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Abstract

Civil Violence, Domestic Terrorism and Internal Security in Guyana, 1953-2003. 

A Preliminary Examination
Guyana is a small state with a population comprising various ethnic groups. The emergence and persistence of ethnic rivalry and political conflict have contributed to civil, communal and criminal violence and domestic terrorism.  From the time of the introduction of universal adult suffrage and representative government by the United Kingdom 50 years ago, various administrative and legislative measures have been introduced to quell unrest and safeguard the internal security of the state. However, some forms of violence have persisted and terrorism has recurred occasionally.

Guyana has been vulnerable to newer forms of international criminal activity such as narcotics-trafficking, money-laundering, gun-running and illegal migration, which have contributed to the escalation of civil violence over the past decade.

The Guyana Police Force and the Guyana Defence Force are the main agencies charged with the responsibilities of law enforcement and the maintenance of order. Several ‘states of emergency’ have been declared and laws to ensure national security have been passed over the years.  An examination of their effects, however, indicates that they have been unable to bring violence under control.

This paper proposes that the process of ‘constructive engagement’ which has already been initiated between the country’s two major parties be intensified to provide a lasting solution to the problems of conflict, violence and terrorism in Guyana.
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The threat to the state

For fifty years, one of the greatest impediments to social cohesion and economic development in Guyana has been the prevalence of political conflict, civil violence and domestic terrorism. This paper suggests that, despite the chronic character and destructive nature of conflict and violence, legislative and administrative measures have been unable to remove or reduce, violence to a sufficiently low level. New measures need to be sought to create the conditions for economic and social development to take place.

Arising out of the ideological orientation of its two major political parties — the People’s Progressive Party (PPP) and the People’s National Congress (PNC) — and their relations with Cuba and the eastern bloc, Guyana was regarded with suspicion by the major countries of the Western bloc (especially the UK and USA) and its own neighbours (Brazil and Venezuela) during the Cold War era.1
Apart from ideological differences generated in the Cold War, relations between Guyana’s major ethnic groups — largely descendants of Africans and Indians brought by the British to work on the sugar plantations — degenerated into communal violence from the early 1960s as the country advanced towards independent statehood.2  After Independence in 1966, and especially in the last quarter of the 20th century, Guyana’s economy went into decline.3 High unemployment, homelessness and poverty precipitated a rise in violent crime. The contraband trade, narcotics smuggling, illegal migration, gun-running and money-laundering became prevalent.4  These factors aggravated the pre-existent threats to national security.

The most serious internal threat is armed insurrection, such as erupted in the Rupununi in January 1969 with the assistance of a foreign country.5 The second threat is secession of a region or district (or partition) which may follow an armed insurrection. Secession was the intention of the organisers of the insurrection in the Rupununi. Third is the threat of terrorism, arising out of communal, ethnic or political antagonism, such as erupted in Demerara in 1964.6  Terrorism could also lead to secession, partition or insurrection. 

The threat of penetration by criminal elements, such as narco-traffickers, arms-smugglers or garimpeiros (illegal — usually Brazilian — gold miners); and international terrorism, such as hijacking or sabotaging aircraft in other territories, could also take place.7 Guyana's internal political situation, as well as its external relations, made it possible for some of these threats to become realities over the last 50 years.

Threats to the security of small states such as Guyana are dangerous because they divert economic and human resources away from the welfare of the population, thereby making them less viable as independent states and more vulnerable to instability and disorder.

Enforcement operations aimed at maintaining the internal security (IS) of the state possess three characteristics. First, the context within which operations are conducted is usually one in which minimum force ought to be used in the face of public disorder.  In addition, long-term measures by the Administration to restore a condition of normalcy must be implemented to support the operation of security forces.8  Second, the functions of security forces vary in accordance with the nature and intensity of the disorder which may range from civil disobedience, through strikes, riots and inter-communal conflict to terrorism involving murder, arson and sabotage. Finally, organizations may be established and personnel recruited and provided with special equipment and training to counter threats to public order.

In the long-term, the preservation of national security depends on a combination of good governance and effective operational action by the security forces.9


The colonial regime, 1953-1965

Political violence in Guyana had its origin in a series of events which could be traced to 1953. At that time, under the threat of armed force by the British Government, troops were landed in Georgetown, the constitution was suspended, and ministers of the original People’s Progressive Party (PPP) were expelled from office.  Between October 1953 and October 1966, several British Army Regiments were stationed in Guyana and various forces were mobilized in order to quell the ensuing disturbances.10
The Constitution was suspended because, according to the Colonial Administration: 

“The policy followed by the [PPP] Ministers led to progressive deterioration in the country’s administration, its economy and its security.  The position grew worse when the Ministers inspired a campaign calculated to undermine the loyalty and discipline of the Police Force, and made persistent attempts to gain political control of the Public Service.  Matters reached a climax when, using their official positions in trade unions, they promoted for political reasons a strike in the sugar industry disregarding all efforts at conciliation on the part of the employers.  Having failed to achieve the purpose of the strike, they attempted to gain their ends in the trade union movement by legislation.  They determined to set aside the rules of the House [of Assembly] to enable the passage of this legislation without consultation with trade unions and employers’ associations or allowing an opportunity for public comment.  At the same time, large and unruly crowds were incited to attend meetings of the House of Assembly in an apparent effort to intimidate members of the Opposition.”11
On these grounds, the British Government expelled the democratically-elected PPP ministers from office. But this was not met immediately by violent reaction either from that party or the public.  The following year, however, civil violence started.  According to the Colonial Report for 1954:

“During the earlier part of 1954, extremist elements of the People’s Progressive Party made efforts to create a state of unrest among the community and to bring about non-cooperation with the Government.  They carried out acts of violence and sacrilege, accompanied by a sustained campaign of slander and propaganda.  It became necessary to restrict the movements of a number of persons and place a ban on the holding of public meetings.  Some leaders of the People’s Progressive Party who defied restriction orders were convicted by the courts and served sentences of imprisonment.

There were several attempts at sabotage by a gang connected with the extremist element of the People’s Progressive Party.  They involved the use of dynamite in various localities, culminating with the blowing up of the statue of Queen Victoria in the grounds of the Law Courts at Georgetown.”12  


Civil violence

Those who felt that state violence had been inflicted on Guyana by the presence of British troops and the proclamation of a state of emergency, resisted the Colonial Administration with violence.  When the violence subsided, constitutional progress re-started in 1957. But as soon as competitive politics resumed and general elections were held, political violence returned.  Political conflict and civil violence reached a climax in the forty months from August 1961 to December 1964, a period that started with the election of the PPP in August 1961 under a self-government constitution and ended with its removal from office in December 1964. 

