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A Note on Method, Scope and Sources

This book attempts something that Jamaican historiography has traditionally split into separate volumes: to hold politics, violence, economy, commerce and everyday social life in a single frame, across roughly seventy years, and to show how each produced the others.

The conventional treatments do not do this. Political histories of Jamaica tend to end where the economics begin, treating structural adjustment as background noise to a story about parties and personalities. Economic histories tend to treat the murder rate as an exogenous shock — a cost input, a deterrent to investment, a line in a risk report — rather than as the predictable output of a particular political settlement. Criminological work on the garrison and the don is often superb but rarely connects the emergence of the don to the collapse of the bauxite levy, or to the shape of the Jamaican grocery trade, or to the fact that a Jamaican household’s most reliable source of foreign exchange is a relative in Bronx or Brixton. Cultural histories of reggae and dancehall are abundant and frequently brilliant, but the music is treated as commentary on the society rather than as one of its principal export industries and one of its few genuinely meritocratic ladders.

The argument running through these pages is that these are not separate stories. The garrison constituency was not an aberration of Jamaican democracy; it was a rational solution to a specific problem of political organisation in a society with a large surplus population, a weak state, and a first-past-the-post electoral system. The don was not a failure of policing; he was, for four decades, a functioning substitute for a state that had contracted under fiscal duress. The extraordinary fiscal consolidation of the 2010s — one of the most severe voluntarily undertaken by any democracy in modern history — was made politically possible precisely because Jamaica’s two parties had by then converged so completely that there was no electoral cost to either for imposing it. And the fall in murders after 2023, the most dramatic in the hemisphere, is legible only if you understand what had been holding the previous equilibrium in place.


Scope

The book opens before independence, because independence in 1962 explains almost nothing on its own. The institutions that determined what independent Jamaica could and could not do — the plantation, the colour-class hierarchy, the two-party-two-union system, the bauxite concessions, the pattern of migration — were all in place by 1962, most of them by 1944. Chapters 1 to 4 therefore cover the inheritance. The bulk of the book runs from 1962 to 2026.

Coverage is deliberately uneven, in proportion to consequence. The 1972–1980 period receives three chapters because almost everything contested in Jamaican public life since — the role of the state, the relationship with the United States, the legitimacy of political violence, the terms of engagement with the IMF — was set in those eight years. The 1990s receive four, because the financial sector collapse of 1996–97 and the debt trap that followed it constrained every subsequent government’s room for manoeuvre. The contemporary period, 2016–2026, receives twelve chapters, because that is what the reader most needs and what is least available in book form. Thirty-two chapters in all, plus five appendices.



On numbers

Jamaican statistics are better than their reputation, and worse than they look. The Statistical Institute of Jamaica (STATIN), the Planning Institute of Jamaica (PIOJ) and the Bank of Jamaica (BOJ) produce data of genuine quality, and the Jamaica Constabulary Force’s crime statistics are, by regional standards, unusually transparent. But three cautions apply throughout.

First, the informal economy is large — credible estimates put activity outside the formal sector at roughly a third of measured GDP (World Economics informal economy series, 2025) — so measured GDP systematically understates activity, measured unemployment overstates idleness, and measured income understates consumption. Jamaicans have long observed that the country consumes more than it earns and asked where the difference comes from. Some of it comes from remittances. Some of it comes from work the national accounts cannot see. Some of it comes from crime.

Second, murder statistics are among the most reliable numbers Jamaica produces (a body is hard to hide from the state, though not impossible), but “murders” and “violence” are not the same thing, and the sharp divergence between falling murders and rising or stable non-lethal predatory crime in certain years is analytically important, not a data error.

Third, the same underlying event is often reported in different units by different agencies — Jamaican dollars versus US dollars, calendar year versus fiscal year (Jamaica’s fiscal year runs April to March), damage versus damage-and-loss. Where figures in this book appear to conflict with figures a reader has seen elsewhere, the unit or the period is usually the reason.

Where I give a figure I have tried to give its date and its basis. Where sources conflict materially — as they do, for instance, on the death toll of the 2010 Tivoli Gardens operation, and on the total cost of Hurricane Melissa — I say so rather than picking the tidier number.



On language

I use Jamaican terms where the Jamaican term is more precise than any English equivalent: garrison, don, area leader, shotta, corner crew, scamming, higgler, barrel, tun up, link. A glossary appears as Appendix D. I use “Jamaican Creole” or “Patois” for the language, and quote it without apology or italics where quoting it is the point.

I use “the JLP” and “the PNP” throughout for the Jamaica Labour Party and the People’s National Party. Readers new to Jamaica should note at the outset the single most confusing fact about Jamaican politics: the party called Labour is the more conservative and pro-business of the two, and the party called the People’s National Party is the one that pursued democratic socialism. This is because the JLP was founded by a trade unionist and the PNP by a barrister, and the names commemorate their origins rather than their subsequent ideologies.



Sources and citation

This book uses Chicago author-date citation: (Harriott 2000, 82) refers to a page, (West Kingston Commission 2016, para. 14.155) to a paragraph of the Commission’s report, and statistical series are cited by agency and publication. Every statistic in the text carries an attribution, or an explicit statement that no adequate source exists. Each chapter closes with a note on its principal sources; the full apparatus is Appendix E.

The evidentiary base is of three kinds, and Appendix E separates them explicitly rather than presenting a single undifferentiated list.

The load-bearing sources — those from which quotations and page-cited claims are drawn — are the Report of the West Kingston Commission of Enquiry (2016); Anthony Harriott’s Police and Crime Control in Jamaica (2000) and Organized Crime and Politics in Jamaica (2008); Obika Gray’s Demeaned but Empowered (2004); Carl Stone’s Democracy and Clientelism in Jamaica (1980) and Class, State and Democracy in Jamaica (1986); Laurie Gunst’s Born Fi’ Dead (1995); Herbert Gayle’s field research on garrison socialisation; and Amnesty International’s 2003 assessment of the first West Kingston Commission of Inquiry.

The documentary and statistical base is the public record: the Fiscal Policy Papers of the Ministry of Finance, PIOJ’s Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, STATIN’s Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions and Labour Force Surveys, Bank of Jamaica monetary policy statements and remittance data, JCF crime statistics, Electoral Commission returns, the statutes themselves, IMF programme documents, World Bank and IDB country and post-disaster assessments, and the archives of the Gleaner and the Observer.

The third category is the one usually left unmarked, and this book marks it: standard works named in the text as the authorities on a question but not consulted directly, and a small number of book reviews consulted where the underlying book was not. Nothing factual rests on either. A reader who wants to know how confident to be about a given claim can find out from Appendix E.

A caution the reader is entitled to: this is a synthesis, not original archival research. Its value, if it has any, lies in the connections drawn between literatures that usually do not speak to each other, and in bringing the account up to the middle of 2026 — through the September 2025 general election, Hurricane Melissa, and the extraordinary collapse in the murder rate that has accompanied both.





Prologue: Two Islands, One Morning

Consider a Tuesday morning in Kingston in the middle of 2026.

At half past six, on the Palisadoes road that runs out along the spit towards Norman Manley International, a line of Toyota Voxys and Probox vans is already moving towards the airport — the early Miami and Fort Lauderdale flights, the New York flight, the Toronto flight. In the back of one of them a woman in her fifties is travelling to Orlando to see grandchildren she has never met in person, on money her son wired through a remittance agency on Constant Spring Road. She is one participant in a flow that, in 2025, brought US$3.49 billion into Jamaica — more than tourism earned net, more than foreign direct investment, roughly fifteen per cent of everything the country produces (Bank of Jamaica remittance data; Jamaica Gleaner, 4 March 2026). Jamaica’s largest export is, and has been for two generations, its people, and its most reliable industry is their loyalty.

At the same hour, three miles west, a security guard is unlocking the gate of a wholesale on Spanish Town Road, and a man who runs a corner in the surrounding community is deciding what this week’s contribution will be. Twenty years ago there would have been no ambiguity about the arrangement: the money would have gone up a chain to a don whose name every police officer in Kingston knew, who had been placed there by a political party, and who provided, in return, a rough justice, a school fee, a funeral, and a bloc of votes. In 2026 the chain is shorter and more contingent. The don is likelier to be in custody, dead, or in Florida. The corner is likelier to be run by a twenty-four-year-old with a WhatsApp group, a Glock with a switch fitted to it, and a share in an American lottery-scamming lead list. The money is smaller and the violence, when it comes, is less predictable.

At eight, in New Kingston, the glass towers of the financial district fill with the staff of a stock exchange that was, in the second half of the 2010s, repeatedly named the best-performing equity market on earth; of a banking sector whose largest institution is Jamaican-owned and regionally acquisitive; of a government whose public debt has fallen from roughly 145 per cent of GDP to below 70 per cent in a little over a decade (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper FY2026/27) — the sort of consolidation usually achieved only after a war or a default, and here achieved by consent, through six consecutive years of primary surpluses at levels no European electorate has ever tolerated.

At nine, in Trelawny and St Elizabeth and Westmoreland, on the other side of the island, men are still putting zinc on roofs that Hurricane Melissa removed in October 2025. Melissa was the strongest storm ever to make landfall on Jamaica: a Category Five that came ashore near New Hope in Westmoreland with sustained winds around 185 miles per hour. It killed at least forty-five people, damaged some 156,000 homes, destroyed around 24,000 of them outright, and produced a damage-and-loss estimate that the Government put at J$1.95 trillion — around US$12.2 billion, equivalent to more than half of a year’s national output (ODPEM and PIOJ assessments, reported by the Jamaica Information Service and the Jamaica Observer, 4 March 2026). Four times Gilbert. The most expensive thing that has ever happened to Jamaica.

And at ten, in a courtroom on King Street, a gang trial that began in February is grinding through its fifth month, with twenty-five defendants in the dock, protected witnesses giving evidence from behind screens, and a legal architecture — the Criminal Justice (Suppression of Criminal Organizations) Act — that did not exist twelve years ago.

These are not four different countries. They are one country, and the connections between them are the subject of this book.



Here is the fact that ought to organise any account of Jamaica written in 2026.

For thirty years, Jamaica was one of the most homicidal societies on the planet. In 2005 it recorded 1,674 murders in a population of about 2.7 million — a rate near 62 per 100,000, the highest national rate in the world that year. In 2009 it recorded roughly 1,680; in 2017, 1,647; as recently as 2022, close to 1,500 (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics; full series at Appendix C). Through the whole of that period Jamaica’s murder rate sat between six and fifteen times the global average, and above that of every country not actively at war except a handful of its neighbours.

In 2025 Jamaica recorded roughly 660 murders. The figure as of 20 December was 649 — a 43 per cent fall on the same period in 2024, which had itself been a substantial fall on 2023 (Jamaica Gleaner, 22 December 2025). In the first half of 2026 murders fell again, by more than a fifth: 265 in the first six months against 342 a year earlier, with shootings down 27.7 per cent and serious crime overall down 19.5 per cent (Caribbean National Weekly, July 2026). January 2026 produced the lowest monthly murder figure since the police began publishing comparable statistics in 2001 (Office of the Prime Minister, February 2026).

A society does not halve its murder rate in two years by accident, and it does not do so without cost. Understanding how Jamaica did it — and whether it will hold — requires understanding what the violence was for: what function it served, whose interests it organised, which political arrangements depended on it, and what has changed in those arrangements.

That in turn requires going back a long way. Not to 1962, which is where independence narratives conventionally begin, but before it — to the plantation, to the labour rebellion of 1938, to the founding of two parties by two cousins, and to the demolition of a squatter settlement called Back-o-Wall in 1966, on the site of which a housing scheme called Tivoli Gardens was built.

Everything else follows from there.




PART ONE — THE INHERITANCE (1655–1944)





Chapter 1. The Plantation and Its Afterlife


The shape of the thing

Jamaica is 4,244 square miles (10,991 km²) of mountain and limestone in the north-western Caribbean, about 145 miles long and, at its widest, 50 miles across. Roughly half the island sits above 1,000 feet. The Blue Mountains in the east rise to 7,402 feet (2,256 m); the interior is dominated by the Cockpit Country, a karst landscape of conical hills and sinkholes so difficult that it was never effectively colonised and became, in the eighteenth century, the redoubt of the Maroons. The coastal plains — the Liguanea plain on which Kingston sits, the Vere plain in Clarendon, the St Elizabeth flats, the north-coast strip — are narrow, fertile and few.

This geography is not scenery. It determined the shape of the society. The flat land was worth taking, and was taken, for sugar. The interior was not worth taking, and became the space of the runaway, the free village, the small settler, the peasant provision ground and, eventually, the ganja field. Jamaica has always had two territories: the plantation lowlands, integrated into world markets and controlled from outside, and the hill country, evasive, self-provisioning and only loosely governed. The tension between them is the oldest structure in Jamaican life, and it has been re-inscribed at every stage since — in the relationship between the export sector and the domestic food sector, between the coastal tourist enclave and the inland town, between formal and informal economy, between “uptown” and “downtown.”



Sugar, slavery, and the making of a demographic anomaly

The Spanish held Jamaica from 1494, used it lightly as a supply station, and destroyed its indigenous Taíno population through disease, violence and forced labour within a century and a half. When an English expeditionary force — sent by Cromwell to take Hispaniola, and failing there — seized Jamaica in 1655, it took an island that was almost empty.

What the English then built on it was, within eighty years, the most profitable single colony in the British Empire and one of the most brutal societies in recorded history. The sugar plantation is a specific technology: a capital-intensive agro-industrial enterprise combining field cultivation with a factory (the mill and boiling house) that must process cane within hours of cutting, requiring an enormous, disciplined, seasonally intensive labour force. In Jamaica that force was enslaved Africans, imported in numbers that dwarf the popular imagination. Something on the order of one million enslaved Africans were landed in Jamaica across the period of the trade — more than were landed in the entire territory of what became the United States (Slave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, estimates for Jamaica as principal place of landing). And yet Jamaica’s enslaved population at emancipation in 1834 was around 310,000 — a figure derived from the slave registration returns and reproduced across the historiography.

That gap is the central fact about Jamaican society. The enslaved population did not reproduce itself. Mortality on Jamaican sugar estates was so high, fertility so suppressed by malnutrition, overwork and trauma, that planters found it cheaper to import replacements than to raise children. The island consumed people. This left three legacies which run through everything that follows.

The first is demographic. Jamaica emerged from slavery with an overwhelmingly Black population — around 90 per cent of African descent — governed by a tiny white minority (never more than about 5 per cent of the population, and falling) (census and slave-registration returns; the standard treatments are Patterson 1967 and Holt 1992) and mediated by a “brown” or mixed-race intermediate stratum. The society’s colour hierarchy was therefore unusually stark and unusually consequential: unlike in the American South, where a white majority could govern by numbers, in Jamaica a minuscule elite governed by law, terror and, later, by the co-optation of the intermediate stratum.

The second is institutional. Jamaica’s plantocracy governed itself, from 1664, through an Assembly of extraordinary autonomy — the oldest and most powerful of the colonial legislatures after those of the mainland. It used that autonomy to build a legal order whose sole organising purpose was the extraction of labour and the suppression of revolt: slave codes, martial law, the militia, the workhouse. The Jamaican state was not built to deliver services to a population. It was built to control one. That founding purpose has proved remarkably durable, and it is impossible to understand the Jamaica Constabulary Force of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries — its lethality, its distance from the communities it polices, its origins in a paramilitary constabulary established after 1865 — without it.

The third is cultural. A society that imports its labour continuously from Africa, rather than reproducing it locally, remains culturally African for longer and more deeply. Jamaica’s religious life (Myal, Obeah, Kumina, Revival, and later Rastafari), its language, its musical forms and its social structures retained African continuities that were attenuated elsewhere. Combined with a rugged interior that permitted escape, this produced the most consistently rebellious enslaved population in the Americas.



Resistance as a national tradition

Jamaica’s slave rebellions were not episodes; they were a continuous condition. There were major risings in 1673, 1685 and 1690, and the First Maroon War of the 1730s, which the British could not win and concluded with treaties in 1739 recognising Maroon autonomy in exchange for the return of future runaways — a bargain that made the Maroons simultaneously a symbol of Black freedom and an instrument of its suppression, a contradiction Jamaicans still argue about. Tacky’s Revolt in 1760 shook the colony to its foundations. The Second Maroon War came in 1795. And in 1831–32 the Baptist War, or Christmas Rebellion, led by the deacon Samuel Sharpe — a literate, chapel-based, mass movement of some 20,000 enslaved people that began as a strike for wages (the standard accounts are Turner 1982 and Craton 1982) — was suppressed with such savagery (several hundred killed in the fighting, over three hundred executed after summary trials, chapels burned, missionaries persecuted) that it convinced the British parliamentary public that slavery could not be maintained. Emancipation legislation passed in 1833.

Two things about that sequence matter for the modern story. First, Jamaica’s freedom was substantially self-won: the received national narrative that Britain benevolently granted emancipation is contradicted by the evidence, and Jamaicans know it. Sharpe is a National Hero. Second, the organisational form of the 1831 rebellion — a network built through Nonconformist chapels, with a literate leadership, mass membership and a strike as its opening tactic — prefigures 1938 with uncanny precision. The chapel produced the union; the union produced the party.



1838 and the failure of freedom

Full freedom came on 1 August 1838, after a four-year “apprenticeship” that was slavery under another name. What followed was not the transition the planters wanted or the one the freedpeople hoped for.

The freedpeople did what freedpeople everywhere did when they could: they left the estates. Where land was available — in the hills, on abandoned properties, in “free villages” bought by Baptist and other missionaries and subdivided — they established a peasantry. By the 1860s Jamaica had tens of thousands of small farmers growing provisions, coffee, pimento, ginger and, later, bananas, selling surplus through a marketing system dominated by women (the higgler, who is still the backbone of Jamaican domestic trade). This was the first great act of Jamaican self-determination and it created a class — the small settler, the “smallholder” — that has never disappeared.

But land was deliberately kept scarce and dear. Planters, backed by the Assembly, refused to sell good land in small parcels, imposed taxes designed to force wage labour, and imported indentured workers — Indians — some 36,000 between 1845 and 1917, per the indentured immigration returns — and, later, Chinese — to depress wages and break the freedpeople’s bargaining position. Sugar itself collapsed as an industry once the Sugar Duties Act of 1846 removed imperial preference and exposed Jamaican sugar to Cuban and Brazilian competition produced by people who were still enslaved. Estates failed; capital fled; the island entered half a century of grinding decline.

Emancipation therefore delivered legal freedom without economic transformation. The freedperson could not be bought or sold, but could not get good land, could not get justice in a magistrate’s court run by planters, could not vote (a high property franchise saw to that), and could not eat when drought came. The resulting immiseration produced, in October 1865, the Morant Bay Rebellion: a protest at the courthouse in Morant Bay led by Paul Bogle, a Native Baptist deacon, and associated with the mixed-race legislator George William Gordon, that turned into an armed uprising.

The colonial response defined the next century. Governor Edward John Eyre declared martial law, and over the following weeks the militia and Maroon auxiliaries killed some 439 people, flogged more than 600, and burned around 1,000 homes — the figures compiled by the Royal Commission of 1866. Bogle was hanged. Gordon, who had had no operational involvement, was court-martialled on Eyre’s initiative and hanged. Both are now National Heroes.

