors come in from high-risk countries.  However, I want to reassure you that we continue to monitor, change and adjust our protocols to keep you safe.  
You may remember that we took a phased approach to the reopening of the tourism sector, recognizing that we also needed airlift to facilitate the return of our own nationals and for our citizens, who had to travel abroad for special medical treatment not available in Saint Lucia. We also had to keep our borders open to allow much needed medical supplies to come in and to facilitate technical and medical support, for example the Cuban medical brigade. 
In terms of the visitors, we put in the strictest protocols. Our policy is that when they come, they stay in their hotels and are not allowed to roam around and mingle because the safety of our people will always remain paramount.    After much consultation and adjustments of the protocols we only allowed visitors out of the bubble on organized COVID-certified approved tours.  They were not allowed to venture out nor rent vehicles and drive around.  In keeping with ensuring your safety, we pulled back on these protocols and suspended all tours for the last 10 days.  
One of the strategies we have employed throughout the past year in dealing with the effects of COVID is that of regular consultation with stakeholders. Our decision to keep our borders open was made in consultation with the SLHTA, Airlines and   other tourism sector agencies   and the Ministry of health and with good reason. The people who work in the hotels want to work to take care of themselves and their families.   All the other people involved in the tourism sector, from restaurants to suppliers of goods and services, have been consulted and they approved our protocols in keeping the sector open. If it gets to the point when we see that the risk to Saint Lucians is too great and will put their health and safety at risk we will have no hesitation in shutting down again.
We understand the anxiety of parents, students and teachers about the impact of the pandemic on the education system.  It is clear that the situation is very fluid and unpredictable and as such we cannot be definitive about opening schools. The decisions that we are taking in that sector are again because we care for the safety of the students and teachers.  What we do from here on will depend on our infection rates and whether we will be able to bring them down while also maintaining a level of stability in our transmission rates. In the meantime, we are moving ahead to expand our e-books programme.  We have distributed 3000 e-Books at the secondary schools and have another 5000 units on island to be distributed over the next two weeks. The Ministry of Education will provide the public with additional information on the e-learning plans in due course. The Ministry is also making provision for Fifth Formers and those students who are writing CXC and Common Entrance to have access to both virtual and physical classrooms in a safe setting. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In terms of the Vaccine, I have some good news to report. The government was proactive in seeking vaccine options and became a member of COVAX. We have received official confirmation from the Pan-American Health Organization (PAHO) of the allocation of 74,400 doses of the AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine ahead of schedule. The estimated time of arrival is mid to late February, 2021. 	Comment by Nancy Charles: Timeline revised to earlier
The Ministry of Health has prepared the plan for dissemination in a three phased approach commencing the first week of March 2021. The vaccine will be free of charge and on a voluntary basis.
Officials of the Ministry of Health shall be providing further updates and guidance to the public as we prepare for the introduction of the COVID-19 vaccine.
I understand the concerns some citizens may have about the vaccine, however, we will ensure that everyone has adequate and accessible information in order to make the best decisions. As with everything else, I assure you we are going to cross this bridge together.
I also wish to inform Saint Lucians of the new testing protocols for easier access for those who feel ill and need to be tested:
· Antigen tests will be used for screening in high-risk settings and workspaces. Training on Antigen testing began today.
· Exit test for travelers will be facilitated at private laboratories.
· Mass testing will be introduced, to increase population coverage.  In light of increasing cases and community spread, two additional Wellness Centres will be used as testing sites; one in the South and one in the North.
· To reduce the backlog and burden on the Ezra Long Laboratory, the Forensic lab will receive samples from two of the largest facilities (Vieux Fort and Gros Islet Polyclinic) and nationals will also have the option of testing at private laboratories. 
I want to again pay tribute to the health workers and others in various departments in both the public and private sectors who have been leading the fight against COVID-19. 
I thank you for your support of the difficult decisions. I thank you for your continued support to the Minister and Ministry of Health, the Command Centre and for standing with our Chief Medical Officer. I thank NEMAC and all stakeholders for your continuous guidance and counsel as you continue to participate in our various consultations.   To all our front liners, contact tracers and all engaged directly in the fight against Covid-19, who have yet to have a holiday, you are forever my superheroes. 
Saint Lucia, throughout all of this sacrifice and adjustments to our lives, I can say without a doubt: I am truly proud of our people.
Later this week, I will be addressing the nation ahead of the launch of our 42nd independence anniversary celebrations.  As this year’s theme suggests, we are a resilient nation and by following the protocols we are protecting ourselves and our families. As we head into Independence we must remember that wearing our mask is a reflection of our patriotism and our love for our country.
Let’s keep working to beat the real enemy: Covid-19.  Saint Lucia, I know, we can and we will.
May God Bless you all and May God continue to bless our island Saint Lucia. 
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