The introduction of the self-government constitution was the signal by Britain that it was prepared to consider the granting of full Independence to the colony. The prize of Independence not only sharpened the competition between the two main political parties — the People's Progressive Party (PPP) and the People’s National Congress (PNC) — but prompted the establishment of the United Force (UF). These three parties represented broadly, the major ethnic groups in Guyana — Indians, Africans and Amerindians and Portuguese — respectively.13
In the election campaign prior to 21 August 1961 (polling day) and in the PPP victory motorcade of 22 August and for some time thereafter, there were serious violent incidents between Africans and Indians in parts of the coastland.  The victim of the first recorded political murder was Felix Ross of Port Mourant, a PPP political ‘stronghold’ on the Corentyne. Ross was bound, gagged and butchered and his wife assaulted, on 28 August 1961, one week after elections. This was a step on the road to civil violence.14
Elections were important because it was evident, at that time, that with 42.6 per cent of the votes cast, the PPP was able to win 57 per cent or 19 of the seats in the Legislative Council (the forerunner of the National Assembly).   On the other hand, with 41.0 per cent of the votes, the PNC won 31 per cent or 12 of the seats in the Council, and the UF with 16.3 per cent of the votes won 12 per cent or 4 seats.  The simple arithmetic was that 57.3 per cent of the voters elected 43 per cent of the legislature while 42.6 per cent of the voters elected 57 per cent of the Council.15
The following year, there was a period of growing tension which exploded in the riot of 16 February 1962 in Georgetown. Although the damage done by the mobs was confined to the city’s central business district, it was evident that open hostility was shown towards the PPP Administration, especially since the British Government had announced, on 14 January 1962, that it proposed to summon a conference in May of the same year to discuss the date and arrangements for the attainment of Independence.16 

The Georgetown Disturbances of 1962 were precipitated by trade union activity and a feeling, justifiable or not, of actual or impending economic privation. Urban workers, particularly Government employees, had been making insistent requests for pay increases from the PPP Administration under the Premier Dr Cheddi Jagan. These were refused and government employees were told that they had to make sacrifices. 

Soon after that refusal in January 1962, the Administration introduced a budget which aimed three new taxes mainly at the business sector. The prices of imported goods shot upwards immediately and working-class consumers were faced with higher prices for some items. The budget a1so proposed to introduce a compulsory savings scheme for some grades of employees, mainly public servants. In the absence of increased wages and an effective price control system, the budget was described as a "choke-and-rob" budget and was perceived by some workers to be inimical to their interests. There followed widespread strikes among the city's government and commercial employees. 

The Premier tried to reconsider some of the harsher provisions of the budget but control of events had already passed from the hands of the Administration and, on 16 February, there was widespread rioting, looting and shooting. The riot was confined to the commercial areas of Georgetown; damage was done mainly to business premises, and there were few reports of attacks on persons except in clashes between rioters and the security forces.17 

Frustration in the minds of the urban working masses, created by economic issues of unsatisfied requests for higher pay, increased prices for some consumer goods and the decreased spending power through the compu1sory savings scheme led to aggression and conflict. 

The first significant eruption of ethnic conflict between Africans and Indians occurred in 1963 when, on 18 April, the British Guiana Trades Union Council (BGTUC) decided to take strike action against what it termed was the PPP Administration’s “total disregard for the TUC’s proposals and their appeals for a democratic Labour Relations Bill”. 18  Within 96 hours, administration almost came to a halt as civil servants and airways and transport employees came out on strike. Virtually all commercial centres were closed; rai1, ferry and bus services in Georgetown were halted; mining operations at Mackenzie, Kwakwani and Matthew’s Ridge, and grinding in factories on sugar estates came to a standstill. Demonstrations, picketing and assault became widespread. This strike lasted for 80 days, ending only when the Administration agreed to withdraw the Labour Relations Bill. 

The approach to Independence seemed to be beset mainly by the problem of political representation and this was not settled until 25 October 1963 when Cheddi Jagan, Forbes Burnham and Peter d’Aguiar — the political leaders of the PPP, PNC, and UF parties, respectively — signed an agreement authorising the British Government to impose a solution. This it did.  The British imposed the electoral system known as ‘proportional representation (PR)’, based on the principle that representation in the Legislative Council should be in direct proportion to the votes cast for each contesting party. This formula, in essence, is the same that remains in use to the present day, but its introduction was marked by five months of violence. 

The disturbances of 1964 were launched after the PPP had taken a decision to oppose the imposition of the PR system of election by the British Government. The Guiana Agricultural Workers Union (GAWU), which was affiliated to the PPP, called a general strike, ostensibly to press for recognition by the Sugar Producers’ Association (SPA) in the sugar industry. The strike lasted for 165 days and precipitated a period of bitter inter-ethnic hostility, mainly among Indians and Africans.  A campaign of domestic terrorism, called the ‘Hurricane of Protest’, was mounted under the guise of the GAWU strike and had its theatre of operations in the county of 

Demerara — between the Abary and Boeraserie Rivers — which had the largest concentration of Africans in the country.  Also, most Indian and African sugar workers belonged to a rival union — the Man Power Citizens Association (MPCA) — at that time and, when the GAWU strike started, many continued to work.  They then became the victims of violence and, significantly, the first person to be killed was Edgar Munroe, 39, an African, from Manchester village on the Corentyne. Later, as a result of the same incident, Ramraj Gunraj, 27, an Indian, also died. Thereafter, hardly a day passed without some act of civil violence — arson, battery, bombing, murder, mutilation or rape.19  

The African Society for Cultural Relations with Independent Africa (ASCRIA) called on the Administration and the British Governor, Richard Luyt, as early as April 1964, to declare a state of emergency and to protect the victims of violence on West Coast Demerara, but little official attention was paid to the slaughter that was taking place there.  

The most alarming slaughter of the ‘Disturbances’ was that of 40 Africans on 6 July at Hurudaia in the Demerara River as they travelled in a motor launch to Mackenzie. Significant also, was the murder of Arthur Abraham, a Portuguese civil servant who had recently been the Premier’s Permanent Secretary, along with seven members of his family, when an incendiary device exploded in his home in Georgetown on 12 June.  The next day, 13 June, 32 members of the PPP, including Cabinet members, and 3 members of the PNC, were arrested and placed in preventive detention without trial, under emergency regulations.

