An Internship with the American Chamber of Commerce of Trinidad and Tobago:     January 3- March 19, 2005

by

Julienne Vernetti
The first day of my internship at the American Chamber of Commerce of Trinidad and Tobago in Port of Spain, Trinidad was filled with excitement and nervousness. The office assistant was sent to collect me the first day since I was staying in an area called Diego Martin which was about 20 minutes from the office. 

Upon arrival, I was welcomed by with an enormous amount of warmth. The executive director, Lisa Chamely-Aqui called a staff meeting where everyone was given the opportunity to introduce themselves. Following the staff meeting, I was shown to where I would be working for the next 11 weeks (actually 8 weeks since AmCham relocated towards the end of my internship). I was given a desk that overlooked Port of Spain, Trinidad’s capital, onto the Queen’s Park Savannah (the biggest round-about in the world) and a magnificent view of the Caribbean Sea. Unbelievably, I had seemingly walked into a slice of paradise within the world of work. 


As I became familiar with my surroundings, I was given numerous magazines about AmCham, Trinidad’s businesses, restaurants, tourist activities, and maps of the area. For the latter part of the day, I was told to take some time to get acquainted with the business hub of the Caribbean through the magazines offered. The day went by rather quickly and although my nervousness was present for a couple weeks, it had lessened after seeing where and who I would be spending the next 3 months with. 

The following day, I was introduced to a project that I would work on intermittently throughout my internship. I formatted a template that assisted member companies in updating their current information in the upcoming business guide. In between this project I was involved in many other projects that AmCham takes part in. Some included organizing the US Ambassador’s reception, touring energy and oil facilities, doing research and writing a structured article for the Quarterly Publication, Linkage, and composing and booking ads in the Trinidad daily publications. 


I was invited to attend many committee meetings, which were the most educational and beneficial aspect of my internship. I was exposed to a wide variety of information and met countless local and international business owners and representatives. Although this was the most valuable, it was also the most challenging. To understand what was being said in regards to the business sector and what they were referring to was often difficult. Not to mention, the difference in speech. While it is documented that English is the official language, it is an entirely different dialect than that of North America. I quickly learned that it is a mix of Patois, Arawak, Spanish, French, and hundreds of years of slavery slang coming through the generations.       

As endearing, intriguing, and vibrant the language is in Trinidad and Tobago, I especially had a difficult time over the phone. Since much of the time was spent discussing issues with member companies via telephone, or having to make routine calls, this was also a large challenge for me. However, I became wise to many of the terms and bought the Trinidad and Tobago dictionary, Cote ci, Cote la. After a couple weeks I came to adore their language being back in the States, I miss hearing it daily. 


Other than arriving at the office at 8:30am and leaving at 4:30pm, it is hard to describe a routine day, as everyday was very different. Often committee and monthly meetings and conferences were at other office buildings or hotel conference facilities throughout Port of Spain. This was another aspect that gave me great insight to different areas and businesses in the city. Days that did require being in the office, there was always something coming up that needed to be taken care updating monthly newsletters, faxing numerous documents, making confirmation calls on receipt of invitations and attendance for numerous events and meetings. I remember a few challenging days where I had numerous tasks happening simultaneously. Meanwhile, the phone is ringing, which often gave rise to additional tasks.  

Melissa Young, the Trade and Communications Officer is who I worked most closely with. She was helpful, patient, kind, and taught me a great deal as far as business ethics, office status quo, computer skills, food, and entertainment. She and I played Mas together during Carnival and limed (hung out in American English) quite often. Friday night Sushi became a regular occurrence and we still keep in touch often. Lisa Chamely-Aqui also taught me an enormous amount of the type of leader I would love to one day become. She is extremely educated, articulate, a great public speaker, and most importantly compassionate yet professional with the AmCham staff and member companies. 


One step I took to ensure I was an asset to AmCham was foremost to remain open to any assignments that were given to me. If I was asked if I ‘would like’ to do something, I always quickly and emphatically answered, “Sure! What needs to be done?” even if I had reservations of my skills for the particular project.  I also tried to pay close attention to events happening in Port of Spain that had relevance to AmCham or provided understanding for my internship. I attended on my own or asked if I could be involved with another AmCham staff member. Furthermore, if there was time available, I went through the AmCham library and tried to read as much as I could on AmCham, CARICOM, member companies, and business related issues. Also, I frequently asked each staff member if I could help in any way to alleviate their load of work, for they work exceptionally hard. 