The political consequence was the surrender of the Assembly’s 200-year-old self-government. Terrified of a Black majority, the planter class voted itself out of existence and Jamaica became a Crown Colony, ruled directly from London through a Governor and nominated council. It would take eighty years to get representative government back.

Morant Bay is the hinge of Jamaican political culture. It established, on the state’s side, that Black collective action would be met with overwhelming lethal force and retrospective legalisation; and, on the popular side, that the state was an alien apparatus whose law was a weapon. Both propositions have been repeatedly re-confirmed since — in 1938, in 1966, in 1976, in 1980, in 2010 — and the mutual expectation they created is a load-bearing element of the Jamaican security problem.



Crown Colony Jamaica: bananas, boats and the first migrations

Crown Colony rule from 1866 was authoritarian but not inert. Governor John Peter Grant rebuilt the administration, established an island-wide constabulary on a semi-military model, reformed the courts and built infrastructure. What actually saved the economy, though, was fruit.

The banana trade, developed from the 1870s by American shippers — above all Lorenzo Dow Baker, whose Boston Fruit Company became, in 1899, the United Fruit Company — transformed Jamaica. Bananas suited smallholders: they could be grown on hillsides, in small plots, without a factory. By the early twentieth century bananas had overtaken sugar as Jamaica’s chief export and a substantial share came from peasant producers. United Fruit’s steamships, needing return cargo and passenger revenue, also created Jamaica’s tourist industry, which dates from the 1890s in the form of hotel-building at Port Antonio.

This is the origin of two enduring structures. One is Jamaica’s dependence on a single foreign-controlled buyer for its principal export — a pattern repeated with bauxite after 1950 and with tourism after 1960. The other is Jamaica’s dependence on emigration. From the 1850s Jamaicans left in enormous numbers for wherever labour was demanded: Panama (the French canal attempt of the 1880s and the American canal of 1904–1914 together drew tens of thousands, and Panama money built houses and bought land across rural Jamaica), Costa Rica and Central American banana zones, Cuban sugar estates in the 1910s and 1920s, and later the United States and Britain. Migration, remittance and return became a normal part of the Jamaican life-course three generations before the Windrush.

By 1930 the following were all firmly in place: a Black majority peasantry with insufficient land; a small mixed-race professional and commercial middle class; a white and near-white elite of merchants and planters, supplemented by Jewish, Syrian/Lebanese and Chinese trading families who occupied commercial niches and would in time become a substantial part of the business class; a colonial state built for control; an export economy controlled from abroad; and an established practice of exporting surplus population and importing their earnings. All that was missing was politics.



Garvey and the arrival of mass consciousness

Marcus Mosiah Garvey, born in St Ann’s Bay in 1887, founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association in Kingston in 1914, moved to Harlem in 1916, and built within a decade the largest mass movement of people of African descent in history — with, at its peak, hundreds of chapters across the Americas, Africa and Europe, a newspaper (Negro World) that colonial authorities banned across the empire, and a shipping line, the Black Star Line, intended to link Black communities in commerce independent of white capital.

Garvey’s American career ended in a 1923 mail fraud conviction widely regarded as politically motivated; he served two years, was deported to Jamaica in 1927, and spent the next eight years attempting Jamaican politics — founding the People’s Political Party in 1929, arguably the first modern political party in the Anglophone Caribbean, with a manifesto proposing minimum wages, land reform, an eight-hour day, a national university and legal aid. He was gaoled for contempt over a manifesto clause, won a seat on the Kingston and St Andrew Corporation, and found the property franchise an insuperable obstacle. He left for London in 1935 and died there in 1940, in relative obscurity. His remains were repatriated in 1964; he was made Jamaica’s first National Hero. In January 2025, after decades of campaigning by Caribbean-American legislators, US President Joe Biden issued a posthumous pardon for the 1923 conviction — an event received in Jamaica with a mixture of satisfaction and irritation at how long it had taken.

Garvey’s importance to this book is threefold. He established that the Jamaican masses could be organised on a mass scale around a racial and economic programme. He supplied the ideological vocabulary — African redemption, self-reliance, Black dignity, suspicion of the brown middle class — that would be taken up by Rastafari from the 1930s and by Black Power in the late 1960s, and that has been continuously available since as a critique of the independence settlement. And his failure in Jamaica itself, blocked by the franchise, demonstrated that no mass politics was possible without a change in the rules. That change came, and it came out of a riot.
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Chapter 2. 1938: The Year the Modern Nation Was Born


The pressure

By the mid-1930s the Jamaican social order was under a load it could not carry. The Depression had destroyed export prices. Sugar and banana wages were derisory — field labour paid roughly a shilling a day, when it was available at all. The banana industry was being ravaged by Panama disease and leaf spot. Crucially, the migration valve had been shut: the United States closed the door with the Immigration Act of 1924; Cuba expelled tens of thousands of Jamaican labourers as its own economy contracted; Panama was finished; Costa Rica was closing. Between 1930 and 1938 Jamaica received back tens of thousands of returning migrants into an economy with no work for them, at the same time as the population was growing rapidly because mortality had begun to fall.

The result was a surplus population concentrated in Kingston, living in yards and shanties on the western edge of the city, with no land, no work, no vote and no relief. Kingston’s population roughly doubled between 1911 and 1943 (decennial census returns). The city could not employ them and the countryside could not take them back.

This is the first appearance of a structural condition that has never since been resolved: a large, young, urban, under-employed population with no institutional route into the formal economy. Every subsequent chapter of this book is in some sense about what different regimes have done with that population — absorb it (1940s–60s public works and migration), politicise it (1960s–70s garrison-building), abandon it (1980s–90s adjustment), criminalise it (1990s–2010s), or police it (2018–present).

Labour unrest had already begun across the region — St Kitts in 1935, St Vincent and St Lucia in 1935, Trinidad’s oilfield strikes in 1937, Barbados in 1937, British Guiana in 1935. Jamaica’s turn came in 1938.



The rebellion

It began in January 1938 at Serge Island estate in St Thomas, over wages. In late April, workers at the new Frome sugar factory in Westmoreland — a modern factory built by Tate & Lyle’s subsidiary the West Indies Sugar Company, which had drawn thousands of job-seekers from across the island with rumours of good pay — struck over wage rates and conditions. On 2 May police fired on the crowd. Four workers were killed — three shot, one bayoneted — at least twenty-five were injured and 109 were arrested (Padmore 1938; Jamaica Information Service, “Labour Unrest Victims of 1938 Remembered”).

Frome lit the island. Through May, strikes and demonstrations spread to the Kingston waterfront, where dockworkers walked out on 21 May, and then across the city and into the parishes: street cleaners, banana loaders, road workers, estate labourers. Kingston was effectively shut down. Crowds moved through the streets; shops closed; the Governor declared a state of emergency; British warships were sent. By the time the disturbances subsided, 46 people had been killed and 429 wounded (Jamaica Information Service, “Labour Unrest Victims of 1938 Remembered”; Padmore 1938). It was officially admitted that crowds were fired on thirteen times between 23 May and mid-June.

Out of the Kingston waterfront strike emerged a figure who would dominate the next thirty years. William Alexander Clarke — who had spent years in Cuba, Panama and New York, returned to Jamaica in 1934, and reinvented himself as Alexander Bustamante — was a moneylender in his fifties with a gift for crowds, a genius for theatrical confrontation, and an instinct for the personal loyalty of poor people that no Jamaican politician has since matched. He had been writing letters to the Gleaner denouncing colonial conditions. In May 1938 he stepped in front of the waterfront strikers and became their voice. He was arrested on 24 May and detained.

His release was secured by his cousin, Norman Washington Manley: a Rhodes Scholar, decorated First World War artilleryman, and the most brilliant barrister in the Caribbean — a man of formidable intellect and Fabian convictions who had been drawn into the crisis as a mediator. Manley negotiated with the Governor, addressed crowds alongside Bustamante, and helped bring the strike to a settlement.

The two men — first cousins, though Bustamante consistently obscured the relationship — are the founding fathers of modern Jamaica, and their difference in temperament established the two poles of Jamaican political culture. Bustamante was charismatic, anti-intellectual, personalist, populist, instinctively loyal to the poor and instinctively hostile to socialism. Manley was analytical, nationalist, programmatic, morally serious, and comfortable with the ideas of the British left. Bustamante built a union and then a party to protect it. Manley built a party and then acquired a union to sustain it. That sequence explains everything about the resulting institutions.



The institutions that came out of it

Four things emerged from 1938, and all four are still standing.

The trade unions. Bustamante founded the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union in 1938 — a general union covering all trades, named after himself, and legally structured so that he personally controlled it. Its rival, the Trades Union Congress and later the National Workers Union (founded 1952, with Michael Manley as its island supervisor from 1955), aligned with the PNP. Jamaica thus acquired a labour movement organised not by industry but by political allegiance, in which two unions compete for the same workers on the basis of party. Bargaining rights are determined by workplace poll. This is the origin of Jamaican political tribalism: from the beginning, party affiliation determined access to work.

The political parties. Manley founded the People’s National Party in September 1938, with the British Fabian Sir Stafford Cripps in attendance, on an explicitly nationalist and socialist platform: self-government, universal adult suffrage, industrialisation, social welfare. Bustamante, after being interned by the colonial authorities from 1940 to 1942 (on suspicion of subversion), founded the Jamaica Labour Party in July 1943 as the political arm of the BITU, on a platform of higher wages and against the PNP’s socialism and its push for self-government, which Bustamante initially opposed as a middle-class project that would leave workers worse off.

The Moyne Commission and the welfare turn. The Royal Commission under Lord Moyne, appointed to investigate the West Indian disturbances, toured the region in 1938–39 and produced a report so devastating about British colonial neglect — malnutrition, housing, disease, illiteracy, infant mortality — that its full text was suppressed until after the war. Its recommendations produced the Colonial Development and Welfare Acts and the first colonial acceptance that a colony required social spending rather than merely administration. This is the origin of the Jamaican welfare state, such as it is.

The constitutional breakthrough. The Colonial Office concluded that the disturbances could not be met with force alone. A new constitution in 1944 introduced universal adult suffrage — the first in the British Caribbean — a wholly elected House of Representatives, and a substantial measure of internal self-government.



1944: the first election and the shape of everything after

The first election under universal suffrage was held on 12 December 1944. Some 663,000 people were registered and turnout was 58.7 per cent (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, historical returns).

Bustamante’s JLP won 22 of 32 seats with about 41 per cent of the vote. Manley’s PNP won 5, and Manley himself lost his seat. Independents took 5 (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, historical returns).

This result set the pattern. The PNP was the party of the educated nationalist middle class, of the professionals and teachers and the ideologically committed; it consistently underperformed among the poor, who found its programme abstract and its leadership uptown. The JLP was the party of the poor Black Jamaican, mobilised through a union and through personal loyalty to a man who had gone to gaol for them, and — crucially — it was the anti-independence party, because Bustamante correctly judged that many working people feared self-government would mean rule by the brown middle class rather than by Britain.

Three further consequences deserve emphasis.

First, Jamaica arrived at mass democracy with a two-party system in which both parties were vertically integrated with unions and both distributed material benefits — jobs, above all — through party channels. There was no meaningful non-partisan route to public employment. Clientelism was not a corruption of Jamaican democracy; it was its founding operating system.

Second, the parties were not ideologically differentiated in a way that mapped onto class. Both were multi-class coalitions. Both were led by lawyers or businessmen. The competition between them was intense but substantively narrow, which meant it had to be conducted on other grounds: personality, loyalty, patronage and, later, territory.

Third, the Westminster first-past-the-post system in a small island with 32 (later 45, 60, 63) constituencies made the marginal urban seat the decisive unit of political competition. In an urban constituency of perhaps 15,000 voters, moving a few hundred households could decide a general election. That arithmetic, more than any ideology, is what eventually produced the garrison.
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Chapter 3. Two Parties, One Family Quarrel: 1944–1962


Building the state

The eighteen years between universal suffrage and independence are the most under-appreciated period in modern Jamaican history. They are usually treated as a prologue. They were in fact the period in which the Jamaican state — its ministries, its development corporations, its social services, its economic strategy and its political habits — was actually constructed, largely by Jamaicans, under colonial supervision.

The 1944 constitution gave elected ministers responsibility for domestic policy while reserving finance, defence, foreign affairs and the civil service to the Governor. Successive reforms in 1953 (introducing a ministerial system with a Chief Minister) and 1957 (full internal self-government with a Council of Ministers and a Premier) transferred power steadily to the elected government. Bustamante was Chief Minister from 1953 to 1955. Norman Manley, whose PNP won in 1955 and again in 1959, was Chief Minister and then Premier from 1955 to 1962.

The PNP governments of 1955–62 are the closest thing Jamaica has had to a developmental state. They built the Jamaica Industrial Development Corporation (1952) and the Agricultural Development Corporation; they undertook the first serious land reform through Farm Development Schemes; they expanded secondary education and founded the Jamaica Common Entrance examination in 1957 (which, whatever its later pathologies, opened the high schools to bright poor children for the first time); they built the College of Arts, Science and Technology, later UTech; they created a Central Planning Unit. The University College of the West Indies had been established at Mona in 1948 as a college of the University of London, becoming the independent University of the West Indies in 1962.



Industrialisation by invitation

The economic strategy adopted was the one recommended by the region’s most eminent economist, the St Lucian W. Arthur Lewis (later a Nobel laureate), in his 1950 paper The Industrialisation of the British West Indies. Lewis’s argument, given the region’s tiny domestic markets and vast labour surplus, was that development required attracting foreign manufacturing capital with tax holidays, duty-free imports of inputs, and infrastructure — producing for export, employing the surplus, and thereby raising wages over time. The Jamaican version was enacted through the Pioneer Industries (Encouragement) Law of 1949, the Industrial Incentives Law and the Export Industries Encouragement Law of 1956, which offered up to ten years of tax exemption.

The label attached to it by its critics — “industrialisation by invitation” — is Lloyd Best’s, and it stuck because it captured what actually happened. The strategy delivered impressive headline growth. Jamaican GDP grew at around 4.5 to 6 per cent per year through the 1950s, one of the fastest rates in the world at the time (Jefferson 1972).

But it delivered that growth in a specific and consequential shape.

Bauxite. The decisive event was the discovery, in the 1940s, that Jamaica’s red soils were among the richest bauxite deposits on earth, unusually easy to mine (open-cast, shallow, close to ports). Reynolds Metals began exporting in 1952; Kaiser and Alcan followed; Alcan built alumina refineries at Kirkvine (1952) and Ewarton (1959). By 1957 Jamaica was the world’s largest producer of bauxite, a position it held into the 1970s. The companies acquired vast landholdings — by the 1970s the bauxite companies owned or controlled something approaching 7 per cent of Jamaica’s land (Girvan 1971), much of it prime agricultural land in the central parishes, which they held out of cultivation. The fiscal terms were extraordinarily favourable to the companies: royalties and taxes were assessed on transfer prices set by the companies themselves in transactions with their own subsidiaries. Jamaica captured a small fraction of the value of its own ore. This grievance, unresolved, becomes the bauxite levy of 1974 and the central economic drama of the Manley years.

Tourism. The north coast — Montego Bay, Ocho Rios — developed rapidly from the 1950s as air travel became affordable and as the American market, cut off from Cuba after 1959, needed a substitute. The industry was built as an enclave: foreign-owned hotels, imported food and furnishings, low-wage local employment, minimal linkage to domestic agriculture or manufacturing.

Manufacturing. A genuine light manufacturing sector did emerge — food processing, garments, cement, textiles, assembly — much of it behind protective tariffs and serving the domestic market rather than exporting. It was capital-intensive relative to the labour surplus and never employed enough people.

The core problem was diagnosed at the time and has been restated ever since: growth without employment. Between 1943 and 1960 the Jamaican economy grew impressively, and yet unemployment rose. The 1960 census found unemployment around 13 per cent; by 1972 it was above 20 per cent (Department of Statistics, Census of Jamaica 1960; Jefferson 1972; PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). Bauxite is capital-intensive; a mine and a refinery together employed perhaps 6,000 people at the industry’s peak while generating the majority of export earnings (Girvan 1971; Jefferson 1972). Tourism employed more but paid little. Manufacturing under import substitution created relatively few jobs per dollar invested. Meanwhile mechanisation and the decline of sugar and bananas were pushing people off the land, and the population was growing at over 1.5 per cent a year despite heavy emigration (Department of Statistics, Census of Jamaica 1960).

The gap was filled by migration. Between 1953 and 1962 roughly 200,000 Jamaicans left for Britain (Peach 1968) — the Windrush generation and after — draining precisely the skilled and semi-skilled workers the economy most needed while providing a safety valve that prevented social explosion. When Britain closed the door with the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962, the valve shut in the very year of independence. Jamaicans redirected to the United States and Canada after their immigration reforms of 1965 and 1967, but the timing of the British closure — the same year as independence — is one of the cruel coincidences of Jamaican history.



The New World and the intellectual critique

The critique of this model was developed with unusual sophistication by Caribbean economists in the 1960s, particularly the New World Group founded at Mona in 1963 and the plantation-economy school. Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt argued that Caribbean economies remained structurally “plantation economies”: production organised for export to a metropolitan market, decisions taken abroad, inputs imported, surpluses repatriated, and the domestic economy structurally incapable of self-generated dynamism. Norman Girvan’s work on the bauxite industry — Foreign Capital and Economic Underdevelopment in Jamaica (1971) and Corporate Imperialism (1976) — demonstrated in detail how transfer pricing within vertically integrated aluminium multinationals extracted the value of Jamaican ore before it could be taxed.

This body of thought matters because it was not academic. Its authors advised governments; Girvan later headed the National Planning Agency under Michael Manley. The bauxite levy of 1974 is a direct policy application of Girvan’s analysis. Caribbean dependency theory is one of the region’s genuine intellectual exports, and Jamaica in the 1970s was the place where it was tried.



Federation and the referendum that made a nation

The most consequential political event of the period was the collapse of the West Indies Federation.

The Federation, established in 1958 with its capital in Trinidad, was Britain’s intended vehicle for decolonising its Caribbean territories as a single unit — a bloc of ten islands with a combined population of about three million, viable where any single island might not be. Norman Manley was its most committed Jamaican champion. But he made a fateful choice: he declined to stand for the federal parliament himself, remaining as Jamaica’s Premier, as did Trinidad’s Eric Williams. The Federation was thus led by second-rank figures while the region’s real leaders stayed home, and it was hobbled from the start by weak central powers, no customs union, and no freedom of movement.

Jamaican objections were substantive. Jamaica had roughly half the Federation’s population and more than half its wealth but was allocated a minority of federal seats. Jamaicans feared subsidising the smaller islands, feared federal taxation, and feared free movement of people from poorer territories. Bustamante — who had earlier supported the idea — came out against it in 1960 and campaigned to leave.

Manley, in a decision of remarkable and possibly excessive democratic scruple, put the question to a referendum on 19 September 1961. He need not have; his government had a mandate. The result: 54.1 per cent voted to leave, 45.9 per cent to stay, on a turnout of about 61 per cent (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, referendum returns; Mordecai 1968). Jamaica withdrew; the Federation dissolved in 1962; Trinidad’s Eric Williams delivered the famous arithmetic — “one from ten leaves nought.”