One comment by the Premier Dr Jagan, which should not be ignored, was his admission that “…the ending of the sugar strike brought an end to disturbances in 1964”.20 Thus, the nexus between the GAWU strike and the ‘Disturbances’, Guyana’s worst campaign of collective violence, was established beyond doubt.  In addition, the lethal character of violence was reinforced by its organisational structure and the supply of trained recruits and weapons.  In this regard, the Progressive Youth Organisation (PYO), the youth arm of the PPP, was held to be largely responsible.  By one account:

“In 1962 alone, at least 110 members of the PYO were sent off to Communist countries for training, mainly to Cuba.  More than 200 are known to have gone to Cuba altogether.  Training schools have been established in British Guiana, the instructors being Cubans, in some cases, and Cuban-trained or Soviet-trained PYOs members”.21 

The terrorist organisation was so effective that, even after the devastation of the ‘Disturbances’, and the elections held in December 1964 which led to the formation of a PNC-UF coalition Administration, violence continued into 1965. According to one report:

“In practical terms, beginning in early 1965, a series of bombs exploded at various targets, climaxing in the bombing of the US consulate in June of that year and resulting in substantial damage to the diplomatic premises and injury to three individuals.  Bombs were also found at educational institutions, including the Teachers’ College and schools such as No. 63 Government, the Church of God school at Port Mourant, Goed Fortuin Government and Corpus Christi Anglican, and bomb scares, especially at schools, such as Campbellville and St. Stephen’s Scots in Georgetown, were a constant threat to school children and teachers.  In his report to the National Assembly at the beginning of 1966 regarding the campaign of subversion, Deputy Prime Minister [Dr Ptolemy] Reid detailed an extensive list of destructive acts that have been committed in 1965: 8 incidents of burning of sugar cane, 14 instances of damage to property — in 5 of which explosives were used — telecommunications infrastructure and educational institutions, 24 cases of the finding of illegal arms and ammunition and 6 occasions when explosives were discovered.

“The coalition government identified the perpetrators of this campaign of violent sabotage as highly trained, PPP-linked saboteurs.  As a consequence, several PPP activists were detained during 1965 under the existing state of emergency legislation.  

“In fact, more crucially, it was not the government alone that pointed the finger at PPP involvement in these activities.  As was later to be verified by some of the PPP defectors, two PPP-linked individuals, Samuel London and Mohan Rambarran, revealed that they had been sent by the party for military training in Cuba, which included the making of different types of 

bombs and sabotage tactics, with the objective of fomenting revolution in Guyana. They expressed the concern that such a campaign could only have resulted in racial warfare among the two major race groups in the country.  

“Akbar Alli, a PPP activist, publicly stated in December 1965 that he had been trained in Cuba, especially in military tactics, the making of bombs and the carrying-out of sabotage.  Alli further revealed that the PPP had received money and weapons from communist countries in support of its objective of overthrowing the coalition government and “imposing communism” in the country.

“Alli’s public betrayal of the PPP’s strategy of violent rebellion was not without severe consequences for himself.  He was violently assassinated within three months of his public revelations, with the government accusing the PPP of being the authors of this violent act as punishment for his betrayal.”22


The security state, 1966-1992

Guyana became independent on 26 May 1966 under a state of emergency.  This hangover from the colonial regime was institutionalized with the passage of the National Security (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act (NSA) later that year. There were justifiable fears of a recrudescence of the terror of the ‘Disturbances’ of 1964 and the passage of the NSA signalled a strengthening of the coercive arms of the state to deal with civil violence.

Indeed, the post-Independence period was to be marked by several cases of extreme violence and terrorism.  Evidence of this trend was an event which occurred on 26 November 1967, when an armstore at the GDF camp at Atkinson Field [Timehri] was broken into and 20 weapons — pistols, rifles and semi-automatic weapons — were stolen.23 Thoughts turned to the PPP as the only organisation which had the capacity to carry out such a significant heist. The weapons were never recovered nor were the perpetrators discovered. The incident served to emphasise the fact that there were persons at large who might be prepared to take up arms to oppose the Administration or engage in civil violence.

For obvious reasons, the Administration’s attention, and that of the Guyana Police Force (GPF) and the Guyana Defence Force (GDF) as well, was focused on the coastland where the PPP was seen as the greatest threat to national security.  However, the most serious direct threat to Guyana’s territorial integrity came from an unexpected direction, the hinterland.


Terrorism

On 2 January 1969, a group of ranchers in the Rupununi District in the south of the country rebelled against the Central Government. There were at least two major causes for this rebellion: one internal; the other, external.  In the first case, the coalition Administration of the PNC and UF parties had been completely undermined and any residual UF influence in government was smothered by the PNC victory in the elections held on 16 December 1968 under innovations made by the Representation of the People (Adaptation and Modification of Laws) Act 1968 which permitted balloting by non-resident citizens of Guyana.24 There was also widespread use of postal and proxy voting. Partly, as a result of the abuse of these devices, the PNC, secured an electoral majority of 55.6 per cent and a majority of 30 seats out of 53 in the National Assembly, enabling it to form an Administration on its own.

The PNC electoral victory alarmed cattle ranchers in the Rupununi District, many of whom feared that, without the UF party in office to protect their interests, they would lose their leases to large areas of land. They therefore determined to oppose the PNC Administration and were assisted by Venezuela, which provided military training, equipment and transport. 

On 23 December 1968, one week after the elections, the major ranchers decided to declare the secession of Rupununi from Guyana and to establish a separate state called the 'Republic of the Rupununi'. Several of them travelled to Venezuela to be trained and equipped, and returned on 2 January 1969. Armed with rifles, machine-guns and anti-tank 'bazooka' weapons, the rebels easily seized Lethem, the District capital, and all outlying centres, killing several policemen and imprisoning 'coastlander' government employees in the process.

The same afternoon, however, GDF troops were able to land and, after reinforcement the next day, put the rebels to flight. In the following days, troops razed rebel property and restored Central Government authority.24
The Rupununi Rebellion was a short-lived, but extreme form of terror which threatened the state’s authority over a large part of national territory.  To some extent, the Rebellion could be regarded as a violent response to the outcome of the general elections of 1968.  When elections fell due five years later in 1973, therefore, trouble was to be expected once again.

General elections were held in July 1973,  in a climate of distrust over political control of the election apparatus which provided opportunities for abuse by the party in office. Anticipating public resistance arising from threats to prevent the removal of ballot boxes from polling stations before votes had been counted and certified, the Guyana Defence Board (GDB) called out the GDF to ensure the safety of the boxes and electoral officers.  Indeed, there were some confrontations between mobs and soldiers and, in one incident on the Corentyne, two persons were fatally shot. A third died in a separate incident. A Commission of Inquiry found that the commander of the troops:

...acted with consideration and thought under those very difficult situations and when he fired at the crowd it was both necessary and reasonable and that he was justified in so doing.25
In another incident in the same elections, ballot boxes were held for several hours while others were brought from outlying areas — invariably using military manpower, aircraft, vessels and vehicles — at the GDF headquarters in Georgetown, for the votes to be counted centrally. Critics claimed that, while the boxes were being held, agents of the PNC party were allowed access to replace genuine with bogus ballots,26 but there is no evidence of such an occurrence.