One thing I wish I would have known before I had gone was that there is a definite language barrier, sometimes in the office, but especially throughout the island. I would have tried to better prepare myself for this. Although I adapted, I don’t think there is a class that could have prepared me. Their dictionary, yes, to a certain degree, but only by being there can you truly understand. An example of this is about four nights after I had arrived, I was speaking with Melissa over the phone. She had mentioned to protect myself against muskee toes. I was confused at first but then understood. Ahhh… Mosquitoes! This is one example of hundreds of how I misunderstood due the emphasis on different syllables between our accents. Also, the difference in tone might have a foreigner think they are telling you something when in fact it is a question. I came across this one over and over but this too I realized rather quickly.

As far as housing arrangements, I recommend discussing this with coworkers and the staff of AmCham. The island is relatively small and they have many safe and trustworthy contacts. They are overly enthusiastic to help find comfortable lodging. I was able to rent a room from family friends of a coworker in a safe and nice area for $1200TT which is $200US a month. 

The food in T & T is also an experience in itself, especially if you’re born and raised in the United States. I tried as much as I could and I crave some of it now, fruits and juices especially. The sweetest of all the plenty mangos in Trinidad and Tobago is called, “Julie Mango” This became a nickname for me during my stay, for every time I introduced myself to someone, they would respond, “Oh Julie Mango?!” and then go on to say, “Sweet too bad” meaning “it is the best”. I also recommend taking a short trip over to Tobago if time permits. It is a much slower pace and less industrialized than Trinidad and vibrant with culture as well. Try to be there on a Sunday evening to attend Sunday School. It is an event of music, food, and socializing that often lasts until morning. The government of Tobago launched it for the tourists and locals alike. 

As far as the transportation system, there are the maxi-taxis. I was told they are inexpensive and fairly reliable. However, I never took one for I was fortunate to where Melissa or Kelvin often came for me for work and for social events. I repeatedly said that I would be willing to take one, but due to the high rate of kidnappings while I was there and being an obvious foreigner, they begged me not to. I did, however, walk home from work during daylight hours. Sometimes they frowned upon this as well. So, I recommend to anyone to do research about the area you are staying, how far you need to go, and the current level of crime. I did not feel overly threatened by the kidnapping issue due to the fact that many people said it mainly affected known affluent people in the area. However, it is important to be aware and alert. I did take precautions not to go out by myself at night and to discuss with AmCham staff and my hosts which areas were safe and which were not. The area I stayed in, however, was very safe as I would go for a run after work daily. The women I stayed with told me it was extremely safe but also told me not to go too far off or in secluded areas. 

Although I was definitely experiencing some culture shock the first couple weeks in Trinidad which included being disoriented and waves of homesickness, my first impression immediately was that of beauty and familiarity. Port of Spain is very much an urban area. However, after venturing to different parts of Trinidad and being exposed to the deeper elements of culture in Port of Spain, I realized much of the indigenous culture is successfully remaining strong in an age of globalization. Over a few weeks time, my initial impression of beauty had heightened, along with awareness of the class structure and the high rising crime problems. The gap between the rich and the poor is extremely evident throughout the country, which attributes to the growing crime rate. 

Nevertheless, the people generally are warm and charming. It is not uncommon to hear numerous times in a day as a farewell and hope for others, “Blessings.”   Every time I expressed extreme gratitude for the hospitality that was showered upon me within the office and outside, they would simply respond by saying, “That is the Trini way”.

Tips that recommend to anyone going to Trinidad and Tobago is to play Mas and Jouvert during Carnival! It will prove to be one of the most memorable, fun, and liberating times in your life.


  Overall, I have gained a vast amount of knowledge within the business sector and gained skills that I can apply in my professional life. More important, this internship and the experiences I have had during my stay in Trinidad have dramatically enhanced my personality.                                                                                                                                 