Two consequences. First, the Anglophone Caribbean was set on the path of separate micro-state independence rather than a single federal state, with all the duplication, vulnerability and diplomatic weakness that has entailed; CARICOM, founded in 1973, has never recovered the ambition of 1958. Second, in Jamaica, Manley — having won the argument for self-government and lost the referendum — called an election in April 1962 which the JLP won, 26 seats to 19. Bustamante, who had opposed self-government in the 1940s and Federation in the 1960s, became independent Jamaica’s first Prime Minister. Manley, who had built the nationalist movement, never governed independent Jamaica. He died in 1969.



The society on the eve

What kind of society was about to become independent?

It was young: median age under 20. It was poor: GDP per capita around US$450, with a large share of the population in subsistence or near-subsistence agriculture. It was extraordinarily unequal: the top 10 per cent took roughly 40 per cent of income, and land ownership was extreme — a tiny number of large properties held most of the arable land while the majority of farmers worked plots under five acres (Census of Agriculture 1968–69; Stone 1973, chap. 1).

It was stratified by colour with a precision that is hard to convey to outsiders. The upper class was white, near-white, Jewish, Syrian/Lebanese and Chinese — a commercial and professional elite. The middle class was substantially brown. The working class and peasantry were Black. The correlation between shade and status was not absolute but was strong enough to be the organising perception of Jamaican social life, and it generated a vocabulary of enormous subtlety and cruelty. This is the context in which the national motto adopted at independence — “Out of Many, One People” — should be read: as an aspiration formulated by the multiracial middle class, and heard by many Black Jamaicans as an evasion.

It was religious: overwhelmingly Christian, with the Anglican and Baptist churches, a very large and growing Pentecostal sector, and a vigorous folk-religious substratum (Revival, Pocomania, Obeah, Kumina). And it contained a movement the state regarded as a public order problem: Rastafari.

Rastafari emerged in the early 1930s from the confluence of Garveyism and the 1930 coronation of Ras Tafari Makonnen as Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia, preached by Leonard Howell, Joseph Hibbert, Archibald Dunkley and others. By the 1950s it had thousands of adherents concentrated among the urban poor, and it was met with sustained state repression: the destruction of Howell’s Pinnacle commune in 1954, routine arrests, forcible cutting of locks. In 1960 the government commissioned a Report on the Rastafari Movement in Kingston from three UWI academics, including M. G. Smith and Rex Nettleford, which recommended a mission to Africa and better treatment — a document remarkable for taking the movement seriously as a political phenomenon. In 1963, a year after independence, the Coral Gardens incident near Montego Bay — a confrontation involving a small group of Rastafari that left eight dead — was followed by mass arrests and beatings of Rastafarians across the island, an episode for which the Jamaican government formally apologised in 2017.

Rastafari matters here for three reasons: it supplied the sharpest available critique of the independence settlement (that it changed the flag and nothing else); it became, through music, Jamaica’s principal cultural export and the vehicle by which a small island acquired global cultural authority; and its treatment demonstrated at the outset the new state’s willingness to use colonial methods against its own poor.
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PART TWO — THE PROMISE (1962–1972)





Chapter 4. Out of Many: Independence and Its Constitution


Midnight, 6 August 1962

At midnight on 5–6 August 1962, at the National Stadium in Kingston, the Union Flag came down and the black, green and gold went up. Princess Margaret represented the Queen. Bustamante, seventy-eight years old, was Prime Minister. Norman Manley, Leader of the Opposition, had drafted much of the constitution and had campaigned for self-government for twenty-four years.

Jamaica became independent as a constitutional monarchy within the Commonwealth, with Elizabeth II as Queen of Jamaica represented by a Governor-General. It retained the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council in London as its final court of appeal. It adopted a bicameral Westminster parliament — an elected House of Representatives and an appointed Senate — with a Cabinet drawn from Parliament and collectively responsible to it.

The choice of full Westminster continuity was deliberate and, at the time, uncontroversial among the political class. It was also, in retrospect, the source of several enduring problems.

The executive is very strong. In a unicameral-in-effect system (the Senate being appointed, with 13 government and 8 opposition nominees) with strict party discipline and no judicial review of legislation on most grounds until the 2011 Charter of Rights, a Jamaican Prime Minister with a working majority faces few institutional checks. There is no federalism, no elected second chamber, no separation of powers in the American sense. Local government has been repeatedly weakened, abolished in part and restored.

The constitution is exceptionally hard to amend. Certain “deeply entrenched” provisions — including the monarchy, the Governor-General, the Privy Council appeal, and the fundamental rights provisions — require not merely a two-thirds parliamentary majority but a referendum. This is the reason Jamaica remains a monarchy in 2026 despite decades of consensus that it should not be, and it is the central obstacle in the constitutional reform process described in Chapter 30.

Rights were framed as protections against the state but subject to a savings clause preserving pre-independence law from constitutional challenge. This is why colonial-era statutes — most famously the 1864 Offences Against the Person Act provisions criminalising “buggery” — survived. The 2011 Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms modernised the rights provisions but retained a savings clause for sexual offences legislation, deliberately.

First-past-the-post in a two-party system produces wildly disproportionate results. Jamaica’s electoral history is a series of landslides on modest vote swings: 1972 (PNP 37–16 on 56 per cent), 1980 (JLP 51–9 on 58 per cent), 1993 (PNP 52–8), 1997 (PNP 50–10), 2020 (JLP 49–14 on 57 per cent) (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns; see Appendix B). A shift of six points in the popular vote can produce a shift of thirty seats. This raises the stakes of every election to a degree that is difficult to overstate, and it is one of the direct structural causes of Jamaican electoral violence: the difference between total power and total exclusion is a handful of marginal seats.



The symbolism and the substance

The independence settlement was, in cultural terms, generous and forward-looking. The motto “Out of Many, One People” and the flag’s symbolism (black for hardship and the people, gold for sunlight and natural wealth, green for the land) were chosen to construct a multiracial national identity. Rex Nettleford’s work at the Jamaica School of Dance, the founding of the National Dance Theatre Company in 1962, the elevation of folk forms into national culture, the establishment of the Institute of Jamaica’s cultural programmes and the National Heroes — Garvey, Bogle, Gordon, Sharpe, Nanny of the Maroons, Bustamante, Norman Manley — represented a serious attempt to build a national culture from Black Jamaican materials.

But there was a gap, immediately noticed by contemporaries, between cultural nationalism and structural continuity. Independence changed the flag, the anthem and the passport. It did not change who owned the land, who owned the bauxite, who owned the banks, who controlled distribution, or who lived where in Kingston. The plantations were still there. The bauxite companies were still American and Canadian. The commercial sector was still dominated by a small number of families. The civil service was Jamaican but the economic structure was not.

Two intellectual traditions formed around that gap and have contested Jamaican politics ever since. One holds that the settlement was sound and that what was needed was time, discipline, investment and openness — Jamaica’s problems being those of a small open economy that has repeatedly made poor policy choices. The other holds that the settlement was a transfer of political form without economic content, and that no amount of good management can produce development in a structurally dependent economy. Every major policy fight of the last sixty years — the bauxite levy, the IMF programmes, the 1980 election, the debt exchanges of 2010 and 2013 — is a fight between these two readings.



The Bustamante and Sangster years, 1962–1967

The first JLP administration governed a booming economy. Growth in the 1960s averaged around 5 per cent a year, driven by bauxite and alumina expansion, tourism, construction and manufacturing (Jefferson 1972). Kingston was rebuilt: the waterfront redevelopment, the Bank of Jamaica building, the new hotels, the highway to the airport. A national airline, Air Jamaica, was launched in 1968–69. The Jamaica Stock Exchange opened in 1969.

Bustamante’s health failed and he handed effective control to Donald Sangster, who became Prime Minister formally after the JLP won the 1967 election, and who died within seven weeks of taking office. He was succeeded by Hugh Shearer, a trade unionist from the BITU, who governed until 1972.

The Shearer government presided over the peak of the post-war boom and over its social contradictions. It was in this period that the disjunction between headline growth and lived experience became politically explosive. GDP was rising; unemployment was rising too, reaching perhaps 20 per cent by the end of the decade with youth unemployment far higher (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). Kingston’s population was swelling with rural migrants for whom the city had no work and no housing. And the government’s response to unrest was consistently coercive.

The single most damaging decision of the period, for the JLP’s standing among young Black Jamaicans, was the banning of Walter Rodney (Chapter 6). But the pattern was set earlier. In 1966 the government declared a state of emergency in West Kingston after gun battles between political factions. It began forcibly clearing squatter settlements. And it presided over the destruction of Back-o-Wall.
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Chapter 5. Growth Without Development, 1962–1972


The best decade Jamaica ever had, and why it ended in revolt

By almost every aggregate measure, the 1960s were Jamaica’s most successful decade. Real GDP grew at roughly 5 per cent annually (Jefferson 1972). Bauxite and alumina output expanded relentlessly; by the early 1970s Jamaica was producing around 12 million tonnes of bauxite a year (Girvan 1971, 1976) and had become a major alumina refiner as well, with the opening of Alcoa’s Halse Hall refinery (Jamalco) in 1972 and Alpart’s Nain refinery in 1969. Tourism grew from about 200,000 visitors in 1960 to over 400,000 by 1970 (Jamaica Tourist Board historical series; Jefferson 1972). Manufacturing’s share of output rose. Roads, ports, schools, hospitals and hotels were built. Jamaica’s per capita income was among the highest in the developing world.

And by 1972 the country voted overwhelmingly for a party promising to overturn the whole arrangement, under the slogan “Better Must Come.”

The explanation is distributional and it is the central lesson of the period. Growth was real, and it accrued to a narrow segment. Carl Stone’s survey work in this period documented the perception among the urban and rural poor that the benefits of independence had gone to a small elite. The measured facts supported the perception. Between 1958 and 1968, national income roughly doubled while the share of income going to the poorest 40 per cent of households fell (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). Unemployment rose through a decade of 5 per cent growth. Land ownership remained extraordinarily concentrated. The capital-intensity of the leading sectors meant that the fastest-growing industries employed the fewest people.

There is a further point about the texture of that inequality. Jamaica in the 1960s was not merely unequal in income; it was unequal in a way that was visible, spatialised and racialised. The new suburbs of upper St Andrew — Cherry Gardens, Norbrook, Jacks Hill — filled with large houses behind walls. Downtown Kingston and the western districts filled with tenement yards and squatter settlements without piped water, sanitation or electricity. The distance between them was five miles and a universe.



The making of West Kingston

Between 1943 and 1970 Kingston’s population more than doubled (decennial census returns). Rural migrants, pushed off the land by the decline of sugar and bananas and by mechanisation, and pulled by the visible construction boom, settled where they could: on the mudflats and dumps west of the city, in a belt of settlements running from Denham Town and Trench Town out through Back-o-Wall and Ackee Walk towards the Kingston dump at Riverton.

These settlements were built from what was available: packing crates, cardboard, zinc sheeting, salvaged timber. They had no legal tenure — occupants were squatters on Crown land or on land owned by absentee proprietors. They had no services. Trench Town, developed after a 1951 hurricane as a government scheme of “government yards” with communal facilities, was among the better ones — which is why it produced so much of the music.

For politicians, these settlements presented an opportunity and a problem. The opportunity was electoral: tens of thousands of newly enfranchised voters concentrated in a handful of urban constituencies, with no institutional attachments and desperate material needs. The problem was administrative: they were illegal, unserviced and, in the eyes of respectable Jamaica, a slum to be cleared.

The solution devised in West Kingston in the 1960s combined both. It is the origin of the garrison and it deserves careful description, because the garrison is the single most important political innovation in independent Jamaica’s history.



Back-o-Wall and Tivoli Gardens

Edward Seaga was an unlikely figure to build it. Born in Boston in 1930 to a Jamaican family of Lebanese descent, educated at Wolmer’s and then Harvard, he was a social anthropologist who had lived in rural St Catherine studying Revival religion, produced a landmark field recording of Jamaican folk music for Folkways in 1956, and run a small record label (West Indies Records Limited) that helped launch the careers of Byron Lee and others. He was appointed to the Senate in 1959, became MP for West Kingston in 1962, and served as Minister of Development and Welfare and later Finance.

In July 1966, the government cleared Back-o-Wall — a squatter settlement of several thousand people on the western edge of the city, with a substantial Rastafari population — using bulldozers and police. Residents’ homes were destroyed. On the cleared land the government built a housing scheme: Tivoli Gardens.

The scheme itself was, in physical terms, a genuine improvement: solid concrete apartment blocks, water, sewerage, electricity, a community centre, a school, playing fields. It was also allocated. Allocation is the mechanism. Housing units in Tivoli went to JLP supporters. The community that emerged was politically homogeneous by design, and it was grateful, organised and defended.

The PNP did the same thing where it could. Arnett Gardens (“Concrete Jungle”) in South St Andrew, developed in the same period, became the PNP’s equivalent. Other schemes followed on both sides: Rema, Wilton Gardens, Denham Town, Whitfield Town, Waterhouse, Southside, Tel Aviv, Jungle. By the 1970s a belt of politically homogeneous, physically defensible housing schemes ran across inner-city Kingston, each attached to a party, each returning implausible majorities.

Carl Stone’s description, written in the mid-1980s and still the standard one, is worth quoting at length because it captures the mechanism precisely:


Some of these communities were formed out of government housing projects where residents were carefully selected by the party in power. In others, residents who were perceived as not supporting the dominant party were either burnt out or chased out at gunpoint, leaving relatively homogeneous communities giving preponderant support to one party. Entry and exit to and from these communities are controlled by the so-called “top ranking” gang leaders who have close relationships with the constituency MP, get preferential access to contracts and jobs, and function as a key element of the local level community political leadership in both parties in these inner city poor areas. (Stone 1986, 57)



Note the two routes into homogeneity — selective allocation and forcible expulsion — and note that Stone, writing in 1986, already identifies the “top ranking” as the controller of movement in and out. These are, Stone continues, constituencies “made up preponderantly of these ‘garrison communities’ where organized political gangs with high powered M-16 and A.K. 47 assault rifles and sub-machine guns control clearly defined political boundaries and territories where political protection insulates them from the reach of the security forces” (Stone 1986, 57).

That last clause — political protection insulates them from the reach of the security forces — is the whole system in eight words, and it is what the state finally attacked in Tivoli Gardens in May 2010.

Election results confirm the arrangement: West Kingston has returned JLP majorities of 90 per cent and above; some garrison polling divisions have recorded turnouts and margins that are statistically impossible in a free contest. Herbert Gayle’s later field research put the extent at roughly a third of all inner-city communities in the Kingston Metropolitan Region being garrisons “to varying degrees” (Gayle 2009, 53) — that is, the garrison is neither universal nor marginal, but a substantial minority form that sets the terms for everywhere else. Gayle’s description of what that means for sovereignty is the flattest statement of it in the literature: in these communities “disputes are settled, matters tried and offenders sentenced and punished without reference to the Jamaican state. The Jamaican state has no authority or power, except in as far as its police and military forces are able to invade to enforce order” (Gayle 2009, 54).



Why the garrison worked

It is important to resist the temptation to treat the garrison as simply corrupt or pathological. It solved real problems for everyone involved.

For the party, it guaranteed a bloc of seats, provided a mobilisable body of activists, and — as violence entered the system — provided a defended base and a source of enforcers.

For the MP, it converted the constituency into a manageable asset. Jamaican MPs are expected to be personal providers: school fees, funeral expenses, work on a road contract, a bag of cement, a job at the parish council. The Constituency Development Fund formalises a fraction of this. In a garrison the MP could deliver benefits through a single reliable channel and be certain of the return.

For the resident, it provided access — to housing, to work on government projects, to the intercession of a powerful person — in a society where no such access existed on a universal basis. This is the point most often missed. The garrison was a functional welfare system for people the state did not otherwise serve. Its price was political and personal subordination, and later, physical danger.

For the enforcer — the young man who guarded the boundary, distributed the benefits, and disciplined defectors — it provided status, income and power that the formal economy offered him nowhere. This role, initially subordinate to the MP, is the seed of the don.

The garrison also created a spatial logic of extraordinary durability. Once communities are politically homogeneous and armed, the boundary between them becomes a frontier. Movement across it becomes dangerous. Marriage, employment, schooling, even hospital access are constrained by which “side” a person comes from. Jamaicans of a certain age can still map Kingston in these terms. Children grew up knowing which streets they could not walk on.



Guns arrive

Political violence in Jamaica predates independence — the 1944 and later campaigns involved stone-throwing, disruption of meetings and fistfights, and the term “political tribalism” was already current. What changed in the 1960s was firearms.

The West Kingston violence of 1966 was serious enough to prompt a state of emergency in October of that year. By the late 1960s each major garrison had armed defenders. The weapons came in through the ports, through the ganja trade, and — the persistent and credible allegation on both sides — through political patrons who armed their own communities. Both parties are implicated; the evidence is fullest for the 1970s but the practice began earlier.

Once both sides were armed, a defensive logic took hold that neither party could unilaterally exit. To disarm your garrison was to expose your voters to the other side’s gunmen. Every election raised the temperature. And the young men holding the weapons acquired, incrementally, a bargaining position over the politicians who had armed them.



The economy’s blind spot

Two developments in this decade would matter enormously later.

The first is ganja. Cannabis had been grown in Jamaica since Indian indentureship introduced it in the nineteenth century, and was central to Rastafari practice. In the 1960s and especially the 1970s, American demand turned it into a substantial export. By the early 1980s Jamaica was supplying between 5 and 10 per cent of total US marijuana consumption, with cultivation nearly doubling in each of the preceding three years and the trade generating as much as US$200 million a year for producers and smugglers — roughly what the bauxite levy raised at its peak (CIA 1982, 10). Figures for the 1970s are necessarily indicative rather than measured, since the trade appears in no national account (Gunst 1995, chap. 2) — quite possibly rivalling any legal export other than bauxite. The trade was organised through rural growers, urban brokers, small aircraft and boats. It generated foreign exchange the state never saw, funded political operations, imported firearms as part-payment, and created the logistical networks that would carry cocaine in the 1980s.

The second is music. Between 1962 and 1972 Jamaica invented ska, rocksteady and reggae — a sequence of stylistic revolutions produced almost entirely by young men from the western Kingston settlements, recorded in a handful of studios (Studio One, Treasure Isle, Randy’s, Dynamic), and distributed through sound systems that were themselves substantial small businesses and, not incidentally, often political assets. The music was social commentary from the beginning (“Simmer Down,” 1963; “Everything Crash,” 1968; “Better Must Come,” 1971) and became the principal medium through which the excluded addressed the nation. It also became, unnoticed by policymakers, one of the very few Jamaican industries that succeeded internationally on the basis of Jamaican creativity rather than Jamaican resources or Jamaican cheapness.
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Chapter 6. Rodney, Rastafari and the Revolt of the Excluded, 1968–1972


October 1968

On 15 October 1968, the Jamaican government of Hugh Shearer barred Walter Rodney — a 26-year-old Guyanese historian, lecturer at the University of the West Indies at Mona, and a brilliant and popular teacher — from re-entering Jamaica after he had attended a Black Writers’ Congress in Montreal. The government’s stated grounds were that he was a security risk who had been engaged in subversive activity: specifically, that he had been “groundings” with Rastafari and the urban poor in West Kingston, holding informal teaching sessions on African history, slavery, and Black liberation outside the university walls.