Not surprisingly, the elections, widely considered to have been manipulated, resulted in the PNC winning 70.09 per cent of the votes cast and occupying 37 out of 53 seats in the National Assembly.

Guyana’s initiation into international terrorism came as a consequence of its relations with Communist bloc states, particularly Cuba.  In 1975, Guyana was accused of providing landing and refueling facilities for Cuban aircraft ferrying troops to Angola.  Cuba’s Fidel Castro and Guyana’s Forbes Burnham, also, had exchanged visits and regular flights of the Cubana de Aviación airline had been inaugurated between the two countries.

On 6 October 1976, a Cubana aircraft was sabotaged off Barbados, killing Guyanese, Cuban and Korean citizens.27 Significantly, two of the terrorists implicated in the incident carried Venezuelan passports and had embarked on their mission from Caracas. Guyana's fear of Venezuelan territorial aggression, now mixed with international terrorism, intensified. 

The bizarre mass-suicide of the People's Temple quasi-religious sect at Jonestown, in the Barima-Waini Region in the north of the country on 18 November 1978, also focused unfavourable global attention on Guyana. The sect had been allowed to settle in the hinterland as part of the Government's general policy of occupying the Essequibo territory claimed by Venezuela.28 Although it may have been seen as part of the country’s general defence posture, the settlement was entirely a political decision and there was little knowledge about how the settlement was being administered.  When violence erupted, however, a US Congressman was shot dead, over 900 US citizen were murdered and the Government was caught by surprise. The GDF had to mount a hasty operation with the grisly mission of helping the US Army to remove over nine hundred decaying corpses of the sect's members who had died from poisoning. 


State terror

From the mid-1970s, the economy went into sharp decline and, noticeably, political opposition to the PNC Administration increased. The economic crisis provided the backdrop for the deepening political crisis generated by opposition to electoral manipulation in 1968 and 1973 and the referendum of July 1978. It was while opposition groups were holding public protests on 12 July 1979 to mark the first anniversary of the referendum, that a mysterious fire broke out destroying the Office of the General Secretary of the People's National Congress and the Ministry of National Development (OGSPNC & MND) building in Georgetown. The significance of this event was that it was used as the opportunity for diverse courses of political action.  The PNC Administration deemed the fire: '... an act of sabotage [which] was deliberately planned and professionally executed'.29 

Several leading members of the Working People's Alliance (WPA) — a political group formed to oppose the PNC — including Dr Walter Rodney, were arrested and held by the police. A large crowd gathered outside the Magistrate's Court on 14 July when some of those arrested were arraigned on charges of arson, among other things. As they were being moved from the 'Magistrate’s Court to the prison, some persons — identified as members of a religious sect called the House of Israel which was associated with the PNC — attacked the crowd, killing a Roman Catholic priest and injuring others.30 

As a result of these events – the arson, arrests and murder — opposition to the PNC Administration increased.  This became more intense on 17 July when the WPA officially became a political party and, on 20 July when Walter Rodney, addressing a rally, declared: 'The PNC must go and they must go by any means necessary'.31  This declaration was the start of a series of confrontations between the police, on the one hand and the WPA, on the other. Eventually, Walter Rodney was killed on 13 June 1980 by an explosive device, alleged to have been manufactured by a GDF electronics technician. Rodney's death, followed by the sudden disappearance of the technician, brought serious local and international criticism of the PNC which has never abated.

The combination of a depressed economy, a repressive state, increasing political conflict and large communities of Guyanese living abroad gave rise, from time to time, to conspiracies to assassinate political leaders or overthrow the Administration.  The GPF, however, seemed ill-prepared to deal with this new form of transnational treason.

In December 1983, it was announced that eight Guyanese-born naturalised Americans and Canadians had been arrested and charged with various offences related to conspiracy to possess prohibited weapons.  The conspirators’ mission was to acquire a quantity of machine guns, grenade-launchers, revolvers and pistols to equip a 20-member assassination squad to return to Guyana to kill President Forbes Burnham and members of the PNC Administration.  It so happened that the conspirators had negotiated to buy the weapons from Canadian police agents, who had them arrested.  In another alleged conspiracy, in October 1990, several members of the GDF and the GPF and other civilians were arrested on charges of conspiring to commit treason and for illegal possession of arms and ammunition.  Evidence presented at the preliminary inquiry in court claimed that the suspects had been present in a camp in neighbouring Suriname to train persons to overthrow the Government of Guyana.  After being held for some time, one of the accused escaped from police custody, and when the Administration changed two years later, in 1992, the charges against the men were all dropped.32

The state of terror, 1992 – 2003


Civil violence

During the 1990s, there was a resurgence of civil violence which, as in previous years, was related to political conflict.  The general elections held on 5 October 1992, as with those of previous years since 1964, were the occasion for an outbreak of violence. In Georgetown, unruly crowds, protesting alleged disenfranchisement by having their names left off the official voters’ list, rioted.  Some damage was done in Georgetown’s central business district, particularly along Camp and Regent streets where stores were broken into and looted.  Two persons were killed and seventeen injured.  Several rioters were later placed before the courts.33  These elections resulted in the return of the PPP to office and the accession of Dr Cheddi Jagan to the Presidency.

For over five years thereafter, there was little overt violence until the next general election was held on 15 December 1997 after Dr Jagan’s death in office.  Then, angered by the slow release of results, crowds became restless. After word spread that Mrs Janet Jagan, the PPP’s presidential candidate, had been sworn in secretly as President by the Chairman of the Guyana Elections Commission, the PNC held a large rally to announce that it rejected the declaration of a PPP victory and would mount a campaign of civil disobedience.34  From the following day, crowds started to assemble and, from time to time in the ensuing weeks, unruly Georgetown mobs clashed with the police.  In February 1998, President Janet Jagan’s car was stoned as she left the National Assembly.

The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) intervened on four occasions in the following months, in attempts to bring the disorder to an end and resolve the conflict.  An accord (The Herdmanston Accord) was signed between representatives of the PPP and PNC; an audit of the elections results was done; a ‘statement’ was issued at the Meeting of CARICOM Heads of Government in St. Lucia; and, a ‘facilitator’ was appointed to promote dialogue between the two parties.35 These measures, contributed to the reduction of the street protests but tension persisted and the causes of the disorder were not removed.  In August 1999, Mrs Jagan resigned and Bharrat Jagdeo, the Minister of Finance, was appointed President and this change seemed to ease some of the political tension.

