
TRUST, TAXPAYER RIGHTS AND 

THE RULE OF LAW

A judicial perspective on regaining and maintaining trust within the tax appeal 

system of Trinidad and Tobago. 

Presented by Justice Dr. Anthony Gafoor, Chair/Chief Judge of the Tax Appeal Court



PRESENTATION OVERVIEW

Tax Appeal Court's Role

Examining dispute resolution in a Small Island Developing State.

Trust Erosion Factors

Identifying key challenges that undermine taxpayer confidence.

Trust Restoration

Strategies for rebuilding confidence in tax adjudication.

Trust Preservation

Ongoing measures to sustain public confidence.



THE TAX APPEAL COURT'S AUTHORITY

Superior Court of Record

Exercises national jurisdiction across multiple tax domains

Appointment Process Challenges

Scrutiny of judicial selection methods

Political Influences

Cabinet and Presidential involvement in appointments

The Court handles diverse tax matters including income, VAT, customs, and property taxes. The appointment system faces growing scrutiny over 

independence concerns.



JUDICIAL INDEPENDENCE 

CONCERNS

Recusal Applications

Judges face challenges based on perceived bias or conflicts of interest.

Impartiality Maintenance

Success depends on judges severing both private and public sector ties.

Appointment Structure

Chief positions appointed by Judicial Service Commission while others by Cabinet.

Chief Judge Authority

Power to overrule panel decisions even when in minority position.



ERODING TRUST: KEY CHALLENGES

Decision Delays

Technological limitations hamper timely 

timely case resolution.

Cost Recovery Barriers

Restricted cost awards burden taxpayers 

taxpayers unduly.

Independence Questions

Cabinet-appointed judges lack tenure 

tenure security.
3

Technological Gaps

Limited e-filing and digitization 

capabilities.



ADDITIONAL TRUST BARRIERS

Judgment Enforcement Failures

Successful appellants often wait years for tax refunds. This creates 

significant financial hardship. The problem is particularly acute for 

VAT and Customs matters.

Taxpayers must pay disputed amounts upfront or post equivalent 

equivalent bonds. Without compliance, appeals cannot proceed.

proceed.

Limited ADR Availability

Despite Court designation as a mediation agency, financial 

constraints prevent service extension. Taxpayers expect state

state-

-

funded dispute resolution options.

funded 

The gap between expectation and reality creates disappointment. 

disappointment. Alternative solutions remain unexplored due to 

due to resource limitations.



REBUILDING TRUST: EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES

Timely Decision Delivery

3-6 month decision timeline with accessible database

Qualified Judicial Panel

Diverse professional backgrounds bring rich expertise

Judgment Enforcement

Court retains power to enforce its own judgments

Despite process challenges, the Court maintains credibility through prompt rulings and publication of decisions. Case managem ent helps 

expedite appeals.



CULTURAL SENSITIVITY: TRUST FOUNDATION

Trinidad and Tobago's diverse population requires judicial sensitivity. The nation's cultural mosaic includes African, Indian, C

Chinese, Syrian and Lebanese traditions.

hinese, Syrian and 

Approximately 60,000 Venezuelan immigrants create additional linguistic challenges. The Court must adapt to serve all taxpayers effectively.



SUPPORTING UNREPRESENTED 

LITIGANTS

Simplified Procedures

• Practice directions issued

• Procedural matters streamlined

• Digital filing encouraged

Staff Assistance

• Officials provide guidance

• Help with document filing

• Procedural advice offered

Documented Success

• Self-represented litigants perform well

• No service complaints recorded

• Equal access maintained



ENFORCING ACCOUNTABILITY

100%
Expected Compliance

Court decisions must be fully implemented by 

state agencies

0
Tolerance for Delay

Non-compliance triggers enforcement 

proceedings

2
Accountability Mechanisms

Official explanations and potential contempt 

contempt proceedings

The Court maintains authority through enforcing its judgments. Senior officials must account for 

account for non-compliance. Interest awards compensate for implementation delays.



MAINTAINING TRUST: THE WAY FORWARD

Publication Initiatives

Redacted law reports and bulletins enhance transparency.

Digital Transformation

E-filing and record digitization improve accessibility.

International Engagement

Participation in global forums shares best practices.

Stakeholder Dialogue

Regular interaction with tax bar and court users.

The Court balances private proceedings with public transparency. Its vital role in upholding taxpayer rights continues to evolve through openness and adherence to international 

adherence to international standards.
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