Students marched from Mona towards the city. The march was blocked and broken up; the demonstration escalated into two days of rioting through Kingston in which several people were killed, buses burned and shops looted, and property damage ran into millions.

The “Rodney Riots” were the hinge of Jamaican politics between independence and 1972, for several reasons.

They demonstrated that a critique of the independence settlement grounded in race — that a brown and white elite had inherited the colonial state and continued to run it in colonial fashion — had explosive mass resonance. They fused, briefly but consequentially, three constituencies that rarely met: the university intelligentsia, the Rastafari, and the unemployed urban young. They produced a text — Rodney’s The Groundings with My Brothers (1969), a set of lectures published in London — that became the most influential radical pamphlet in the region. And they marked the JLP government, fairly or not, as the party of the establishment and of racial reaction, at a moment when Black consciousness was becoming the dominant idiom of youth politics worldwide.



Black Power in a Black country

Jamaican Black Power posed an intellectual problem: what does Black Power mean in a country that is over 90 per cent Black and has a Black-majority electorate, Black ministers and a Black police force?

The answer given by Rodney and by the Jamaican radicals of the period — including the group around the journal Abeng, published in 1969, and later the Workers’ Liberation League and Trevor Munroe’s Workers Party of Jamaica — was that political majority had not translated into economic power or cultural authority. The commanding heights of the economy were owned by foreigners and by a small number of local white, Jewish, Lebanese and Chinese families. The cultural apparatus — the schools, the churches, the media, the standards of beauty and respectability — remained oriented to England. And the Black majority’s own institutions were dismissed as backwardness.

This critique was extraordinarily productive. It fed directly into: the reggae of the early 1970s, which turned Rastafari from a persecuted sect into the dominant cultural framework of Jamaican popular music; a wave of scholarship at Mona reconstructing Caribbean history from below; a change in acceptable public aesthetics (natural hair, African dress, the elevation of Patois); and, most consequentially, the political programme of the PNP under new leadership.

It also produced a nastier residue. Anti-Chinese rioting in Kingston in 1965 and again in 1968 — the latter partly folded into the Rodney disturbances — targeted Chinese-Jamaican shopkeepers and precipitated significant Chinese emigration. The Black Power moment in Jamaica contained a strand of hostility to the country’s minority trading communities that resurfaced in the 1970s and that respectable political memory tends to elide.



Michael Manley

Norman Manley retired as PNP leader in 1969 and died in September of that year. The party chose his son.

Michael Norman Manley was 44. He had been educated at Jamaica College and, after wartime service in the RCAF, at the London School of Economics under Harold Laski. He had worked as a journalist at the BBC and at Public Opinion, and since 1955 as an organiser and negotiator for the National Workers Union, where he had won a reputation as a formidable and courageous advocate — most famously in the 1964 sugar workers’ and 1968 bauxite disputes. He was tall, handsome, magnetic, an orator of genuine power, and — unlike his father — instinctively at home with the crowd.

His achievement between 1969 and 1972 was to attach the PNP, historically the party of the brown middle class, to the language and symbols of the Black urban poor. He carried a rod given to him, it was said, by Haile Selassie during a 1966 visit — the “Rod of Correction.” He adopted the Rastafari salutation and cadence. He campaigned with musicians: Delroy Wilson’s “Better Must Come” became the campaign anthem, along with Clancy Eccles’s “Rod of Correction” and Max Romeo’s “Let the Power Fall on I.” He held “bandwagon” tours across the island with the country’s leading artists.

It worked completely. In the general election of 29 February 1972 the PNP won 37 seats to the JLP’s 16, on 56 per cent of the vote and a turnout of 78 per cent (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns). It was, by common consent, the most hopeful moment in Jamaica’s post-independence history.



What the new government inherited

It is worth setting out plainly what the incoming administration faced, because the standard account of the 1970s — that Manley wrecked a functioning economy — depends on ignoring it.

Unemployment stood at over 20 per cent, and above 30 per cent among the under-25s. Roughly a third of the population lived in poverty on any reasonable measure. Adult illiteracy was around 40 per cent (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, early 1970s). Secondary education was rationed by an examination taken at eleven, and the majority of children never entered a high school. There was no national minimum wage. Domestic workers had no legal protections. Approximately 60 per cent of arable land was held in farms over 100 acres by about 0.5 per cent of owners, much of it idle or under-used, while some 150,000 small farmers worked plots of under five acres (Census of Agriculture 1968–69). Housing conditions in western Kingston were among the worst in the hemisphere. The bauxite industry, generating the bulk of export earnings, paid the Jamaican state a per-tonne royalty of a few cents assessed on company-set transfer prices.

And there was one more inheritance: the garrison system, the guns in it, and a political culture in which both parties had come to depend on armed enforcers.

The 1970s in Jamaica are usually narrated as an ideological adventure that ended in economic catastrophe. That narrative is not wrong about the catastrophe. But the adventure began as a response to a set of genuine and severe structural problems that no one has ever seriously denied existed, and to which the alternative on offer was continuity.
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PART THREE — THE EXPERIMENT (1972–1980)





Chapter 7. Better Must Come: The Social Revolution of 1972–1976


The first two years

The Manley government’s opening period was, in social policy terms, the most productive in Jamaican history. The measures came fast and they were substantive.

Labour and wages. A national minimum wage was introduced in 1975 — the first in Jamaican history — and applied, crucially, to household workers, who had until then been outside all protective legislation. The Employment (Termination and Redundancy Payments) Act 1974 established severance rights. The Labour Relations and Industrial Disputes Act 1975 created the Industrial Disputes Tribunal and a legal framework for recognition and bargaining. The Maternity Leave Act 1979 granted twelve weeks’ paid maternity leave — again, extended to domestic workers.

Equality legislation. The Status of Children Act 1976 abolished the legal category of illegitimacy. In a society where the substantial majority of children were born outside marriage, this removed at a stroke a colonial legal distinction that had barred hundreds of thousands of Jamaicans from inheritance and recognition. It remains among the most consequential laws ever passed in Jamaica and is rarely mentioned in accounts of the period.

Education. Secondary education was made free in 1973, and university education at UWI was made free for Jamaican students. The Common Entrance system was supplemented by a large expansion of junior secondary and new secondary places. JAMAL — the Jamaica Movement for the Advancement of Literacy, founded 1974 — mounted a mass adult literacy campaign that at its peak enrolled hundreds of thousands and is credited with a substantial fall in adult illiteracy over the decade.

Land. Project Land Lease, from 1973, leased idle land — much of it held by large estates and by the bauxite companies — to small farmers on long tenancies with credit and extension support. Tens of thousands of farmers received parcels. It was not expropriation; it was mostly leasing of idle land, some of it government-owned, some acquired.

Health and welfare. Free health care at public facilities, an expansion of rural clinics and health centres, a national food subsidy programme on basic items, school feeding, and the establishment of the National Housing Trust in 1976 — funded by a payroll contribution from employees and employers — which remains, fifty years later, the principal engine of formal housing finance in Jamaica.

Other. The voting age was lowered to 18. Equal pay legislation was introduced. The State Trading Corporation was created to centralise certain imports. A National Youth Service was established. Sunday newspaper readers of the period recall a government that seemed to be legislating something significant every fortnight.

It is not seriously contested that this programme changed Jamaican life. Literacy rose; infant mortality fell; the education participation rate rose sharply; a generation of Jamaicans entered secondary and tertiary education whose parents could not have. The National Housing Trust alone has since financed hundreds of thousands of housing solutions. Whatever else is said about the 1970s, the social legislation of 1972–76 remains largely intact, and both parties have retained it.



Democratic socialism

In 1974 Manley declared that the PNP’s ideology was “democratic socialism,” and the character of the period changed.

The declaration was, on its face, a restatement: the PNP’s 1940 constitution had committed it to socialism, and Norman Manley had described it as a socialist party. What was new was the international alignment and the domestic temperature.

Manley became a leading figure in the Non-Aligned Movement and an eloquent global advocate for the New International Economic Order — the developing world’s demand, pressed through the UN in the mid-1970s, for commodity price stabilisation, technology transfer, debt relief and regulation of multinational corporations. His book The Politics of Change (1974) and later Jamaica: Struggle in the Periphery (1982) set out the case with real intellectual force, and he was, for a period, one of the two or three most articulate spokesmen the Global South had.

He also cultivated a close and public friendship with Fidel Castro. Jamaica established diplomatic relations with Cuba in 1972; Manley visited Havana in 1975 and travelled with Castro to the Non-Aligned summit in Algiers; Cuban technical assistance came to Jamaica in the form of doctors, teachers, construction brigades and a secondary school (the José Martí school, built by Cuban labour). Cuban support for Angola in 1975–76, which Manley publicly endorsed, put him directly at odds with Washington at the height of the Cold War.

Domestically, the government moved into direct ownership. It acquired majority stakes in the bauxite companies’ Jamaican land and mining operations (though not their refineries), took over the sugar factories and established worker cooperatives on three sugar estates, purchased the telephone company, the electricity utility, banks, hotels, the flour mill, the cement company, buses and Air Jamaica. By 1980 the state owned or controlled a substantial share of the commanding heights.



The bauxite levy

The single most important economic act of the decade was the bauxite production levy of 1974.

Following the OPEC oil price shock of 1973–74 — which quadrupled Jamaica’s oil import bill and devastated its balance of payments — the Manley government demanded a renegotiation of the bauxite arrangements. When the companies refused, the government legislated unilaterally: a levy set against the average realised market price of primary aluminium ingot — announced in May 1974 at 7 per cent and applied at 7.5 per cent — applied to the bauxite content of each tonne, effectively indexing Jamaica’s take to the value of the final product rather than to a company-set transfer price. Jamaica also acquired 51 per cent of the companies’ local mining operations and repurchased the bauxite lands, leasing them back (Bauxite (Production Levy) Act 1974; Silberberg 2014).

The revenue effect was immediate and dramatic: in the first year alone, bauxite revenues to the government rose roughly sevenfold, from about US$25 million to around US$180 million (Silberberg 2014; “Bauxite Levy: Standing up to the transnationals,” Jamaica 55, Gleaner Company). Jamaica also organised the International Bauxite Association, headquartered in Kingston, as an OPEC-style producers’ cartel.

It was also, in retrospect, a Pyrrhic victory. The multinationals responded exactly as multinationals do: they shifted production. Investment moved to Australia, Guinea and Brazil. Jamaican bauxite output, which peaked at around 15 million tonnes in 1974, fell steadily thereafter (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years) and never recovered its share of world production. The levy raised the revenue per tonne and reduced the tonnage. Whether the trade-off was worth it remains genuinely contested: defenders note that Jamaica had been giving away a wasting asset for a pittance, and that the levy funded the social programme; critics note that the industry never recovered and that the timing — at the onset of a global recession — was disastrous.



The economics turn bad

By 1976 the Jamaican economy was in serious trouble, and the causes were both external and self-inflicted.

External: the oil shock of 1973–74 quadrupled the cost of the fuel on which the alumina refineries, the electricity grid and the transport system depended. The subsequent global recession cut demand for bauxite, alumina and tourism. Import prices rose across the board.

Self-inflicted: government spending rose far faster than revenue, and the fiscal deficit ballooned — reaching around 20 per cent of GDP by the late 1970s (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years; IMF Article IV documentation for the period). The state enterprises acquired in the mid-1970s mostly lost money. The exchange rate was held fixed and increasingly overvalued, which, combined with import licensing, produced acute shortages of basic goods.

And then there was capital flight. Between 1974 and 1980 an estimated 30,000 to 40,000 Jamaicans emigrated — a figure repeated across the literature and derived from receiving-country immigration records rather than Jamaican emigration data — but the composition mattered more than the number. The emigrants were disproportionately professionals, managers, technicians and businesspeople: doctors, engineers, accountants, teachers. Estimates of the share of Jamaica’s professional and managerial class that left during the decade run from a third to a half; a contemporaneous CIA assessment put it at “at least 40 percent of Jamaica’s professionals, managers, and skilled workers” (CIA 1982, 2). Capital left with them, legally and illegally.



“Five flights to Miami”: an anatomy of a quotation

The trigger for the middle-class exodus is conventionally located in a single sentence. The story as usually told is that Manley, dismissing the fears of the wealthy, said there were “five flights a day to Miami” for anyone who did not like it. It is the most quoted line in Jamaican political history and it is the standard shorthand for the arrogance of the democratic socialist project.

The documentary record, reconstructed by Evelyne Huber Stephens and John Stephens from the newspapers of the time, is more interesting than the legend, and it implicates the press as much as the Prime Minister.

In July 1975 Manley returned from Cuba and addressed PNP supporters in Montego Bay. The Daily News reported him the following day as having emphasised the need for hard work and for a society in which people wanted to work to build a nation, and as saying that “there was no room for people who were seeking palaces and wanting to become millionaires,” inviting those with this in mind to note “that there were twice daily flights out of Jamaica to Miami” (Daily News, 14 July 1975, quoted in Stephens and Stephens 1986, 116).

The Gleaner did not run the story for two days. When it did, on 16 July, it appeared under the headline “No one can become a millionaire here — PM,” and quoted Manley as saying that “anyone who wants to become a millionaire in Jamaica my advice to them is to remember that planes depart five times daily to Miami” (Gleaner, 16 July 1975, quoted in Stephens and Stephens 1986, 116). Two days after that the paper published Manley’s letter of protest and clarification, in which he said he had been referring to people “motivated by the selfish desire to become a millionaire overnight” who “refused to regard themselves as part of the Jamaican society and owing an obligation of service like the rest of us.”

Twice daily had become five times daily. The clarification, as Stephens and Stephens observe, changed nothing: “no clarification could neutralize the frightening and lasting effect of the presumed threat contained in the reference to the ‘five flights to Miami’” (Stephens and Stephens 1986, 116).

The context matters. The Gleaner had been a conservative paper that nonetheless reviewed The Politics of Change favourably and printed the occasional kind word about Julius Nyerere. That changed in 1975, when Hector Wynter — chairman of the JLP in the late 1960s — was made Executive Editor. By mid-1975, in Stephens and Stephens’s assessment, the paper “had been transformed from a simply conservative to a blatantly partisan paper,” at which point “the political struggle assumed a new level of intensity” (Stephens and Stephens 1986, 116). The coverage of Manley’s Cuba trip led with the most provocative available quotations and, they argue, insinuated pro-communist intent.

None of this exonerates Manley. He did say something dismissive about people who wanted to become millionaires, to a partisan crowd, on returning from Havana, at the most inflammatory possible moment. A politician who hands his opponents a weapon cannot complain about the use they make of it, and Manley’s own gift for the wounding phrase was real. But the sentence that entered Jamaican folklore was not the sentence he spoke, and the transmission mechanism was a newspaper under new and partisan management. The episode is the cleanest available illustration of a theme this book returns to in Chapter 29: in Jamaica the press is not a neutral channel between politics and the public, it is a participant.



When the capital actually left

The received chronology is also wrong, and the correction matters more than the quotation does.

The standard account holds that the business class fled in reaction to the declaration of democratic socialism in 1974, the rise of the PNP left, and the ideological rhetoric that followed. Stephens and Stephens tested this against migration records and found the sequence does not fit. Their data show a very significant increase in the emigration of businessmen — managers, administrators, proprietors and officials — already in 1973, and another large increase in 1974. Crucially, the increase was entirely to Canada, where the lag between deciding to migrate and arriving is only about four months. The decisions were therefore taken no later than mid-1973 and mid-1974 (Stephens and Stephens 1986, 99).

That is before the declaration of democratic socialism. As they put it, this migration “could not have been stimulated by the declaration of democratic socialism, the rise of the PNP left, nor the heightened ideological debate (the ‘rhetoric’) that followed” (Stephens and Stephens 1986, 99).

What did drive it? Their answer has two parts. The austerity policies forced by the foreign exchange shortage, particularly import restrictions, hit the commercial bourgeoisie directly and hard, and capitalists from that sector emigrated in disproportionate numbers. And specific measures — the property tax, the National Youth Service — mattered less in themselves than as markers of “a whole program that was aimed at introducing egalitarian change in a very elitist society.” Part of that programme was the social and cultural inclusion of the Jamaican masses; and “when those who had been privileged in the elitist society that had existed heretofore began to feel their social position threatened, some of them began to abandon the country” (Stephens and Stephens 1986, 99).

This is a substantially different account from the one in general circulation, and it changes the moral of the story. On the standard reading, Manley talked the business class out of the country and a more temperate leader would have kept them. On the evidence, a significant part of that class had begun leaving before the socialism was declared, in response to a redistributive programme and to a loss of social precedence rather than to rhetoric. The exodus removed skills the country has never fully replaced and established Jamaican Miami as a permanent institution — but it was a reaction to the substance of the project, not merely to its presentation.



Everyday life

By 1977 the texture of daily life had changed. Import controls and foreign exchange shortages meant that ordinary goods vanished: cooking oil, cornmeal, saltfish, flour, tinned milk, toilet paper, motor car parts. Queues formed. The state trading system rationed. A black market emerged in both goods and foreign currency, and “the parallel market” for US dollars became a permanent feature of Jamaican economic life.

Two consumer phenomena of lasting importance date from here.

The first is the barrel. Jamaicans abroad began shipping barrels of consumer goods — food, clothing, shoes, appliances, school supplies — to relatives at home. What began as a response to shortage became a permanent institution of the Jamaican family economy, and the barrel trade (with its associated shipping agents, customs brokers and duty regime) remains a live political issue into the 2020s.

The second is the entrenchment of the informal commercial importer — the ICI, usually a woman, travelling to Panama, Curaçao, Miami, Haiti or Cayman to buy goods for resale in Jamaican markets and on the street. The ICIs were the descendants of the higglers and became, by the 1980s, a powerful economic interest with their own association, their own arrangements with customs, and their own political relationships. Downtown Kingston’s arcade shopping — and much of the popular clothing and footwear trade to this day — runs on this channel.
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Chapter 8. Heavy Manners: Guns, Emergency and the Destabilisation Question


The violence escalates

Political violence in Jamaica moved, between 1972 and 1980, from episodic to systemic. The numbers tell the story: around 150 murders a year in the late 1960s; approximately 350 in 1974; over 500 in 1976; and roughly 890 in 1980 (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics as reported in PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica; see Appendix C), of which Stone’s estimate of 510 political fatalities between July and December of that year forms the core (Stone 1986, 57).

The mechanism was the garrison system operating under maximum pressure. Both parties had armed dependants. Both faced an election whose outcome would determine everything. And the ideological polarisation of the mid-1970s — with the PNP explicitly socialist and aligned with Cuba, and the JLP explicitly anti-communist and aligned with Washington — added a genuinely Cold War dimension to what had begun as clientelist competition.



The state’s response: Gun Court and emergency

The Manley government’s answer to rising violence was severe. The Gun Court Act 1974 created a special court, sitting in camera, without jury, empowered to impose indefinite detention at the Governor-General’s pleasure for any offence involving an illegal firearm — including mere possession of a single round of ammunition. The court sat in a compound painted red; sentences were mandatory and indeterminate. The Suppression of Crime Act 1974 gave police sweeping powers of search and arrest without warrant, powers that were renewed continuously and effectively became permanent, remaining in force until 1993.

The Gun Court was successfully challenged in part before the Privy Council in 1975 (Hinds v The Queen), which held that its structure unconstitutionally trespassed on the judiciary’s role, forcing amendment. But the underlying approach — emergency powers, special courts, detention without ordinary trial, and a very high tolerance for police lethality — became a permanent feature of the Jamaican security repertoire, deployed again in 1976, in the 1990s, and in the state of emergency era after 2018.