The general elections held in March 2001 in accordance with the CARICOM-brokered ‘Herdmanston Accord’, triggered another round of disorder.  From March 2001, unrest in Buxton Village36 smouldered at low intensity and continued to do so for over a year. But a group of convicts escaped from the Georgetown Prison on 23 February 2002 and sought refuge in that village or its environs and this led to a sudden surge in criminal violence.

Despite early attempts by the PPP Administration to blame the Opposition PNC for the crime surge in the wake of the Georgetown Prison escape, it became apparent that there was a serious and sinister struggle by rival fractions or gangs said to be involved in the narcotics trade.  In May 2002, Dr Roger Luncheon who, in addition to being Head of the Presidential Secretariat and Secretary to the Cabinet was also Secretary of the Guyana Defence Board (GDB) and Chairman of the Central Intelligence Committee (CIC), made it clear that Guyana was in the throes of ‘drug gang warfare’.37
Most of the killings from February to October 2002 had been attributed to the five prison escapees but the murders continued even after three of them had been killed.  After the escape of Brahmanand Nandalall, a businessman who was a victim of a major kidnapping, there was a spate of executions, starting on 28 October – bloody Monday — when seven died. On the Hindu festival of Diwali on 4 November, a massacre claimed five victims.  From time to time afterwards, bodies of persons still clad in bullet-proof vests would appear with the victims shot in the back of the neck or showing some other sign of execution. According to the Secretary to the Cabinet: 

“There seems to be reasonably plausible evidence to suggest that there is a body out there that is involved in criminal activities and it is not the escapees and those who have been associated with the escapees.” 38
The killing of suspects, wanted men and petty criminals by unknown persons created the impression that the killers were operating on the side of the State and suggested the presence of paramilitary elements in the country. 

A protest demonstration against the Administration on 3 July 2002 targeted the Office of the President compound. Two protestors were killed. The crowd then ran riot, looting, burning and assaulting civilians in the city.  Political tensions increased alarmingly and that riot, coinciding with the opening of the 23rd Meeting of the Conference of CARICOM Heads of Government, provided regional leaders and journalists with a close-up view of the confrontation that threatened to supplant their own efforts to broker a political solution between Guyana’s two largest parties.39

Public terror

During the period of terror in 2002, 142 murders occurred, compared to 79 in 2001.  Some of the victims were killed by the police or paramilitary elements. Most of the killings have not been subject to inquests or formal commissions of inquiry, creating the impression that there was official tolerance of extrajudicial killings.  The tendency to allow law-enforcement officers to embark on missions under the pretext of controlling crime and contraband activities gradually entrenched deadly attitudes of lawlessness among agents of the state.

At the heart of the wave of state terror was the apparent immunity from prosecution which the perpetrators were perceived to enjoy. The response of the state, and some sectors of the public, seemed to be conditioned more by the ethnicity and assumed political affiliation of the victims than by the severity of the alleged crimes.

The pattern of police killings had been well established throughout the post-1992 PPP Administration when young men, mainly of African descent, were being shot to death at the rate of about one a fortnight.  The fact that no decisive action was taken to arrest the trend suggests that the Administration may have been convinced that this was the most efficient way of suppressing criminal violence, given the public outrage at the brutality of some crimes and the slow and unpredictable performance of the magistracy and judiciary.

The GPF’s shadowy Target Special Squad (TSS) was the unit responsible for the new law enforcement in which lethal force, rather than being reserved as the last resort in the apprehension of suspects, became a regular response.  The Community Policing Groups (CPG) also became beneficiaries of the Administration’s policy of issuing weapons to certain citizens. By 1999, Minister of Home Affairs Ronald Gajraj was able to report to the National Assembly that 30,012 gun licences had been issued to civilians since 1992.40 There was no indication of who the recipients were but it was assumed that most were members of the CPG, which was an auxiliary of the GPF.

As the Administration failed to hold inquests, and civil society seemed to remain silent, fatal shootings of citizens by the TSS increased.  The Guyana Human Rights Association (GHRA) finally attempted a tally of the deaths by police shootings, from the start of the presidency of Forbes Burnham in 1980, to Bharrat Jagdeo’s Presidency in 2001, recording 239 deaths in 21 years.  Of this total, 78.2 per cent (187) of the victims were Africans and 12.1 per cent (29) were Indians.  Of the remainder, two were Amerindians and others were persons of mixed or unknown ethnic origins.  Victims from urban areas comprised 59.4 per cent, rural areas, 30.9 per cent and from unknown areas, 9.6 per cent.  8 women were among those shot to death.  The killing rate also escalated, the highest point being reached in 1997 with 28 deaths, or over 1 per fortnight.  During the period 1993 to 2001, 113 or 47.2 per cent of all deaths occurred, pushing the annual killing rate to 12.5 or over one death per month.

The GHRA Report blamed “the failure of the judiciary, other arms of the administration of justice and successive governments in Guyana to hold perpetrators of police killings to account,” a posture which encouraged the killers to believe that they were “beyond the reach of the law.” According to the Report, while the vast majority of police killings were explained on the grounds of ‘wanted by the police’; ‘escaped lawful custody’; ‘resisting arrest’; and ‘self defence’; most of these rationalisations were ‘repetitious and frequently lacked credibility.’41

Official responses to violence, 1953-2003

Internal security has been a major preoccupation of Administrations in Guyana for the past half century.  From the time of the 1953 suspension of the Constitution on grounds of attempted Communist subversion, to the 2002 eruption of criminal violence.  Two main trends in official response have been administrative, manifested in measures to strengthen the state’s law-enforcement agencies and security forces; and legislative, in the form of the enactment of laws passed in the National Assembly.

The official response to the alleged misconduct of PPP ministers in the Government had been to suspend the Constitution in 1953 and land troops of the British Army in Georgetown.  Starting with the 1st Battalion, Royal Welch Fusiliers, who were replaced by the 1st Battalion, Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders a few weeks later, several regiments were to be stationed in Guyana until September 1966, after Independence, when the, 1st Battalion Middlesex Regiment was withdrawn.42
The stationing of the British troops was ad hoc, to deal with occasional outbreaks of violence, and a ‘Garrison Headquarters’ was constituted only at times of intense operations.  British troops would normally conduct internal security operations in cooperation with the British Guiana Police Force (BGPF) and, to a lesser extent, the British Guiana Volunteer Force (BGVF).  One permanent effect of British Army deployment has been the evolution of a convention military-police joint operations procedures, allowing for the sharing of intelligence and conducting patrols and other tactical operations.


