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Mr. Secretary;

On behalf of the Government and people of the British Virgin Islands, I wish to thank you for inviting us today to sign this important Tax Information Exchange Agreement between our two countries.  I also thank you for your kind words of welcome, and for your confirmation that the BVI has a long and close working relationship with the United States in the area of law enforcement matters.

British Virgin Islanders have long cherished and are proud of their special relationship with the USA.  Ever since the early 1960’s by special agreement the US dollar not the pound sterling has been the only legal tender in the BVI.  However, from the post world war II era when BVIslanders travelled to the USVI to work on the Bornefield Submarine Base, the US dollar was the predominant currency in circulation within the British Virgin Islands.

Today is one of those David and Goliath occasions, when the largest and most powerful country in the world comes together, with one of the smallest, not in an adversarial relationship but as partners in the global war against terrorism.

Indeed, there is a strong history of bilateral cooperation between the governments of the BVI and the USA.  The BVI and the USVI share a common border and law enforcement agencies including customs and police, from both jurisdictions as well as the US Coast Guard conduct joint operations to intercept illegal activity.  Since the events of 11 September, which has led to the redeployment of US counter-drug assets away from US/BVI waters, US agencies have increasingly asked the BVI with its modest assets to take on a larger share of our joint anti-narcotics operations.  Mr. Secretary, the BVI has not disappointed.

Our Police and Customs authorities have been responsible for, or closely involve in operations over the last nine months which has interdicted over 2000 kgms or 2 metric tons of cocaine that would otherwise have ended up in the United States.

Approximately 20 years ago our two governments entered into a full double taxation treaty but, unfortunately, that agreement was short lined when a new US administration unilaterally terminated the treaty.  I trust that this agreement will have a much longer life.  Under the Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty of 1993 our respective countries have cooperated to exchange information on criminal and regulatory matters.

The terrible events of 11 September demand a response from all free and democratic countries, and particularly from those with ambitions to be viewed as a leading financial centre.  The British Virgin Islands is therefore proud to stand shoulder to shoulder with the United States and other free democracies in the fight against terrorism and in the battle to prevent the use of our financial system for illicit purposes.

I should say that I trust this agreement would have come into being even without the ongoing fight against terrorist financing.  For the BVI, it is the natural extension of the many actions we have taken in past years to increase the transparency of our systems and reduce the potential for abuse.

Last July, we were heartened when Secretary O’Neill said that the US intended to seek a refocusing of the OECD’s controversial “harmful tax competition initiative” away from interfering in other country’s tax systems and towards better information exchange and transparency.  At the time, Secretary O’Neill expressed his intention of seeking to expand the US’s body of information exchange agreements across the world.  The BVI is delighted to be among the first countries to held drive forward this process.

I am also pleased to report that early today BVI’s Chief Minister, The Hon. Ralph T. O’Neal received confirmation from the OECD that Secretary General Donald Johnson had accepted the BVI’s commitment letter to the OECD Harmful Tax Competition Practices and that BVI would be invited to participate as a full and equal partner in OECD’s Global Tax Forum activities.

In today’s world, and particularly in the area of international finance, reputation is all-important.  In our dealings with countries across the world, from our good friend and neighbour the United States to further afield, the BVI wishes to be recognised for the high standards it upholds and promotes.

As an example of this, the beginning of this year saw the creation of the BVI Financial Services Commission.  I am particularly pleased that with me today is the Chairman of the Commission Mr. Michael Riegels, Q.C. and Mr. Robert Mathavious, Managing Director who together with the Hon. Cherno Jallow, Attorney General have been our principal negotiators on these important cross-border tax matters.  Regulation and control of our financial services industry are now full independent of government.  The setting up of the Commission was just one of a number of recommendations made by the KPMG review of our financial regulatory system which we are implementing.

Today’s agreement represents yet another step forward in the BVI’s development as a leading financial centre that is committed to upholding international standards.  Cooperation with the United States, and with the United Kingdom, is the cornerstone of our continuing success and our aspiration to develop into one of the most successful and best regulated financial centres in the world.
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