On 19 June 1976, with violence in Kingston out of control, the government declared a nationwide state of emergency. Several hundred people were detained, among them the JLP’s Pearnel Charles and other opposition figures, on allegations of plotting against the state. The Opposition characterised the emergency as a device to win the election due later that year. The government maintained it was a genuine security necessity. Both propositions may be true.



Atrocities

Three events of the period are burned into Jamaican memory.

Orange Lane, May 1976. A fire in a tenement yard on Orange Lane in central Kingston killed at least eleven people, including children (contemporaneous Gleaner reporting), in an area of contested political allegiance. It was widely believed to have been arson with political motive, though responsibility has never been established.

Green Bay, January 1978. Members of the Jamaica Defence Force’s Military Intelligence Unit lured a group of young men from the JLP-aligned community of Southside to a firing range at Green Bay in St Catherine with a promise of weapons and work. Soldiers opened fire; five men were killed; several escaped and told what had happened (Gunst 1995, 116–17). The subsequent enquiry and the acquittal of the soldiers involved produced a scandal of the first order. Green Bay demonstrated that the state itself was prepared to conduct extrajudicial killings of political opponents’ supporters, and its effect on the young men of West Kingston — the sense that they were expendable to both parties — is repeatedly cited as a turning point in the relationship between gunmen and their political patrons.

Eventide, May 1980. A fire at the Eventide Home for the aged in Kingston killed more than 150 elderly women (contemporaneous Gleaner reporting). It was the deadliest single event of the period, and although its cause was never conclusively established, it occurred amid a wave of arson attacks and was widely believed to be one.



The Peace Truce and the One Love Peace Concert

In late 1977 and early 1978, an extraordinary thing happened: the gunmen made peace on their own initiative.

Claudius “Claudie” Massop, the JLP-aligned don of Tivoli Gardens, and Aston “Bucky” Marshall, his PNP counterpart from Concrete Jungle, found themselves detained together during the state of emergency and concluded that they were killing each other for politicians who cared nothing for them. On release they declared a truce, formed a Peace Council, and organised community projects across the political frontier.

The truce was consecrated at the One Love Peace Concert at the National Stadium on 22 April 1978. Bob Marley — who had left Jamaica after being shot at his Hope Road home on 3 December 1976, two days before a free concert associated with the government — returned to perform (Gunst 1995, 108–10). Mid-set, during “Jammin’,” he called Michael Manley and Edward Seaga onto the stage and joined their hands above his head. It is the single most famous image in Jamaican political history.

It did not hold. In February 1979 Massop was returning to Tivoli before dawn from a football match in Spanish Town, sharing a taxi with two friends from the peace council. Three motorcycles and a detachment of squad cars stopped them on Marcus Garvey Drive. Ordered out with his hands up, Massop tried to explain that they were coming from a game and had no guns. The lead officer shouted “Kill!” Massop had time for one word — “Wait!” — before he was, in Laurie Gunst’s account, “riddled with more than fifty bullets.” Only the taxi driver, who ran for the sea, survived (Gunst 1995, 121).

Thousands queued to view the body. One woman recalled that a few months earlier Massop had spent more than a thousand dollars buying shoes for people in Tivoli. The PNP ranking men of Concrete Jungle stood at attention as his funeral procession passed (Gunst 1995, 121–22). Bucky Marshall was killed the following year. The peace collapsed and the 1980 election proceeded to be the bloodiest in Caribbean history.

The Peace Truce matters for two reasons beyond its pathos. It demonstrated that the dons had become autonomous actors capable of coordinating against the parties — a decisive shift in the balance of power. And its violent suppression, in which the security forces are widely believed to have been complicit, taught the following generation of enforcers that peace was more dangerous than war.



The IMF and the fork in the road

By 1977 Jamaica’s foreign exchange reserves were exhausted. The government had to choose.

Within the PNP, a genuine and bitter argument took place. The left — associated with D. K. Duncan, the party’s general secretary, and drawing on the work of a group of economists including Norman Girvan and Michael Witter — argued for the “non-IMF path”: import compression, exchange controls, alternative financing from socialist and OPEC countries, and a planned economy. The moderates, associated with finance minister Eric Bell and later Hugh Small, argued that no alternative financing was actually available in the required volumes and that default would be catastrophic.

Manley went to the IMF in 1977. The first Standby Agreement (July 1977) was breached within months on a performance test. A second, harsher Extended Fund Facility followed in 1978, with a 15 per cent devaluation, a further crawling peg, wage guidelines below inflation, tax increases and public spending cuts (IMF, Jamaica Extended Fund Facility documentation, 1978). Real wages fell by roughly 25 per cent in 1978 alone (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica 1978). The programme was, by the government’s own account, socially devastating and economically ineffective: the economy contracted every year from 1974 to 1980, cumulatively by around 18 per cent in real terms (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years).

In March 1980, facing a further test the government could not meet and a set of conditions it regarded as intolerable, Manley broke with the IMF and called an election on the issue.

This decision is the hinge of the whole period. It framed the 1980 election as a referendum on the international economic order, made the vote a Cold War proxy battle, and guaranteed that the campaign would be fought with maximum ferocity.



Destabilisation

No account of the 1970s can avoid the destabilisation question, and none can settle it definitively.

The claim, made by Manley and by the PNP left at the time and repeated since, is that the United States government — through the CIA — worked actively to undermine the Jamaican government: by supplying weapons to opposition-aligned gunmen, by economic pressure, by propaganda, and by covert support for the JLP.

What is documented: the United States was profoundly hostile to Manley’s Cuba relationship and his Angola position; US aid to Jamaica fell sharply in the mid-1970s and rose sharply after 1980; Philip Agee, the former CIA officer, publicly named CIA personnel operating in Jamaica in 1976; Seaga’s JLP received support and encouragement from American conservative networks; and declassified material and journalistic accounts (notably by Ellen Ray and by the Covert Action Information Bulletin) allege an active destabilisation campaign. In 1976 the US Ambassador and the Jamaican government were in open conflict.

What is not established: a direct evidentiary chain from any US agency to any specific shipment of weapons or any specific act of violence in Jamaica. Seaga consistently and vehemently denied any such relationship and characterised the accusation as a PNP alibi for its own economic failure.

The most defensible formulation is this. Jamaica’s 1970s crisis was overwhelmingly the product of external shocks (oil, recession, commodity prices) and internal policy errors (fiscal indiscipline, an overvalued exchange rate, loss-making state enterprises, alienation of domestic capital). External hostility was real, it was consequential at the margins — particularly in the availability of credit and the confidence of investors — and the belief in destabilisation was itself a potent political fact regardless of its accuracy. But the destabilisation thesis cannot bear the weight placed on it by its strongest advocates, and the economic collapse would have happened without it.
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Chapter 9. 1980: The Election That Killed Eight Hundred People


The campaign

The general election of 30 October 1980 was, by any measure, the most violent democratic election in the history of the English-speaking Americas.

The commonly cited toll is between 800 and 889 dead over the course of the campaign year, but that figure conflates political killings with ordinary homicide in a country whose murder rate was already rising. The more defensible number comes from Carl Stone, who reports an estimated 510 fatalities due to political violence between July and December 1980 — the six months immediately preceding the vote (Stone 1986, 57).

Michael Manley used a third figure, and it is the one that should probably stand as the political count, because it is the loser’s own and because he had no incentive to understate it. He dedicated Jamaica: Struggle in the Periphery, published two years later, “To the memory of seven hundred and fifty people who died so needlessly, many in the first flower of youth” (Manley 1982, dedication).

What makes Stone’s account indispensable is the geography, drawn from the work of the political geographer Alan Eyre. Of those deaths, 77 per cent occurred in Kingston and St Andrew, which held 36 per cent of the island’s population. Thirty-one per cent occurred within the Kingston area proper, holding 8 per cent of the population. And 15 per cent of all political deaths in the country occurred within a single western Kingston–lower St Andrew war zone containing about 1 per cent of the national population — the belt where JLP and PNP garrisons face each other across a street (Stone 1986, 57).

The destruction of housing was on a comparable scale and is almost entirely forgotten outside the affected communities. Eyre’s data established that between 1976 and 1982, in that same zone, some 3,000 buildings housing citizens were destroyed in political gang warfare in heavily tenemented areas, and a further 1,000 dwellings in high-rise government housing schemes. Over the same period about 40 per cent of the population of the area had to vacate because of the fighting (Stone 1986, 57–58).

That last figure deserves to be sat with. In six years, in the middle of Jamaica’s capital city, two-fifths of the residents of a district were displaced by political violence, and four thousand homes were destroyed. Whole neighbourhoods were emptied. Families with the wrong affiliation for their street fled to relatives in other parishes or abroad. In the worst areas, residents slept on floors below window level. Kingston hospitals ran out of blood.

Stone’s own assessment of the political consequence is worth recording: the violence “has an appreciably destabilizing impact on the political community in that its occurrence intimidates the middle class and the rich and creates a feeling of anarchy among the majority of the poor who feel defenseless against the political gangs” (Stone 1986, 58).

The choice presented to voters was genuinely stark. Manley asked for a mandate to pursue a non-IMF path — self-reliance, austerity by design rather than by imposition, and a deepening of the socialist programme. Seaga offered a complete reversal: return to the IMF, restore relations with Washington, deregulate, privatise, devalue, and rebuild the confidence of local and foreign capital. His slogan was “Deliverance.” The JLP’s campaign was explicitly and effectively anti-communist, running heavily on shortages, on the queues, and on the argument that the PNP intended to make Jamaica a second Cuba.

The result was a landslide: the JLP took 51 of 60 seats with about 58 per cent of the vote, on a turnout of over 86 per cent — the highest in Jamaican history (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns; Stone 1981). Manley’s PNP was reduced to 9.



Reading 1980

Three readings of that result circulate, and all three contain truth.

The first is economic. Jamaicans voted against shortages, against a 25 per cent fall in real wages, against six consecutive years of economic contraction, and against the queue (Stone 1981). Ideology was secondary; hunger was not.

The second is ideological. A majority of Jamaicans, including a large part of the working class, did not want to be Cuba, were disturbed by the church’s warnings about communism, and were unwilling to accept the further sacrifice the “non-IMF path” would have demanded.

The third is about violence. The scale of killing produced, above all, exhaustion. Both parties’ capacity to mobilise had become a capacity to kill, and the electorate wanted it stopped.



The consequences that lasted

Political violence peaked and then declined. Election-related deaths fell in every subsequent cycle: the 1983 election was uncontested (the PNP boycotted it over the electoral register, giving the JLP all 60 seats and leaving Jamaica without a parliamentary opposition until 1989 — a serious constitutional episode in its own right); 1989 was violent but far less so; by the 2000s election-related killings were in the low dozens; by 2016 and after, essentially negligible. The political parties reached a series of accommodations, formalised in a Political Ombudsman, a Code of Conduct, and eventually the Electoral Commission of Jamaica — the last being a genuinely successful institutional reform, with an independent, bipartisan structure and an electoral system now regarded as one of the cleanest in the developing world.

But violence did not decline. It decoupled from politics and continued rising. This is the crucial observation about the arc of Jamaican violence: the political phase (1966–1980) ended, and the criminal phase began without a pause. The armed young men were still there, the garrisons were still there, the weapons were still there, and by 1980 a new and far more lucrative business had arrived to employ them.

The political class lost control of the gunmen. Massop’s and Marshall’s truce had shown that the enforcers could coordinate independently; Green Bay had shown that the state would kill them; and the post-1980 dispensation, in which a JLP government cut public spending drastically, meant that the patronage flow through which politicians had commanded loyalty dried up at precisely the moment cocaine money arrived. The don ceased to be an employee and became a partner, then a principal.

The PNP was transformed. Manley spent the 1980s rethinking. By the time he returned to power in 1989 he had abandoned democratic socialism, accepted liberalisation and the market, made his peace with Washington, and produced one of the more complete ideological conversions in modern democratic politics. From 1989 onwards, on economic policy, the JLP and the PNP have differed in tone, competence and clientele but not fundamentally in direction. Jamaica after 1989 is a two-party state with one economic policy — a fact of the first importance for everything in Parts Five, Six and Seven.
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PART FOUR — THE ADJUSTMENT (1980–1992)





Chapter 10. Seaga’s Bargain: Structural Adjustment and the Caribbean Basin


The showcase

Edward Seaga took office in November 1980 as the most ideologically congenial Caribbean leader Washington had. Ronald Reagan was elected the week after Seaga won; Seaga was the first foreign head of government received at the Reagan White House, in January 1981. The relationship was warm, personal and instrumental on both sides: Jamaica was to be the demonstration case for what free-market policy and American friendship could do for a small developing country, in explicit contrast to Cuba and to Grenada under Maurice Bishop.

The money came. US bilateral aid to Jamaica rose from about US$14 million in 1980 to over US$100 million a year in the early 1980s (USAID obligations data for Jamaica, FY1980–FY1985) — on a per capita basis among the highest in the world outside Israel and Egypt. The IMF returned with a large Extended Fund Facility. The World Bank came with structural adjustment loans. David Rockefeller convened a US Business Committee on Jamaica to promote private investment. Seaga was, in the phrase of the period, running “the CBI showcase.”

The Caribbean Basin Initiative, enacted in 1983, gave duty-free access to the US market for a range of Caribbean products. Jamaica’s version of the opportunity was the free zone: the Kingston Free Zone and later Garmex, where imported fabric was cut and assembled into garments by a largely female workforce for re-export to the United States under preferential tariff provisions.



The programme

The policy content of the 1980s adjustment was the standard package, applied thoroughly:


	Devaluation. The Jamaican dollar, held at J$1.78 to US$1 in 1980, was devalued in stages and then subjected to a “Dutch auction” system from 1983. By 1985 it had reached around J$5.50; by 1989, about J$6.50. For context on the trajectory that follows: roughly J$33 by 1995, J$45 by 2005, J$114 by 2015, and around J$155–160 by 2025 (Bank of Jamaica, exchange rate series); the full series is at Appendix C.

	Liberalisation. Import licensing was dismantled; quantitative restrictions were removed; tariffs were reduced.

	Divestment. State enterprises acquired in the 1970s were sold — hotels, the cement company, banks, agro-industrial holdings. The sugar cooperatives were wound up.

	Fiscal contraction. Public sector employment was cut by tens of thousands; food subsidies were abolished and replaced with a narrower food stamp programme in 1984; user fees were introduced in health; capital spending was cut hard.

	Financial liberalisation. Interest rate controls were relaxed and the financial sector opened — with consequences that arrived in the following decade.



The results were mixed at best and, on the measure that mattered most to ordinary people, poor.

Growth returned modestly in the mid-1980s but the economy grew at an average of only about 1.5 per cent over the decade (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). Bauxite collapsed: the global aluminium market slumped, Alcoa and Reynolds closed or idled Jamaican operations in 1984–85, and output fell from 12 million tonnes in 1980 to about 6 million in 1985 (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). Tourism grew strongly, and by the end of the decade had overtaken bauxite as the leading foreign exchange earner — a structural shift of lasting importance. Free zone garment employment reached perhaps 30,000 at its peak (Safa 1995; PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, late 1980s).

But real wages fell sharply. Inflation ran into the twenties and thirties. Devaluation raised the price of everything imported, which in Jamaica means most food. Public services deteriorated markedly: this is the decade in which the public hospital system, the public school system and the water supply began the long decline whose consequences are still visible. Poverty rose. The 1985 austerity budget triggered island-wide riots, roadblocks and several deaths.

Seaga called a snap election in December 1983, capitalising on the popularity of the US-led invasion of Grenada in October — in which Jamaica participated — and on a favourable moment. The PNP boycotted, on the ground that the government had reneged on an agreement to update the electoral register. The JLP won all 60 seats. Jamaica had no parliamentary opposition for five and a half years, an outcome nobody defends in retrospect and which further eroded confidence in the political system.



What Washington thought it had bought

There is an unusually direct way to establish how the Seaga project looked from the American side, because the assessment survives. In May 1982 the CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence produced a Secret assessment, Jamaica: Problems and Prospects for the Seaga Government, since declassified. It is worth quoting because it is contemporaneous, unsentimental, and written for readers who needed to be right rather than reassured.

Its judgement at eighteen months was carefully hedged. Seaga “has begun to turn the economy around slowly and to reestablish a climate of public order, but much remains to be accomplished.” The success was “qualified”: it “has at least halted the negative trends prevalent under the previous government.” And the political clock was already running — “the momentum gained from his landslide victory will begin to dissipate if he is unable to demonstrate sustained economic improvement” (CIA 1982, iii).

On the economics the assessment was frankly pessimistic. Jamaica “will continue to require a heavy infusion of external aid to keep Seaga’s program on track,” and for the next few years the programme was “unlikely to reach targeted annual economic growth in the 3- to 5-percent range — even with increased aid under the Caribbean Basin Initiative.” The margin was thin enough that “a shortfall of as little as $200 million in projected foreign exchange receipts this year would mean a decline in economic activity” (CIA 1982, iii). That is a warning, issued a year before the CBI was enacted, that the showcase would not deliver the growth it was being sold on. It did not.

The strategic stake is stated without embarrassment: “Seaga has swung Jamaica firmly into the US camp. Other moderate US allies in the region will see the success or failure of Seaga’s efforts as a barometer of Washington’s ability to promote stability and economic progress. Jamaica is perceived as the showcase of the Caribbean Basin Initiative, and Seaga’s failure would be demoralizing” (CIA 1982, iii). Elsewhere the document sets Jamaica explicitly against “Cuba’s showcase, Grenada,” and notes that Seaga’s success or failure “will reflect on the United States, especially on the reliability of the United States as patron and partner.”

The assessment’s account of what Seaga inherited is also the most economical summary available of what the 1970s did to Jamaica. Over Manley’s eight years, “plunging investment outlays had slashed economic activity almost one-fifth and per capita consumption one-fourth.” By the time Manley left office: inflation had tripled to around 30 per cent; unemployment had worsened to 30 per cent; manufacturing and mining output had fallen by a third, commerce by half, and construction by two-thirds; foreign debt had more than doubled to $1.5 billion; and net foreign exchange reserves had gone from $200 million to minus $600 million, with commercial debt arrears above $100 million and import credits dried up (CIA 1982, 1–2).

One figure in that list deserves separating out, because it settles a question this book raised in Chapter 8. The assessment records “the flight of at least 40 percent of Jamaica’s professionals, managers, and skilled workers,” which “had crippled productivity in all sectors” (CIA 1982, 2). That is an American intelligence estimate rather than a census, and it should be read as such; but it sits at the upper end of the range Jamaican scholarship gives, and it is a contemporaneous judgement by people with no interest in flattering anyone.

The document is equally useful on what nobody was measuring. It notes that in the conditions of the late 1970s “Jamaicans began to depend more and more on subsidies, public assistance, marijuana sales, and black-market activities” — the informal and illegal economy as shock absorber, described in Chapter 16. And it puts a number on the ganja trade that no Jamaican source could: Jamaica was supplying “between 5 and 10 percent of total US marijuana consumption,” cultivation had “nearly doubled in each of the past three years,” and the trade generated “as much as $200 million per year for producers and smugglers” (CIA 1982, 10). To put that beside the legal economy: it is roughly what the bauxite levy raised at its peak.