Police auxiliaries

The main force concerned with internal security, however, was the British Guiana Police Force (now the Guyana Police Force).  To fulfill its duties, the police had been supported by a number of auxiliaries.  The Rural Constabulary was established in 1849 to assist stations in the civil and criminal process, thereby allowing regular policemen to perform more important duties.  The Force was also supported by a Supernumerary Constabulary which provided guards or watchmen for certain industrial and communications facilities such as the sugar estates, bauxite installations, airport and harbours.

A Special Reserve Force (SRF) was formed in 1954, specifically to deal with the unrest which erupted that year as a sequel to the suspension of the Constitution in 1953. In its first year, the SRF had an establishment of 14 officers and 210 subordinate officers and constables.43
To counter the threat of civil violence, also, an ‘Emergency Force’, known also as the Central Emergency Squad, was established at the Police Training Depot in Kingston, Georgetown. It was organized into four sections, each comprising four subordinate officers and 25 constables and by 1956, the Emergency Force was equipped with riot vans with wireless communications and could carry sufficient rations and stores for 48 hours.  It was trained in musketry, riot drill, the use of tear smoke, and other general police duties.  

On 5 December 1969, the Emergency Force, by that time popularly called the ‘Riot Squad’, was re-designated the Tactical Services Unit (TSU) and had a strength of three officers, 28 subordinate officers and 174 constables, constituting about 10 per cent of the entire Police Force.  From 1969, however, the TSU’s duties were gradually changed to include guarding the Prime Minister’s residence, deploying at locations such as Eteringbang, Kaikan and Yarakita and, from 1970, Oronoque, Jaguar and Mahdia,44 all located on the country’s borders or in the hinterland.

As the country’s economy slid into depression in the late 1970s and early 1980s, political opposition to the PNC Administration increased and there were occasional outbreaks of criminal violence, especially against isolated households in rural areas. To counter such criminal violence, a unit known first as the Quick Reaction Group (QRG) was established within the Criminal Investigation Department (CID).  By the 1990s the unit, dressed in black uniforms and equipped with M70 assault rifles, was accused of most of the extra-judicial killings attributed to the Police Force.45
The GPF was also assisted by the community policing system in which there were two trends: one aimed at countering civil violence and, the other, at criminal violence.  Community policing was introduced during the 1964 ‘Disturbances’ by the British Governor Richard Luyt to mobilise villagers to form ‘Home Guard’ or vigilante groups, to protect their communities from marauding gangs.  Armed only with staves, the original groups would report suspicious action to the police. These groups were superceded in 1976, by Crime Prevention Committees (CPC)46 and, by the end of the year, 80 such committees had been formed, each expected to:

“carry out studies of the crime situation and formulate strategies to help rid the community of criminal activities [and to] help to mobilize residents into groups of public order squads to patrol the area at given periods along with members of the Police Service stationed within the community policing district.”47
Community policing groups (CPG) seemed to be most active and effective during periods of intense criminal activity and, as was expected, became dormant when the threat passed.  Nevertheless, the system was still in operation in 2003.

The second method of community policing was to harness the support of, and solicit material resources from, the business community.  This concept, known as ‘Police in Active Association with the Community (PAAC) and later as ‘IMPACT’ (a variation of PAAC) allowed regular policemen to respond promptly to criminal attacks by using transport, communications and other resources supplied by the business community.48  PAAC (or IMPACT) was essentially a quick response and patrol system meant to make regular policing more prompt and effective. 

Suspicion arose, however, that it was possible for businessmen involved in illegal activity to use their influence as public benefactors to pursue vendettas against persons with whom they had private disputes. Thus, when criminal violence degenerated to civil violence, some members of the public formed the opinion that businessmen who supported the state were able to direct the action of these teams against their adversaries.


Military auxiliaries

Apart from the deployment of British Army units in the pre-Independence period, the Government employed a variety of military forces in support of the police to counter civil violence and quell unrest. Over the past fifty years, five such forces — the British Guiana Volunteer Force; British Guiana Special Service Unit; Guyana Defence Force; Guyana National Service and Guyana People’s Militia — were employed from time to time to support law-enforcement efforts in addition to other duties.

The British Guiana Volunteer Force (BGVF) was established by the Volunteer Ordinance (No.20 of 1948) on 14 June 1948, and, although its role is not precisely defined in the Ordinance, its stated duties were given as being to assist the police whenever called to do so; to provide static guards on all essential works and installations; to provide armed escorts and patrols; and to assist in the restoration of law and order.49  At first, as if to emphasise its law-enforcement role, the Force was placed under the command of the Commissioner of Police who was designated as Commandant Local Forces and was responsible for the operational use of the BGVF. Next in line was the Commanding Officer, who had responsibility for training, discipline, recruiting and other administrative matters. It was not until the Volunteer (Amendment) Ordinance (No.33 of 1957) was passed that this dual control ceased and the Commanding Officer was vested with full command authority under the direction of the Governor.50
To counter the extreme civil violence known as the ‘Disturbances’ which erupted in 1964, the British Government created a force on 27 May 1964 called the British Guiana Special Service Unit (BGSSU).  This was brought into being by the British Guiana (Special Service Unit) Order; 1964 to:

...be employed for the preservation of law and order, the preservation of peace, the repression of internal disturbance, the protection of property, the prevention and detection of crime, the apprehension of offenders and the due enforcement of all laws and regulations with which it is charged and (to) perform such military duties within British Guiana as may be required of it by or under the authority of the Governor. 51
Provision was made also for the Unit, or part of it, to be … a military force liable to be employed in military duties in defence of British Guiana...'52 The BGSSU was placed under the control of the Governor and not the Minister of Home Affairs, although it was administered by the BGPF, and was staffed by many former and serving policemen.

The BGSSU was replaced by the Guyana Defence Force (GDF), brought into being by the Defence Ordinance 1966 which provided for the establishment of the Force “charged with the defence of and maintenance of order in British Guiana and with such other duties as may from time to time be defined by the Defence Board'.53  The first Chief of Staff, a British Army officer, in presenting his proposals for the new Force assumed that it was:

...likely that current security problems in Guyana will continue, i.e., there will be incidents of murder and arson and other acts of lawlessness and the constant threat of subversion and violence inspired by the PPP.54
The Chief of Staff perceived his principal mission to be quelling unrest — the task of British Forces in the country for the previous thirteen years — and, as a result, his design for, and deployment of, the GDF was such that it could be' ...concentrated quickly and in any strength' , to deal with disorder, ...particularly in known trouble areas'.55 

The GDF was reinforced in 1974 by another force — The Guyana National Service (GNS) — which was organised along military lines; its members wore uniforms and military officers and non-commissioned officers were put in charge. The stated aim of the GNS, among others was “to provide, in appropriate cases, additional training especially in the development of skills relevant to our development programme and corrective of the results of an education system formerly designed to produce a colonial man”.56  In addition to this role, however, the GNS was frequently involved in the performance of internal security duties in support of the GDF, by guarding vulnerable installations. 