The politics of that trade are described with a bluntness Jamaican officials could not have used publicly. “Jamaican businessmen have a vital stake in continuing the marketing of ‘ganja’ because it constitutes a major source of funds for essential imports. The illicit trade also accounts for bribery and corruption among government authorities and affects all levels of Jamaican society.” And on the diplomacy: Seaga shared Washington’s concern, “nonetheless, he sees it as fundamentally a US problem, and expects Washington to take the lead in suppressing the trafficking and finding alternative sources of income for growers. Because the issue is politically explosive in Jamaica” — the sentence trails into a redaction (CIA 1982, 10).

That last exchange is worth holding on to. In 1982 a Jamaican Prime Minister was telling the United States that the drug trade was a demand problem, an American problem, and that suppression and crop substitution were Washington’s job. Jamaican governments have been saying the same thing about firearms ever since, in almost the same words, as Chapter 22 records. The commodity changed. The argument did not.



Assessing Seaga

The standard PNP account of Seaga is of an authoritarian technocrat who imposed IMF austerity, immiserated the poor and delivered nothing. The standard JLP account is of a serious economic manager who inherited a bankrupt state, restored the country’s international standing, and was undone by external shocks and by the bauxite collapse.

The evidence supports a more uncomfortable synthesis. Seaga was, by common consent including that of opponents, the most technically capable minister of the independence era, with a genuine grasp of detail. He restored access to finance and stabilised a genuinely desperate position. He was also politically ruthless, deeply associated with West Kingston’s garrison politics, and presided over a decade in which the material conditions of the Jamaican poor deteriorated significantly. And the two things are connected: the social cost of adjustment was survivable, politically, precisely because the garrison system absorbed and contained the discontent of exactly those people who bore it.

Perhaps the deepest consequence was fiscal. The 1980s adjustment did not resolve Jamaica’s debt problem; it converted it. Debt service consumed an ever larger share of the budget. By the end of the decade Jamaica’s external debt stood at over 100 per cent of GDP and debt service absorbed a third or more of government revenue (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years; World Bank 1988). Jamaica entered the 1990s with a state that had contracted to the point where it could no longer perform basic functions in the communities that needed it most — and something had grown into the space.
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Chapter 11. Cocaine, Posses and the Autonomy of the Don


The pivot

Some time in the early to mid-1980s, the Jamaican criminal economy changed its principal commodity, and with it its scale, its organisation and its violence.

Ganja had been Jamaica’s export drug: grown domestically, controlled by Jamaicans end to end, generating foreign exchange for rural growers and urban brokers, with a violence footprint that was real but bounded. Cocaine was different in every respect. It was not grown in Jamaica. Jamaica’s role was geographic — a waypoint on the route from Colombia to Miami and New York, and later a redistribution hub. The margins were vastly larger. The Colombian suppliers were far more powerful than any Jamaican counterparty. And the American law enforcement response, escalating through the Reagan drug war, made the business lethal at every link.

Two developments converged. The first was US aerial eradication of Jamaican cannabis under bilateral pressure through the 1980s, which cut into ganja earnings and pushed Jamaican traffickers to seek a new product. The second was the emergence of crack cocaine in American cities from about 1984, which created an enormous retail market that could be served by street-level organisations.

Jamaican organisations, uniquely among Caribbean groups, were positioned to serve it. They had a diaspora in every relevant American city. They had internal discipline built on garrison loyalty. They had a supply of young men with military-grade weapons experience from the political wars. And they had, in the Jamaican community’s transnational family networks, a logistics and money-movement system that was almost invisible to American law enforcement.



The posses

The Jamaican organisations that established themselves in the United States from the late 1970s onwards became known as “posses” — the name taken from Western films, which had a devoted Jamaican audience. The two most significant were the Shower Posse, associated with Tivoli Gardens and the JLP, and the Spangler Posse, associated with Matthews Lane and the PNP. Their names and their political lineage were carried directly from Kingston.

The Shower Posse was led by Lester Lloyd Coke, known as Jim Brown — a nickname taken from the American football player — the don of Tivoli Gardens; its US operations were run by Vivian Blake and others (Gunst 1995, 55). Its violence in the American market was, by the standards of American organised crime at the time, extraordinary. The US Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms attributed something on the order of 1,400 homicides to Jamaican posses in the United States between 1985 and 1992 — a widely repeated ATF estimate that should be treated as an order of magnitude rather than a count (Gunst 1995, 190–95). Federal prosecutions followed through the late 1980s and 1990s; Blake was extradited from Jamaica in 2000 and died in a US prison.

Jim Brown himself was indicted in the United States and detained in Jamaica pending extradition. The Privy Council denied his final appeal, and Drug Enforcement Administration agents were in Kingston waiting to fly him to Miami. He never boarded. On the afternoon of the day his elder son Mark Anthony Coke — “Jah-T,” killed shortly before in a motorcycle incident, and buried before a crowd of some twenty thousand led by Edward Seaga himself — was interred at May Pen Cemetery in February 1992, Jim Brown burned to death in his cell at the General Penitentiary.

Gunst records what he had said to a fellow prisoner shortly before: that if he went to trial in the United States he would tell the world everything he knew about Seaga and the Shower Posse. “Is not I-one goin’ down alone.” Her assessment is blunt: “No one ever found out who set the mysterious fire in his cell, but everyone knew that both Vivian Blake and Seaga wanted Brown dead” (Gunst 1995, 214–15). That is a journalist’s judgement rather than a finding of fact, and Seaga denied any such relationship; the fire has never been satisfactorily explained. Seaga attended the funeral, and when a reporter asked whether the don had “enjoyed the sanction of a politician,” his answer was angry (Gunst 1995, 215).

Jim Brown’s younger son, Christopher Michael Coke, became the don of Tivoli Gardens at the age of about 22, under the name “Dudus” or “the President.”



The don as sovereign

The 1980s and 1990s transformed the don from a political enforcer into something for which political science lacked a term until Jamaican scholars supplied one.

The sequence was as follows. In the 1960s and 1970s the party gave the don access to state resources — housing allocations, work on government contracts, cash — and the don delivered votes and protection. The party was the principal; the don was the agent.

Adjustment reversed the flow. As the state contracted through the 1980s and 1990s, the patronage the politician could offer shrank. Simultaneously, the don acquired an independent revenue stream — from cocaine transshipment, from the extortion of businesses in and around his territory, from the informal taxation of construction contracts, from the diaspora operations of his posse. He now had more money than his MP. He could pay for the funerals, the school fees, the books, the light bill, the treats at Christmas. He could also settle disputes, punish rape and theft (dons were often notably severe about crimes against community members), and grant or withhold permission for anyone — including police and politicians — to enter the community.

At that point the relationship inverted. The MP needed the don’s endorsement to campaign safely in the constituency; the don needed the MP for contracts and for protection from the police. The scholarly literature calls the result variously “criminal governance,” a “hybrid state,” or a form of parallel sovereignty. Rivke Jaffe’s formulation is the most useful: Jamaica’s inner cities came to be governed by an assemblage in which state and criminal actors performed complementary functions, with residents subject to both and protected fully by neither.

Obika Gray’s Demeaned but Empowered supplies the other half of the picture, and it is the most theoretically serious account of the period. Gray’s argument is that the Jamaican state after independence was a parasitic state — one that is “simultaneously repressive and solicitous in its relations with the poor” — and that the urban poor responded not with revolt and not with submission but with a contradictory mixture of “complicitly engaging with power holders, and defiantly rejecting their predation” (Gray 2004, 13).

The key term is his. Power, Gray insists, “is not a zero-sum relationship, but rather a field of action nested in complex relationships involving dependencies, bargaining, and trade-offs between protagonists.” What the urban poor accumulated was not revolutionary power but leverage, exercised “without political mediation” — not through intellectuals or middle-class activists, and not as “a frontal assault on the state,” but through “autonomous, small, persistent, and cumulative acts of individual and group empowerment inside and outside the state apparatuses.” These acts, and the compulsion they exert on power holders, are what he calls the social power of the urban poor (Gray 2004, 12–13).

That accumulated power let the poor “jockey with the powerful for political spoils; to constrain policy choices of state agents; to bargain with them for benefits; to contest ideological efforts to fully integrate them into the moral community fashioned by nationalist leaders; and exert a pervasive influence on the cultural identity of Jamaican society” (Gray 2004, 13).

Gray’s second concept explains the form that leverage took. He calls it badness-honour: a repertoire in which outlawry, physical courage and the willingness to do harm are converted into status, and status into political bargaining power. The direction of causation is the striking part. It was not simply that politicians corrupted the ghetto; it was that “political contestation drew increasingly on the contentious symbolism, combative dramaturgy and pugnacious etiquette of urban street life and culture,” so that from the early 1970s the parties’ “ideologies, electoral mobilization and political symbolism drew more and more on popular street culture” — conspicuously in the PNP’s 1972 campaign, and equally in “the JLP’s feverish pro-capitalist populism” (Gray 2004, 124–25). Badness-honour was “used to both threaten and beckon political sponsors who needed the votes and political support of the urban poor” (Gray 2004, 126).

The implication is that the garrison was a political order with its own legitimacy conditions, not simply a protection racket, and that its residents were participants in its construction rather than only its victims. Dons who abused their communities could and did lose them.

Two consequences for the reader to hold on to.

First, this arrangement was in one sense effective. Certain garrison communities had, at points in the 1990s and 2000s, low rates of some crimes — burglary, rape, robbery of residents — precisely because the don’s rule was absolute and his punishments immediate. Residents in surveys and in evidence to the West Kingston Commission repeatedly said they felt safer under the don than under the police. This is not false consciousness; it is a rational assessment of two unaccountable armed authorities, one of which lived among them.

Second, it made Jamaica’s murder problem structurally intractable, because the state could not police these communities without a confrontation it could not politically afford, and because the political parties depended on the very structures that would have to be destroyed. The 2010 Tivoli incursion is what happened when the confrontation could no longer be deferred.



The economics of extortion

Cocaine transshipment made the biggest headlines, but the everyday economic base of the don was, and remains, extortion.

It works at every scale. A construction site in a given area pays a percentage, or is required to hire the don’s men as labourers and security. A wholesale or supermarket pays a weekly figure. A bus or taxi route pays per vehicle. A market vendor pays per day. A returning resident building a house pays for permission. A public sector contract in a garrison generates a payment for “peace.”

Harriott dates the take-off precisely. Counter-measures against Jamaican networks in the United States and Britain through the late 1980s and early 1990s meant that by the mid-1990s “many of the leaders and operatives in the larger transnational Jamaican networks were either in American prisons or had been deported to Jamaica.” Organised crime consequently “flourished after the mid-1990s with the extortion rackets blossoming towards the end of the 1990s.” A national business victimisation survey of four hundred firms found that by 2002 approximately 5 per cent were regularly paying protection or extortion fees, with the groups “beginning to put a stranglehold on urban-based businesses, especially in construction, transportation, the retail trade in haberdashery, and manufacturing” (Harriott 2008, 40).

Harriott insists on a distinction that Jamaican discussion usually blurs. Extortion is predatory: payment is demanded in return for protection from the danger presented by the person demanding it. A protection racket is an enterprise crime: payment is demanded for protection against a third-party threat, so that “although the contract between the service provider and the victim is an involuntary one, and the price is fixed under the threat of violence, some value is added.” The two converge, because the protection racketeer “must be able to deliver violence against both his ‘client’ and free agent predators” — so protection services “may therefore easily evolve into extortion rackets” (Harriott 2008, 40–41).

Why this mattered more than cocaine: “Unlike drugs, they produce regular income and at a relatively low risk. Consequently, the dons are able to pay salaries to the members of their groups” (Harriott 2008, 41). Extortion turned the gang from a venture into an employer. That is the single most important structural fact about Jamaican organised crime after 1995, and it is why removing a don does not dissolve his organisation.

Extortion is also more corrosive than trafficking because it is a tax on productive activity inside Jamaica. Transshipment is, in a narrow economic sense, an export service industry that brings foreign exchange in. Extortion suppresses domestic investment, raises the cost of doing business, drives commerce out of the inner city, and — because the payment purchases protection from the very people extracting it — sustains the demand for the violence that legitimates it.
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Chapter 12. Gilbert, Gully and Ghetto: Society and Culture in the 1980s


The storm

On 12 September 1988 Hurricane Gilbert crossed Jamaica lengthwise — the first hurricane to make a direct hit on the island since Charlie in 1951 — with sustained winds around 125 miles per hour. It killed 45 people, destroyed or damaged an estimated 500,000 homes, wiped out much of the banana and coffee crops, took out the electricity grid for weeks in some areas, and caused damage assessed at roughly US$1 billion — then about a quarter of GDP (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica 1988; ODPEM post-event assessment).

Gilbert has three kinds of significance. Materially, it destroyed a substantial part of the housing stock of the poor — much of it never properly replaced, with zinc-and-board construction persisting for decades. Politically, the government’s relief effort was widely criticised as partisan in its distribution, a charge that contributed to the JLP’s defeat in February 1989. And in the longer view, Gilbert was the first of the modern disasters — followed by Ivan (2004), Dean (2007), Sandy (2012), Beryl (2024) and Melissa (2025) — that established catastrophic weather as a recurring feature of the Jamaican fiscal position rather than an exceptional event. Jamaica’s contemporary fiscal architecture, with its natural disaster reserve fund and catastrophe bond, is a direct descendant of Gilbert.



The sound of the decade

Musically, the 1980s were a rupture. Bob Marley died of melanoma in Miami on 11 May 1981, aged 36; his state funeral was the largest gathering in Jamaican history. Peter Tosh was murdered in a home invasion in 1987.

What replaced roots reggae was dancehall — and the shift was not merely stylistic but sociological. The economic and technological driver was the arrival of cheap digital instrumentation: in 1985 Wayne Smith’s “Under Mi Sleng Teng,” produced by King Jammy on a Casiotone preset, demonstrated that a hit rhythm could be made without a band. This collapsed the cost of production, dissolved the studio oligopoly, and put record-making within reach of anyone with a small amount of capital. The result was an explosion of producers, labels, and artists, and a music made at speed for a local audience rather than for an international one.

The content changed accordingly. Where roots reggae addressed Babylon in prophetic register, dancehall addressed the immediate: sex, money, guns, status, rivalries, the specific geography of Kingston. Yellowman, Shabba Ranks, Ninjaman, Bounty Killer, Beenie Man, Lady Saw and others built careers on a music that was frankly materialist, aggressively sexual, sometimes violent, and enormously popular.

Jamaican respectable opinion condemned it, then as now. Two observations complicate the condemnation. First, dancehall was the honest cultural expression of a decade in which the promises of both the 1960s (growth) and the 1970s (equality) had failed, and in which the visible routes to status were the gun, the hustle and migration. Second, and more concretely, dancehall was and is an industry: the sound systems, the selectors, the dubplate trade, the promoters, the venues, the vendors, the sound clash circuit, the international touring, the licensing. Together with reggae’s back catalogue it constitutes one of the very few genuinely globally competitive Jamaican export sectors — a soft-power asset out of all proportion to the island’s size, and one that successive governments have been remarkably slow to support institutionally.

The dancehall of the 1980s and 1990s also carried a strain of virulent homophobia — most notoriously in Buju Banton’s “Boom Bye Bye” (1992) — that would become an international controversy in the 2000s, cost Jamaican artists tours and contracts, and force a public argument about the relationship between the music, the church, the colonial buggery law and the country’s international reputation. That argument is taken up in Chapter 27.



Migration, remittance, and the transnational family

Emigration, which had run to Britain until 1962, ran to the United States and Canada from the late 1960s onwards and accelerated through the 1980s. By the 1990s something approaching a million Jamaican-born people and their children lived in the US, several hundred thousand in the UK, and a couple of hundred thousand in Canada (US Census Bureau; UK census; Statistics Canada). On any reasonable definition, the Jamaican diaspora is comparable in size to the resident population.

This produced a distinctive social form: the transnational family, in which one or both parents work abroad, children are raised by grandmothers or aunts, and the relationship is sustained by remittance, barrel, phone call and periodic visit. “Barrel children” entered Jamaican social work vocabulary in the 1990s to describe children materially provided for and emotionally unattended.

The economic effect is enormous. Remittances rose from a modest flow in the 1970s to over US$1 billion by 2000, US$2 billion by 2010, and US$3.49 billion in 2025 — roughly 15 per cent of GDP, more than net tourism earnings, and many times foreign direct investment (Bank of Jamaica remittance series; Gleaner, 4 March 2026). Remittances are the single most redistributive element in the Jamaican economy: they go directly to households, disproportionately to poorer and rural ones, and they are counter-cyclical (they rise when Jamaica is in trouble, as they did after Melissa).

The social effect is more ambiguous. Remittances sustain consumption without building productive capacity; they can suppress labour force participation; they entrench dependence on a foreign labour market; and they are one reason Jamaican measured poverty is lower than Jamaican measured income would predict. Culturally, they have made “foreign” — the US, the UK, Canada — a permanent presence in Jamaican aspiration, and have made the migration of the ambitious a normal expectation rather than an exception.



The church, the school and respectability

Two institutions held Jamaican society together through the adjustment decades, and both deserve more attention than they usually get.

The church is the most widely joined institution in Jamaica. The island has, by frequently repeated claim, more churches per square mile than any other country; whether or not that is literally verifiable, the density of religious observance is extraordinary. Pentecostal and evangelical denominations grew enormously from the 1970s onwards, at the expense of the historic Anglican, Methodist and Baptist churches. The church provides community, mutual aid, moral order, respectability and an alternative route to status for people — especially women — excluded from other hierarchies. It also constitutes a serious political force, decisive in the defeat of proposals on abortion and on the buggery law, and a consistent voice on family and morality.

The school, and specifically the traditional high school, is the other great institution. Jamaica’s high schools — Jamaica College, Wolmer’s, Kingston College, Calabar, Campion, St George’s, Immaculate, St Hugh’s, Manning’s, Munro, Cornwall, and many more — are objects of intense loyalty, sustained by old students’ associations at home and abroad, and their sporting competitions (above all the ISSA Boys’ and Girls’ Athletics Championships, “Champs,” and the Manning and DaCosta Cup football competitions) are national events. For a poor child, passing Common Entrance for a traditional high school was, and remains, the single most reliable escalator in Jamaican society.

That escalator is narrow, and it is what makes Jamaican education politics so bitter: the system produces world-class outcomes for the minority who get onto it and very poor outcomes for the majority who do not. The consequences of that division are traced in Chapter 27.



Athletics

One further institution deserves mention because it is central to how Jamaicans understand themselves. Jamaica’s dominance in sprinting — from Arthur Wint and Herb McKenley at the 1948 and 1952 Olympics, through Don Quarrie, Merlene Ottey, Veronica Campbell-Brown, Asafa Powell, Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce, Elaine Thompson-Herah and, above all, Usain Bolt — is not a matter of luck. It rests on a deep institutional base: the school system’s Champs, a century-old competition that fills the National Stadium for four days a year and is the most intensely followed sporting event in the country; a coaching tradition; and the establishment, from the 1990s, of world-class training groups on the island itself (MVP, Racers) so that talent no longer had to leave for American universities to develop.

The sprinting record is the clearest available demonstration that Jamaica’s problems are not problems of human capital. Given an institution that finds talent early, develops it locally, and rewards it transparently, Jamaica produces world-beaters at a rate no country of 2.8 million people (STATIN population estimate, 2025) has any statistical right to. The question that hangs over the rest of this book is why that institutional model exists in athletics, in music and, latterly, in fiscal management, and not in the delivery of security, education or justice.
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PART FIVE — THE LOST DECADE (1989–2006)





Chapter 13. The Conversion: Manley’s Return and the Great Liberalisation, 1989–1993


A different man

Michael Manley returned to office in February 1989, winning 45 seats to the JLP’s 15 on 57 per cent of the vote (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns). He was sixty-four, ill with the prostate cancer that would kill him in 1997, and — most importantly — no longer the man who had gone to the IMF in 1977.

The conversion had been deliberate and public. Through the 1980s Manley had rethought his position in a series of books and speeches, most fully in Up the Down Escalator (1987). He accepted the market as the principal allocator; accepted that the state had been a poor owner of enterprises; accepted that Jamaica could not defy the international financial institutions; and set out to reassure the business community and Washington in advance of taking office. He toured to meet investors. He met Reagan and then Bush. The 1989 campaign was fought on competence and compassion, not on socialism.

What followed was the most sweeping economic liberalisation in Jamaican history, and it was executed by the PNP.

That much is the standard account, and this chapter told it for as long as the book existed. The declassified record of the IMF’s Executive Board complicates it in ways worth setting out carefully, because the difference matters for everything that follows.



What the record shows

The minutes of the Executive Board meetings at which Jamaica’s programmes were approved were stamped NOT FOR PUBLIC USE at the time and have since been declassified. They are verbatim. They show the liberalisation being negotiated, gated, resisted and argued over — by the Fund’s own directors as much as by anyone in Kingston — and they show it beginning earlier than the conversion narrative implies.

The programme was already running when Manley took office. The Board conducted Jamaica’s Article IV consultation and reviewed the existing stand-by arrangement on 26 July 1989, five months after the election (EBM/89/99, 26 July 1989). The commitments under discussion — replacing indirect taxes with a general consumption tax, eliminating general food subsidies within three years, wage restraint, monetary tightening — were substantially inherited from the programme negotiated by the outgoing Seaga administration. Directors recorded themselves “encouraged by the authorities’ renewed commitment to implement a new program as set forth in their Letter of intent.” The Board’s summing up commended the new PNP administration for returning to “a path of adjustment consistent with sustained economic growth.”

This is not a government converting. It is a government continuing, under conditions it did not set. The academic literature has largely reached the same conclusion: the 1989 PNP, on retaking office, embraced the reforms the JLP had already implemented (NBER Working Paper 32465). The personal drama of Manley’s change of mind was real, and it mattered politically — but it was not the mechanism by which policy changed.

The float was preceded by a retreat. This chapter used to say the dollar was allowed to float in September 1991 “after a period of partial liberalisation.” The record shows something less tidy. A foreign exchange auction was already operating in 1989. Under pressure it failed. The rate slid from J$5.50 to the US dollar in July 1989 to J$6.00 by early October. The authorities read the pressure not as a market signal but as “speculative activity against the currency, which the authorities thought could be checked by satisfying the excess demand and by tightening credit conditions.” It could not be. On 31 October 1989 they devalued to J$6.50 and suspended the auction outright, on the view that “the level that would be determined by the auction would not reflect market fundamentals.” They devalued again, administratively, to J$7.00 on 1 February 1990 (EBM/90/44, 23 March 1990). The stand-by arrangement approved days after Hurricane Gilbert struck in September 1988 “became inoperative in the fall of 1989” and was “finally abandoned in November 1989, in conditions of severe foreign exchange shortage and mounting external payments arrears.”

The sequence was therefore not gradual liberalisation followed by a float. It was an auction, a currency crisis, the suspension of the auction, two administered devaluations, an abandoned Fund programme — and only then, from 1990 in stages, with the decisive step in September 1991 and formal completion in 1992, the dismantling of exchange control.

One director’s characterisation of the pattern, delivered to the Board in March 1990, describes not just 1989 but the preceding fifteen years:


the authorities seem to have followed a pattern of adopting a fixed exchange rate without taking the necessary measures to support it. The exchange rate then becomes overvalued, and capital flight ensues before the authorities reluctantly [devalue].



That is Mr. Cassell, an Executive Director, in open session. It is a more precise indictment of Jamaican exchange rate policy than anything in the domestic political debate of the period.

Conditionality was explicit, gated and stringent. The programmes were not advice. Electricity tariffs were raised by an average of 37.6 per cent — above the 32.5 per cent originally planned — as a prior action, enacted before the Board would consider the request. When the 1991 stand-by was approved, disbursement was tied directly to the pace of liberalisation: “a second purchase under the proposed arrangement would not be made until the staff had completed its review of the exchange system” (EBM/91/88, 28 June 1991). Jamaica’s own Executive Director described the terms his authorities had accepted as “relatively stringent,” and presented that stringency as a deliberate signal of commitment.

The fiscal targets were severe to a degree that is easy to miss. The programme projected a public sector borrowing requirement of “little more than 2 percent of GDP, compared with a requirement of nearly 16 percent of GDP four years earlier,” and policies that “would yield a primary surplus of nearly 13 percent of GDP.” Jamaica’s Executive Director noted, with evident feeling, that this “would be a remarkable achievement in light of the difficulties that many better-endowed industrial countries — including his own — had faced in meeting much less ambitious goals.”

Readers should hold that figure. A primary surplus of nearly 13 per cent of GDP was contemplated in 1991. The programme that finally broke the debt spiral in 2013 was built on 7.5 per cent, and was described at the time as the most punishing fiscal adjustment attempted anywhere in the world (Chapter 19).

The Fund’s own directors disagreed about how hard to push. This is the part the domestic account has never had access to. In June 1991 Mr. Goos argued that Jamaica’s debt-service ratio of 30 per cent “was not exceptional and that the country was not, on that basis, deserving of debt relief.” Staff disagreed on the record, noting that the average debt-service ratio for countries with recent debt-servicing difficulties was 27 per cent and for those without about 15 per cent, so that “Jamaica’s debt-service ratio of 30 percent appeared rather high.”

Jamaica’s director went further, warning the Board directly that additional austerity would break the society:


While Mr. Goos had suggested that further action should be taken in the event of further adverse developments, doing so at the present time would surely force the outbreak of social unrest, Mr. Clark considered. For a country that had restrained social expenditure, subsidies, and public sector wages, and which was highly dependent on tourism and the ability to attract inward investment, it would be irresponsible to tighten the demand-management policies already included in the program.



Mr. Bossone raised the opposite concern — that the programme lacked a structural component at all. The reply catalogued what had already been done: “the authorities had made significant strides in liberalizing the exchange system, eliminating subsidies, reforming the tax system, liberalizing the domestic price system, and divestment and reform of public enterprises.”

The liberalisation was therefore neither a monolithic external imposition on a helpless government nor a sovereign choice freely made. It was a negotiation in which Jamaica’s representatives argued for less austerity and more relief, were partly heeded and partly overruled, and in which the Fund itself could not agree whether the country was being pressed too hard or not hard enough.

Omar Davies was in the room. He is recorded present at the July 1989 meeting and again in June 1991, as Director General of the Planning Institute of Jamaica. Five years later, as Minister of Finance, he would preside over the collapse of the Jamaican financial sector and the creation of FINSAC (Chapter 14). The deregulation whose consequences he would spend the rest of his career defending was designed and approved in meetings he attended.



The measures

Exchange controls were abolished. Dismantled in stages from 1990, with the decisive liberalisation of the foreign exchange market in September 1991 and formal removal of all remaining controls by 1992. This was the single most consequential economic decision of the decade. The rate moved from J$7.18 to the US dollar in 1990 to J$12.12 in 1991, J$22.96 in 1992 and J$29.46 by November 1993 (World Bank, Performance Audit Report No. 13264, June 1994) — a depreciation of roughly three-quarters in three years — before stabilising in the low-to-mid thirties for much of the decade.

Trade was liberalised. Remaining quantitative restrictions were removed; tariffs were cut in line with the CARICOM Common External Tariff schedule; import licensing largely disappeared. The Jamaica Commodity Trading Company, whose “pervasive” role the Board criticised repeatedly through 1990 and 1991, was progressively curtailed.

The financial sector was deregulated. Interest rate ceilings were removed, credit ceilings lifted, cash reserve and liquid asset ratios unified, and savings rates fully deregulated in the accelerated phase of late 1990 and early 1991. New banking, insurance and merchant banking licences were issued freely. Non-bank financial institutions grew from 8 in 1985 to 25 in 1993; private sector bank credit grew from J$2.9 billion to J$21.5 billion over the same period (Manchester GDI Working Paper 38). Supervision was not strengthened to match. This is the proximate cause of what happened five years later.

Divestment continued — and ran ahead of target, with divestment revenue in 1989/90 “nearly twice as much as envisaged by the program.”

Manley resigned in March 1992 on grounds of health and was succeeded by Percival James Patterson, the party’s deputy leader — the first Jamaican Prime Minister of visibly and unambiguously African descent from a modest background, a fact of real symbolic weight in a country whose leadership had been drawn from the brown and near-white professional classes. Patterson won a landslide in March 1993 (52 seats to 8) and won again in 1997 (50–10) and 2002 (34–26), governing until 2006 — the longest premiership in Jamaican history. He inherited the liberalisation entire, and did not reverse any part of it.



What liberalisation did

The immediate consequence of floating the dollar and opening trade was inflation. Jamaican inflation ran at about 51 per cent in 1991 and 77 per cent in 1992 — the highest in the country’s history (STATIN, Consumer Price Index; Bank of Jamaica annual reports). Savings were destroyed. Fixed incomes and pensions were eviscerated. The government responded from 1993 with a sharp monetary tightening: treasury bill rates were pushed to extraordinary levels, at times above 40 and even 50 per cent (Bank of Jamaica annual reports, 1993–1996), to stabilise the currency and squeeze inflation out of the system.

It worked, on its own terms. Inflation fell to single digits by the late 1990s; the exchange rate stabilised; reserves were rebuilt. But it worked by imposing two enormous costs, and Jamaica has been paying both ever since.

The first cost was the destruction of the tradable goods sector. Between 1991 and 2000, a decade of open trade, real appreciation after the initial overshoot, and punishing domestic interest rates, Jamaican manufacturing was hollowed out. The garment industry — which had employed perhaps 30,000 mostly female workers in the free zones (Safa 1995) — collapsed almost entirely, as the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1994 gave Mexico preferential access that Jamaica could not match, and as China entered the market. Domestic manufacturers of shoes, furniture, processed foods and light goods could not compete with imports at any exchange rate their financing costs allowed. Agriculture followed: banana exports collapsed once the European Union’s preferential regime was struck down by the World Trade Organization following the US and Latin American challenge of 1997, and the last Jamaican banana exports to Europe ended in 2008. Sugar, protected for centuries, lost its EU preference in the 2006 reform; the state sugar estates were sold to a Chinese company, COMPLANT, in 2011; most have since ceased milling, and only the rum-linked estates remain viable.

Jamaica thus entered the twenty-first century having largely deindustrialised and de-agriculturalised, dependent on tourism, remittances, bauxite (declining) and a nascent services sector, with a food import bill approaching US$1 billion a year in a country with fertile land and some 150,000 small farmers (Ministry of Agriculture trade data; STATIN external trade statistics).

The second cost was the interest rate. To defend the currency, the government issued domestic debt at real interest rates that were, for most of the 1990s, among the highest in the world. This did three things: it made productive investment irrational (why build a factory returning 15 per cent when a government paper returns 30 per cent risk-free?); it transferred enormous sums from taxpayers to holders of government paper, who were disproportionately financial institutions and the wealthy; and it built a domestic debt stock that would nearly bankrupt the state.

There was a third consequence, structural and less visible, which the Board minutes make explicit. Jamaica was, on a per capita basis, “one of the most highly indebted nations in the world,” and yet was excluded from the debt relief initiatives of the period: it was designated a lower middle-income country, and a significant part of its debt was owed to the multilateral institutions and was therefore not eligible for rescheduling at all. Jamaica serviced everything, in full, throughout. In March 1990 the Board was told that with standard rescheduling the debt-service ratio would “decline steadily to a very manageable 19 percent by 1995/96.” It did not. The debt-to-GDP ratio would instead pass 140 per cent within a decade, and the reason is the subject of the next two chapters.



The case against this chapter’s argument

The account above holds that liberalisation destroyed Jamaican manufacturing. There is a serious reading that says otherwise, and it deserves stating rather than ignoring.

On that reading, the manufacturing sector that disappeared in the 1990s was never viable. It had been built behind quantitative restrictions and import licensing from the 1950s onward, sold into a captive domestic market of under three million people at prices that market had no choice but to pay, and financed at exchange rates the country could not sustain. It survived on protection, not productivity. The 1990s did not kill it; the 1990s revealed it. Had liberalisation been deferred another decade, the argument runs, the adjustment would have been larger and the accumulated cost of protecting inefficient producers higher.

Two things can be said against that. The first is the counterfactual problem: the tradable sector was not merely exposed to competition, it was exposed simultaneously to competition, to a currency in freefall and then in real appreciation, and to domestic real interest rates among the highest in the world. No producer, efficient or otherwise, invests through that combination. The failure of Jamaican manufacturing to survive the 1990s is not by itself evidence that it could not have survived a differently sequenced reform. The second is that the same policy mix produced, five years later, a financial sector collapse whose fiscal cost was among the largest ever recorded (Chapter 14) — which is difficult to characterise as the healthy revelation of prior inefficiency.

The honest position is that liberalisation was probably unavoidable in substance, that its sequencing was catastrophic, and that deregulating the financial sector without strengthening supervision was a policy failure by any standard, including the standards of those who designed it.



What is still missing from this account

The external record of the liberalisation is now documented. The domestic one is not, and readers should know it.

The IMF minutes show the programme being argued over in Washington. They show nothing of how it was argued over in Kingston. Verbatim records of PNP annual conferences for 1990, 1991 and 1992 — at which a democratic socialist party absorbed the most sweeping liberalisation in its country’s history — could not be located in any accessible archive. Contemporaneous Gleaner reporting for 1989–93 sits behind subscription archives and was not available for this account. The response of the National Workers Union, the party’s industrial wing, is similarly undocumented here.

What can be said is that the party’s public language shifted to match: Manley told the 52nd Annual Conference in 1990 that the task of government was to release the “spirit of initiative” and the “sense of energy and entrepreneurship” in every Jamaican — though this survives only in secondary summary, not in a party record. The internal fight, if there was one, remains to be written by someone with access to the National Library of Jamaica’s holdings.
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Chapter 14. FINSAC: How Jamaica Lost Its Own Financial Sector


The build-up

The Jamaican financial sector crisis of 1996–1998 was, relative to the size of the economy, one of the largest banking crises in modern history — larger in fiscal cost than the Scandinavian crises of the early 1990s, larger than the East Asian crisis in most of the affected countries, and comparable to Iceland in 2008. Its total fiscal cost is usually assessed at between 35 and 44 per cent of GDP (Laeven and Valencia, systemic banking crises database). It is not widely known outside Jamaica, and it is the single most important economic event in the country’s post-independence history after the 1970s crisis.

The causes were a textbook sequence.

Liberalisation from 1990 permitted rapid entry into banking, merchant banking and insurance with weak capital requirements and, crucially, weak supervision. The Bank of Jamaica’s supervisory capacity and the legal framework had not been modernised to match. New institutions proliferated — a wave of indigenous Jamaican financial conglomerates, many built by ambitious entrepreneurs on a model of cross-holding between a bank, an insurance company, a merchant bank and a property arm.

The insurance companies were the fatal component. Jamaican life insurers competed for savings by selling investment-linked policies at guaranteed returns benchmarked to the very high nominal interest rates of the early 1990s. As inflation fell from 77 per cent to single digits, those guarantees became ruinous: institutions had promised returns they could only meet by taking increasing risk. They invested heavily in real estate — hotels, commercial property, land — which was both illiquid and, by the mid-1990s, falling in value.

Meanwhile the monetary tightening of 1993–96 raised funding costs sharply, the economy contracted, and non-performing loans rose. Related-party lending was widespread: banks lending to their own directors’ property ventures, insurance companies funding affiliated developments.

The first failure came in 1994 (Blaise Trust). By 1996, Century National Bank and its affiliates had collapsed and been taken over. In 1997 the crisis became systemic.



FINSAC

The government’s response was to establish, in January 1997, the Financial Sector Adjustment Company — FINSAC — a state vehicle to take over failing institutions, protect depositors and policyholders, restructure or sell the assets, and recover what it could from borrowers.

FINSAC intervened in the great majority of the indigenous financial sector: Century, Workers Savings and Loan Bank, Citizens Bank, Eagle Commercial Bank, Horizon, Island Life, Life of Jamaica, Dyoll, Mutual Life, First Life, Crown Eagle and others. Depositors and policyholders were protected in full — a decision that was socially essential and fiscally enormous.

The mechanism of the fiscal cost was the issue of FINSAC bonds: the government issued domestic debt to recapitalise the institutions, and the interest on that debt was added to the budget. Jamaica’s public debt, which had been on a slow downward path, exploded. Debt-to-GDP rose from around 80 per cent in the mid-1990s to about 150 per cent by 2003–04 (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years). Debt service came to consume more than half of central government revenue in the worst years. Every subsequent government’s fiscal freedom was destroyed by this single event.



The distributional consequence

FINSAC’s second legacy is a wound in Jamaican political economy that has not healed.

Having taken over the failed institutions, FINSAC held their loan books — thousands of loans to Jamaican businesses and individuals, many of them performing poorly because interest rates had reached 50 per cent and the economy had contracted. FINSAC’s mandate was to recover value.



The sale

In January 2002 the Minister of Finance, Dr Omar Davies, announced that FINSAC’s non-performing loan portfolio had been sold to Beal Bank of Texas. The numbers are worth setting out precisely, because they are the source of a grievance that has now run for a quarter of a century.

The portfolio comprised roughly 23,000 accounts, carrying about US$393 million in principal plus a further US$300 million in accrued interest — call it US$693 million of face value. The initial purchase price was US$23 million. The assets moved through a subsidiary, Refin Trust, to a Beal affiliate incorporated for the purpose: the Jamaica Redevelopment Foundation. Total government recovery across the transaction was estimated at around 30 cents on the dollar. Relief terms were built in for roughly 21,500 smaller residential debtors, who could settle at 80 per cent of principal or restructure at 12 per cent over twenty years (Gleaner, “Beal Bank acquires FINSAC ‘bad debt portfolio’,” 31 January 2002).

Those relief terms matter and are usually omitted from the popular account. The complaint of the commercial and business borrowers — the ones for whom no such terms applied — is that a debt the Jamaican state had valued at a few cents in the dollar when selling it was then pursued against them at full face value plus continuing interest, by a purchaser with no stake in the Jamaican economy and every incentive to foreclose.