The Government also decided to mobilise a military reserve force called the Guyana People’s Militia (GPM) in 1976.  Its objectives were to: provide a framework on which, during a period of rising tensions, mass preparations for emergencies could be carried out; support the GDF in all of its functions when called upon to do so; assist the GPF in the maintenance of law and order when called upon to do so; provide a reservoir of trained recruits for the GDF; and contribute to the life of the community by engaging in productive work and providing a labour-rescue organisation in an emergency.57
Apart from the establishment of various auxiliary forces to support the GPF and the GDF, several orders, regulations and laws were passed and international agreements made.


Legislative response

The British Guiana (Emergency) Order-in-Council 1953 granted the Governor extraordinary powers to declare a state of emergency in the country in the wake of the suspension of the Constitution on 9 October 1953.  The landing of the British Army, the calling out of the BGVF and the restriction of the movement and detention of certain members of the PPP were thereby legitimised. From time to time, thereafter, especially in 1954, 1962, 1963 and 1964, the Administration resorted to the declaration of states of emergency to strengthen the arm of law-enforcement agencies to deter or quell unrest.

After Independence in May 1966, the PNC-UF coalition Administration enacted the National Security (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act (NSA) which established a virtual state of emergency for nearly a quarter of a century.  Among the Act’s main provisions were the empowerment of the Minister of Home Affairs to make orders directing the preventive detention of persons suspected of acting in any manner prejudicial to public safety, public order or national defence.  Persons so named in the Minister’s ‘Order’ could be arrested without warrant and detained “…in such a place and under such conditions as the Minister may from time to time direct”.  In addition, the Police Force was given sweeping powers to enter and search private premises for weapons, etc., and the Minister was empowered to declare parts of the country ‘protected areas” and restrict access to them.58 The NSA placed civil liberties of the entire population in jeopardy and there was ceaseless agitation for its repeal, which was effected in 1989.

At the international level, Guyana became a signatory to the Inter-American Convention against Terrorism, the objectives of which are to “…prevent, punish and eliminate terrorism”.  It also subscribed to the Nassau Declaration on International Terrorism which was made in the wake of the 11 September 2001 terrorist incidents in the USA and reiterated the country’s commitment “to work with the international community in the multi-faceted fight against terrorism in accordance with international law and conventions.”59
In 2002, four Acts of the National Assembly significantly modified the law in an attempt to quell civil violence and acts of terror.  In particular, the Prevention of Crimes (Amendment) Bill 2002 sought to introduce legislation that allows Guyanese convicted of certain offences in a foreign state, and who are deported to Guyana “to be effectively monitored by the Police”.  This change was made out of the apprehension that Guyanese migrants who had been convicted of criminal offenses, especially in the USA, were likely to continue their criminal careers after being deported to Guyana.

In response to the threat of terrorism, also, Section 309 A (1) (b) of the Criminal Law Offences (Amendment) Bill 2002 directed that, “Whoever commits a terrorist act commits an offence and shall (i) if such offence has resulted in death of any person, be punishable with a fine of one million five hundred thousand dollars together with death.60
The mere passage of laws without vigorous enforcement by the security forces, however, has never constituted a serious deterrent to civil violence.  An examination of the conditions under which conflict, violence and terror emerge could help to explain Guyana’s peculiar security problems.


Conflict, violence and terror

Political conflict is held to be general, involving the whole, a greater, or significant, part of society and engaging the entire personalities of the actors. As such, it must threaten or affect the foundations of the authority structure of the government or in society. This, in turn, suggests the idea that change, or a desire for it, must be expressed in the process of the dispute.  It is also assumed that, since the objectives of opposing parties are incompatible or mutually exclusive; are concerned with the allocation of scarce resources for which other parties are contending; attempt to acquire power; or bring about some substantial change in the serious aspects of society, any action will be met with counter-action by other competitors and a violent clash would ensue. 

Conflict is manifested as "contests, competitions, disputes, tensions and clashes between social forces" and results from a desire on the part of both contestants to attain what is available only to one, or only in part".61 Thus, relations between individuals, or sets of individuals, that involve an incompatible difference of objectives could be considered as conflict. This definition spans a wide range of activity between controversy and vio1ent physical clashes which may be of varying intensities and aimed at change within the system, or at changes of the system. Hence, all competition is not regarded as conflict or as a form of conflict62. 


Conflict theory

Violence relates to the manifestation of conflict rather than to its causes. Thus, conflict may be very intense as a result of the importance attached to its issues and substance by the competitors. It may vary over the range: incipient, potential, actual, or manifest and each type of conflict may also vary in intensity. Actual or manifest conflict such as demonstrations and strikes can be measured as low; riots and civil disorder as medium; and insurrection and warfare as high, conflict.  Civil violence is often the consequence of political conflict and could be defined as:

“…any private political violence which aims to influence or overthrow government, rising at the upper end as far as guerrilla wars but excluding conflicts in which regular forces of states are engaged on both sides.  It includes everything short of criminal violence at one end of the scale and full-scale regular war between states, at the other.”63 

Civil violence differs from international (inter-state) violence in that at least one participant is not a state and it differs from criminal violence in that it is aimed at affecting the composition or conduct of the political system.  Whenever participants in violence constitute a credible, domestic political group, whether formal or not, the principal purpose of which is to influence the political system, especially of their own country, it could be argued that such conduct could be defined as political violence. Civil violence involves the use of force to affect the civil or domestic process and includes “the use, or threat of force by established political authorities to counter acts of violent protest, rebellion, insurgency or revolution, as well as these acts themselves.”64
Terror is a form of violence of which two main categories may exist within a state.  The first form may aim at overthrowing a system of authority, such as the state, either to enable the directors of the terror to seize control of the state or to install a group approved by them.  Simply, its aim is “…to destroy the authority system by creating extreme fear through systematic violence.”65  In the second case, terror may be directed by those who already hold authority and control the institutions of power in the state.  But, “Instead of relying entirely on authority, conventional rules, and legitimate techniques, the men in power… choose to initiate the process of terror.” 66
Terrorism, involves a range of violent actions designed to make people afraid and involves “the systematic use of murder, injury and destruction, or the threats of such acts towards achieving political ends.”67
Conflict could involve aggression, violence and change and no single cause or explanation can be given for its occurrence. Conflict, most likely, will be the outcome of a combination of factors and, in order to seek some theoretical explanation of these causal factors, five general theories could be briefly examined.

The theory of ‘relative deprivation’ suggests that civil violence is likely to follow the actors' perception of discrepancy between their value-expectations and their environment’s apparent value-capabilities. Here, value-expectations are taken to mean the goods and conditions of life to which people believe they are entitled. Value capabilities are the conditions that determine peoples' perceived chances of getting or keeping the values they legitimately expect to attain.68
The theory of ‘political alienation’ posits that conflict could begin with the attempted withdrawal from politics of individual attention, affection and involvement. Such withdrawal, or passive political alienation, may include diminished support and sense of legitimacy for the political system, reduction in the scope of loyalties, a sense of public purposefulness and decreased political action and interaction.69
The theory of ‘rank disequilibrium’ is based on the idea that, within a given society, there will be a division of labour; that the elements carrying out different tasks in that division will tend to be ranked — evaluating their positions in the system; and that the relative position of the elements will have a certain stability. Interaction produces cultural similarity; elements that have more of, are closer to, or are more in agreement with, the values of the system will rise high, and elements that have little of these values will stay low.  An equilibrated position is characterised by an even ranking in all (or the major) values, either high on all or low on all. A disequilibrated position will be characterised by an uneven ranking — high on some and low on others. Aggression is most likely to occur when other means are not capable of rectifying this disequilibrium.70
The theory of ‘near-equal dominance’ is based on the proposition that near-equal groups tend to be more fiercely competitive than groups displaying greater inequality gaps between them. It can be argued, further, that groups most nearly equal in terms of dominance i.e., the two most dominant groups relative to other groups in the system, would tend to display greater violent conflicts between them than would be displayed between relatively more unequal groups in relation to dominance.71
The theory of  ‘frustration-aggression’ suggests that aggression is always a consequence of frustration, that is, that the occurrence of aggressive behaviour always presupposes the existence of frustration and, contrari-wise, the existence of frustration always leads to some form of aggression.  Frustration refers to the condition which exists when a goal-response suffers interference. Aggression refers to an act, the goal-response of which is injury to an organism.72
Although there are still other psychological and sociological explanations for aggression and violence, these theories constitute few of the trends in the conventional approach to the study of conflict in Guyana.


Conflict resolution

The conventional approach to conflict resolution uses two methods. First, the ‘avoidance’ method in which the parties in conflict remove themselves from one another and increase the distance between them to the point where conflict ceases from sheer lack of contact. This can come about by one party removing itself from the field or, more unlikely, both parties removing themselves from the field or through conquest in which one party forcibly removes the other.

In the second ‘procedural’ method, the parties have to stay together and live with each other. Conflict may not be resolved permanently in so far as the parties continue to exist in contact with each other. Conflict can be resolved by reconciliation in which the value systems of the parties change and give way to common preferences in a joint field, or by compromise, in which each party is willing to settle for something less than its ideal position rather than continue conflict. Finally, an award can be made and both parties agree to be bound to accept the verdict of an outside agency, such as the law, rather than continue conflict.73 

Conventional theory provides a sound all-embracing formula but this can be limited by the intensity, magnitude and scale of the conflict, and the appropriateness of the instruments for enforcing a solution on the parties involved.  All parties wi1l have had a system of values but, the more tenaciously parties hold to these values through fanaticism or dogmatism, the higher will be the potential for conflict and the less likely will it be for a solution to work. The real causes of conflict need to be identified before a real solution can be made to work.

Following the conventional approach, there are three possible methods to the resolution of conflict in Guyana. The first is the authoritarian method in which one party establishes, or continues its rule, over the other in the face of opposition, relying on the use of power and the instruments of coercion.  The second is the partition of the country, such as has been imposed or many countries, including Ireland and Korea.  And, finally, the third method is the reconstitution of the state on the basis of deliberately divided sovereignty and the guaranteed sharing of power.

It is unlikely that a single suggestion will be embraced voluntarily by any other group which aspires to be dominant in society. In fact, it is likely that a solution can be enforced only in the aftermath of some conflict.  In this regard, it could be said that such a situation had been reached by 2001 when President Bharrat Jagdeo, on behalf of the PPP, and former President Desmond Hoyte, on behalf of the PNC, held a series of talks between 24 April and 10 May which resulted in the signing of the ‘Vlissengen Accord’. The Accord promised to establish a new code of governance in the country and had the immediate effect of reducing unrest and restoring normal commercial and official business in the country.74
In essence, the Vlissengen Accord attempted to establish an array of consultative mechanisms which sought to include the country’s minorities in making decisions which affect their rights and lives, especially in the areas of the functioning of the National Assembly and the allocation of the State’s resources.  A few months later, however, the process stalled and, after mutual accusations of non-compliance, stopped completely.  Significantly, by the following year, and in the absence of dialogue, there was another serious surge in criminal violence and terrorism.

The consultative process resumed after the death of Desmond Hoyte and the election of Robert Corbin as PNC leader. President Bharrat Jagdeo and Robert Corbin resumed the dialogue, based essentially on the elements of the suspended ‘Vlissengen Accord’. On 6 May 2003, they signed a communiqué for co-operation in a process known as ‘constructive engagement’.  Again, significantly, civil violence subsided.75
The consultative process initiated by the PPP and PNC in 2001 and which resumed in 2003 had a moderating effect on the main agents of violence and terror and the major actors in the Administration and Opposition.  The two sides have, evidently, resorted to compromise and conciliation ‘rather than continue conflict.’
The real causes of conflict in Guyana have not been removed, since the fundamental relationships of the colonial period still exist. Only a revolution in the thinking and behaviour of the major political parties and the ethnic groups which they represent can bring about a real change in society and, thereby, solve the historical problem of conflict in Guyana.  Given the country’s turbulent past, it seems that, for the first time, the ‘consultative engagement’ may be the start of that revolution in thinking needed to uproot civil violence in the country.
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Chronology of (Selected) Events, 1953-2003

1953
General Elections; UK Government suspends BG Constitution; UK troops landed; state of emergency 

1954
Passive resistance campaign by PPP

1961
General Elections

1962
BGTUC strike; civil disturbances; state of emergency

1963
BGTUC strike; civil disturbances

1964 GAWU strike; civil disturbances; state of emergency; terror campaign; communal violence; general elections

1965
Bombing of US Consulate

1966
Independence; National Security Act

1967
Theft of weapons from GDF

1968
General elections

1969 Rupununi Rebellion

1973
General elections

1976
Sabotage of Cubana aircraft

1978 National referendum; Jonestown massacre

1979
Arson at Ministry of National Development

1980
General elections

1983-90
Émigré Guyanese conspiracies

1985
General elections

1992
General elections; civil disturbances

1997
General elections; civil disturbances

1998 Civil disturbances; Herdmanston Accord

2001 General Elections; civil disturbances

2002
Mashramani escape; Criminal violence

2003
Constructive engagement
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