The individual arithmetic is where the anger lives. Neville Boxe, who founded the Association of FINSAC’d Entrepreneurs in 2008, reported a debt that had grown from J$2.5 million to J$300 million through the crisis years (Gleaner, “‘Finsac-ed’ entrepreneurs form lobby group,” 20 March 2008). The former minister Karl Blythe testified to the Commission about a J$1 million loan from NCB that had reached J$43.9 million by 2005 through daily interest accrual, despite collateral that consistently exceeded the balance, and which required Supreme Court proceedings to resolve (Gleaner, 17 July 2011). Mecheck Willis, profiled at 72, lost his home after his title was allegedly used as collateral without his knowledge; evicted in 2007, he was by 2023 living in a church-funded room and working as a street vendor (Gleaner, 24 January 2023). Estimates of the number of people affected run to about 44,000.

The result was the destruction of a substantial layer of Jamaican domestic entrepreneurship. Hotels, farms, factories, trucking firms, shops and family businesses were foreclosed. Homes were lost. A number of the most prominent Jamaican-owned businesses of the 1980s and early 1990s ceased to exist. Meanwhile the recapitalised banks were sold, largely to foreign buyers — Canadian, Trinidadian and other regional institutions — so that a sector that had been substantially Jamaican-owned in 1995 was substantially foreign-owned by 2002.



The argument that never ended

Jamaica has never agreed on what caused the collapse, and the dispute is not academic: it determines whether the ruined were victims or authors of their own ruin.

The government’s case, argued then and since by Omar Davies, is that the meltdown was caused principally by the conduct of the institutions themselves and that FINSAC was a response to the crisis rather than a cause of it. Testifying in November 2009, Davies attributed the collapse mainly to failed bankers and defended the intervention as necessary to protect depositors (Gleaner, “Finsac Enquiry — Omar on the defensive,” 27 November 2009). He returned to the argument repeatedly, most fully in a 2011 article headed “FINSAC: THE TRUTH,” and again in 2024, when he objected to the word “victim” being applied to owners and managers who had mismanaged funds, citing forensic-audit findings of loan “ever-greening” and undercollateralised related-party lending (Gleaner, 15 May 2011; 18 October 2024).

The critics’ case is that the crisis was manufactured by policy. Claude Clarke’s version is the sharpest: the 1991 foreign exchange liberalisation, undertaken without safeguards, forced interest rates to levels that made existing debt unserviceable overnight, devastating productive businesses while enriching holders of financial assets — and FINSAC was then created to protect the banks and depositors rather than the productive economy (Gleaner, “The tragic folly of FINSAC,” 22 May 2011). Clarke’s evidential point is the one hardest to answer: by 1998 more than half of NCB’s loan book was in default, which is difficult to explain as a sudden collapse in the competence of Jamaican businesspeople and easy to explain as a policy shock (Gleaner, “Anatomy of the FINSAC debtor,” 10 July 2011). Paul Chen-Young, whose Eagle group was among the institutions taken over, argued the same case with figures on inflation, lending rates, devaluation and job losses. Others — Neville Swaby in a three-part series — split the difference, attributing the crisis to weak governance, tight money, inadequate Bank of Jamaica supervision and poor management together, and documenting lending rates of 44 to 61 per cent in the period.

Both cases are partly right, which is why neither has won. Supervision was inadequate and some institutions were run recklessly and dishonestly; and monetary policy did make a large number of otherwise sound borrowers insolvent through no act of their own. What is not in dispute is the fiscal outcome. The Gleaner’s editorial board, welcoming the eventual release of the archive, put it in one line: the crisis pushed national debt “from under 71% to 115% of GDP” (Gleaner, “Editorial | The FINSAC files,” 21 October 2024).

One further detail deserves recording, because it prefigures everything that followed. In the 1990s the government commissioned forensic audits of the failed institutions from the international firms Ernst & Young and Lindquist, Avery, Krol, at a reported cost of around J$500 million. Their findings were never made public. The forensic accountant Collin Greenland’s assessment was that this, rather than the cost of the enquiry, was “the real scandal” (Gleaner, 23 June 2011).



The enquiry that never reported

And then there is the thing that makes FINSAC different from every other Jamaican scandal, and which is not widely understood even in Jamaica: the Commission of Enquiry established to investigate it never produced a report.

The FINSAC Commission was established on 12 January 2009 by proclamation of the Governor-General, under the JLP government. Its commissioners were the Hon. Justice Boyd Carey as chairman, Charles Ross and Worrick Bogle, with Fernando dePeralto as secretary. Its terms of reference were extensive and precisely aimed at the grievances set out above. It was to examine the circumstances of the collapse, including how far they were driven by domestic or external factors, by the government’s own fiscal and monetary policies, by the management practices and boards of the failed institutions, and by the performance of the state’s regulatory functions. It was to consider what could have been done to avoid the crisis and to evaluate what was actually done, against comparable interventions elsewhere. It was to review FINSAC’s treatment of delinquent borrowers and “determine whether debtors were treated fairly and equally”; to review “the probity and propriety in FINSAC’s management, sale and/or disposal of assets”; to review “the terms and conditions of the sale of non-performing loans to the Jamaica Redevelopment Foundation” and the JRF’s own subsequent treatment of borrowers; and to assess the long-term impact on the economy and on the businesses and individuals involved (Ministry of Finance, FINSAC Commission Archives).

It did a great deal of work. It held public hearings, took evidence from government officials, bank executives and debtors, and accumulated thousands of pages of transcripts and submissions.

It never finished, and the manner of its failure is worth following year by year, because it is a case study in how a state avoids a conclusion without ever deciding to.

2010: the courts stop it. In February the Supreme Court granted an injunction halting the enquiry pending judicial review. The four claimants were Omar Davies, the former Financial Secretary Shirley Tyndall, the former FINSAC managing director Patrick Hylton, and the Jamaica Redevelopment Foundation. They challenged the impartiality of the chairman, Justice Boyd Carey, over an alleged family FINSAC debt, which Carey denied (Gleaner, “FINSAC blow — Court stops commission of enquiry,” 13 February 2010). By August further conflict-of-interest challenges had been mounted against the commission’s own lawyer, Raul Henriques QC, over past directorships at FINSAC-seized institutions, and against Carey over an undisclosed Century National Bank overdraft. Proceedings remained stayed (Gleaner, 12 August 2010). Note who was objecting: three of the four claimants were among the officials whose conduct the Commission existed to examine.

2011: it restarts, and slows. Worrick Bogle replaced the disqualified Carey. Hearings that had been due to conclude by September 2010 were still running, delayed, Bogle said, by absent witnesses and lawyers’ scheduling conflicts (Gleaner, 25 March 2011). The public argument, meanwhile, was conducted in the newspapers rather than the hearing room — Davies, Clarke, Chen-Young and Swaby exchanging columns through May and June while the Commission itself moved at the speed of the diaries of counsel.

2013: the money stops. In the Budget Debate, the opposition spokesman Audley Shaw accused the Simpson Miller government of covering up the delayed report and asked for a further J$10–15 million to finish the work. He cited an elderly Mandeville couple whose suicide note referred to FINSAC (Gleaner, “Shaw rips Gov’t to shreds over incomplete FINSAC report,” 24 April 2013).

2019: the money stops again, from the other side. The Holness administration — Shaw’s own party, now in office — refused further funding, in a story headlined “‘Not one cent more for FINSAC report.’” More than J$150 million had been spent and hearings had ended seven years earlier. Yola Gray-Baker of the Association of FINSAC’d Entrepreneurs said she had been told in 2017 that the report was finished and had been submitted to the Governor-General — which contradicted the official position that it remained incomplete (Gleaner, 19 January 2019). That contradiction has never been resolved.

2022–24: the archive instead of the answer. Finance Minister Nigel Clarke said in 2022 that a mechanism was being developed to release the findings. In October 2024, on his way to a post at the IMF, he published the raw material instead. The stated cost of the Commission by then exceeded J$160 million. Clarke’s own explanation was blunt: after that much had been spent with no report produced, “Cabinet therefore pulled the plug.” He compared the release to the published archive of the US 9/11 Commission, and J$10 million was allocated to fund UTech and UWI research using the material (Gleaner, 16, 17 and 27 October 2024).

So: a commission established in 2009 to examine a crisis of 1996–98 was injuncted in 2010 by the people it was investigating, lost its chairman, restarted under a second, ran out of money under one government, was refused money by the next, may or may not have produced a report in 2017 depending on whom you believe, and was finally wound up in 2024 by publishing its papers and inviting universities to work out what happened. Twenty-seven years elapsed between the collapse and the disclosure. Total cost: over J$160 million, plus the roughly J$500 million paid in the 1990s for forensic audits whose findings were never published.

The reception was accordingly mixed. Gray-Baker called the release inadequate, alleging secret second loans taken against clients’ collateral, and demanded a full report rather than raw data (Gleaner, “‘Unacceptable’,” 19 October 2024). The Gleaner’s editorial board questioned the timing — the release came close to an election cycle — welcomed the prospect of scholarly study, and called for what was still being withheld: the remaining forensic audits, unredacted testimony, and court judgments (21 October 2024).

The Ministry’s own framing of the archive is careful and slightly plaintive: publication “is not to support measures or decisions with respect to any individual,” but to deepen public understanding “of the context, causes and consequences of the times.” Its summary of what the period cost is the most concise available: “The crisis worsened Jamaica’s macro instability and resulted in a rapid build-up of the country’s debt ratio that has taken 30 years to reduce.”

Two footnotes to the ledger. In June 2017 Cabinet approved the write-off of approximately J$106.2 billion in debts owed to FINSAC, twenty years after the company was created, as FINSAC and its sister entity FIS moved towards winding up (Gleaner, 7 June 2017). And in January 2023 the collapse of Stocks and Securities Limited — a brokerage fraud in which a long-serving employee was accused of siphoning client funds, including those of Usain Bolt — brought the whole thing back. FINSAC victims interviewed at the time expressed a specific and reasonable frustration: that major financial fraud could still happen after two decades of regulatory reform, and that the report on the last catastrophe had still not been published (Gleaner, “SSL scandal raises ghosts of 1990s for FINSAC victims,” 22 January 2023).

Consider what that non-report means. The largest financial collapse in Jamaican history, which cost something between a third and a half of one year’s national output, which destroyed a stratum of Jamaican business ownership, and whose debt burden dominated national policy for three decades, has never been officially adjudicated. Nobody has been found responsible for anything. No borrower has been told, on authority, whether they were treated fairly. No regulator has been assessed. The compensation question was never answered because the body appointed to answer it dissolved. Successive governments of both parties have declined to reopen it.

This is why FINSAC retains its charge in Jamaican public argument thirty years on. It is not merely that people lost their businesses. It is that the state took twenty-seven years to say anything official about it, and what it finally said was: here are the papers, make of them what you will.



Coda: Cash Plus, OLINT, and the savings that FINSAC displaced

FINSAC has a sequel, and it is the clearest demonstration of what happens to a society’s savings when it stops believing in its banks.

Between roughly 2002 and 2008, Jamaica experienced a boom in what the regulators called “unregulated financial organisations” or “alternative investment schemes” and what everybody else called clubs. The two largest were Cash Plus, run by Carlos Hill, and OLINT — Overseas Locket International Corporation — run by David Smith. Around them clustered smaller imitators: World Wise Partners, LewFam, and others.

The proposition was simple and impossible. Cash Plus, which began in 2002 as an investment club, offered lenders returns of up to 120 per cent a year. OLINT presented itself as a foreign exchange trading operation of exceptional skill, paying monthly returns that no legitimate trader could sustain. Money poured in — from taxi drivers, teachers, nurses, police officers, pastors, small businesspeople and a good many people who should have known better, including professionals and public figures. Contemporary estimates of the combined intake ran from J$150 billion to J$200 billion, and the schemes’ impact on Jamaican GDP has been assessed at somewhere between 12 and 25 per cent.

Both collapsed in 2008. OLINT’s operation effectively ended on 15 July 2008, when the Royal Turks and Caicos Islands Police executed search warrants at Smith’s business and residence in Providenciales. Cash Plus failed to pay out and folded in the same year. The Office of the Government Trustee eventually calculated losses to Cash Plus depositors at just over J$19 billion, affecting more than 40,000 people. Smith was accused of defrauding investors of over US$220 million across the United States and the Caribbean, with about 6,000 investors; he pleaded guilty in the United States and in August 2011 was sentenced to 30 years by the US District Court in Orlando on eighteen counts of money laundering, four of wire fraud and one of conspiracy. The court record notes what the money bought: a lavish lifestyle, gambling, political contributions, a down-payment on a Learjet, and the sponsorship of the Jamaica Jazz and Blues Festival.

Carlos Hill was charged in Jamaica and, in May 2017 — nine years after the collapse — walked free when the prosecution offered no evidence and the jury returned not guilty on all counts. The reported reason is instructive: proving fraud would have required testimony from people inside the organisation, and none came forward. More than 40,000 people lost their money and nobody in Jamaica was convicted of taking it.

Why does this belong in a chapter about FINSAC?

Because the schemes grew in the space FINSAC created. A generation of Jamaicans had watched indigenous financial institutions fail, watched depositors rescued but borrowers foreclosed, watched their loan books sold to a foreign purchaser, and watched the recapitalised banks pass into foreign ownership. They had drawn the entirely rational conclusion that the formal financial system was not built for them: that its interest rates on savings were derisory while its lending rates were punitive, that its fees were extractive, and that its protection was reserved for people with better connections than theirs. When a Jamaican businessman appeared offering ten per cent a month and the language of community — Cash Plus and OLINT both traded heavily on the idea that they were Jamaican-owned alternatives to the banks — the offer landed on prepared ground.

The regulators — the Financial Services Commission and the Bank of Jamaica — issued warnings and cease-and-desist orders, and were widely denounced for it. Defenders of the schemes, including some politicians and commentators, framed the regulatory action as the establishment protecting the banks from Black Jamaican competition. That framing was false in substance and entirely intelligible in context. It was FINSAC’s argument, redeployed.

So Jamaica destroyed its citizens’ savings twice in twelve years: once through a banking collapse that the state resolved by protecting depositors at ruinous public cost, and once through Ponzi schemes that flourished because the first episode had destroyed confidence in the institutions that would have been the alternative. In both cases the losses were real, the accountability was negligible, and no official report ever established what had happened. The through-line is not incompetence in the ordinary sense; it is a state that repeatedly fails to close the loop between a catastrophe and an accounting of it, and a public that has learned, reasonably, not to expect one.

Three lasting consequences deserve emphasis.

First, the state’s fiscal capacity was destroyed for fifteen years. Everything that Jamaica did not do between 1998 and 2013 — build schools, hire police, fix roads, staff hospitals, invest in the inner cities — it did not do because the money was going to bondholders.

Second, the composition of Jamaican capital changed permanently. The survivors of FINSAC — the conglomerates that were conservatively financed and did not overextend — emerged with reduced competition and became dominant. This is a direct cause of the concentrated market structure described in Chapter 23. GraceKennedy, Musson, Sagicor, the Matalon interests, Jamaica Producers, Seprod and others consolidated. A generation of would-be challengers was wiped out.

Third, the politics of the financial sector became toxic. “FINSAC” is a word with a charge in Jamaican political discourse that outsiders consistently underestimate. It is invoked whenever government is asked to help business, whenever banks are discussed, and whenever the fairness of the economic order is questioned. It supplies a powerful and widely believed narrative: that when the Jamaican elite got into trouble the state paid, and when ordinary Jamaican businesspeople got into trouble the state foreclosed on them and sold their debts to foreigners.
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Chapter 15. The Debt Trap: Patterson’s Jamaica, 1993–2006


Governing without money

P. J. Patterson governed for fourteen years, won three general elections, and presided over an economy that grew, on average, by well under 1 per cent a year (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica, relevant years). He is a difficult figure to assess and Jamaican opinion remains divided.

The case for the defence is real. Patterson kept a fractious party together and won three elections. He presided over the stabilisation of inflation, the modernisation of the tax system, the establishment of major infrastructure (Highway 2000, the north coast highway, the expansion of the airports, the Sangster International Airport concession), the growth of tourism to record levels, the National Health Fund, the beginning of the transformation of the water and electricity networks, and the emergence of Jamaica as a serious diplomatic actor in the WTO and in the Caribbean. He was an accomplished international negotiator, a leader in the fight for continued trade preferences, and a strong voice on debt relief and on HIV/AIDS.

The case for the prosecution is also real. The debt overhang after FINSAC left him with a state that could not act. Rather than confront it, his administrations financed the gap with more debt. Public sector wage settlements were repeatedly granted and then deferred. Corruption scandals accumulated — the “Operation Pride” housing programme, the Netserv contracts, the Trafigura affair of 2006 in which a Dutch oil trading company was found to have paid US$1.5 million into a PNP account (contemporaneous Gleaner and Observer reporting; Netherlands judicial proceedings). Crime rose remorselessly: murders climbed from around 600 in 1990 to 1,674 in 2005 (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics; see Appendix C). And the two great structural problems — the debt and the violence — were both worse in 2006 than in 1993.



The arithmetic of the trap

The mechanics of the debt trap are worth setting out plainly, because they explain Jamaican politics for a generation.

By the early 2000s, Jamaica’s public debt exceeded 130 per cent of GDP and would peak around 145–147 per cent in 2012–13 (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years). Roughly half was domestic, held largely by Jamaican financial institutions — banks, securities dealers, pension funds and insurance companies — at high nominal interest rates. Interest payments alone consumed between 40 and 60 per cent of central government revenue in the worst years (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years), and in some years the government was running a substantial primary surplus (revenue exceeding non-interest spending) while still running an overall deficit because interest swallowed the difference.

This produced a vicious circle with four elements:


	High debt requires high interest rates to persuade investors to hold it.

	High interest rates crowd out private investment and depress growth.

	Low growth means the debt-to-GDP ratio does not fall even when the government runs primary surpluses.

	Failure to reduce the ratio keeps the risk premium and thus interest rates high.



Jamaica was, in economists’ terms, in a bad equilibrium. The debt was not high because government was profligate in the 2000s — by the 2000s Jamaica’s primary balance was frequently in surplus, which is more than most rich countries can say. It was high because of a stock of debt inherited from FINSAC and the 1990s, compounded by interest, in an economy that would not grow.

There is a further, distinctively Jamaican element. The domestic financial sector’s business model became, to an unhealthy degree, the holding of government paper: institutions took short-term client funds through repurchase agreements and invested in long-dated government bonds, earning the spread. This was profitable, safe and entirely unproductive. It meant that the financial sector’s health and the government’s debt were mutually dependent — restructuring the debt would damage the banks, and not restructuring it would strangle the economy. That is why it took until 2010 to do anything about it.



Everyday consequences

The debt trap was not an abstraction. It appeared in Jamaican life as:


	Public services that did not work. Under-equipped hospitals, schools on shift systems, a police force short of vehicles and forensic capacity, courts with backlogs measured in years.

	A punishing tax structure. With direct tax collection difficult in a largely informal economy, government leaned on the General Consumption Tax (introduced in 1991) and on fuel taxes — regressive instruments that fell hardest on the poor.

	Recurrent fiscal crises. The most explosive came in April 1999, when a budget imposing an increase in fuel taxes triggered three days of island-wide riots, roadblocks of burning tyres, looting and at least nine deaths. The government withdrew the measure. The “gas riots” demonstrated the limits of what could be extracted from the population and became a reference point for every subsequent finance minister.

	Currency depreciation as a constant background condition. The Jamaican dollar’s steady slide — from about J$33 in 1995 to J$45 in 2005 to J$114 in 2015 — meant that the price of imported food, fuel and consumer goods rose relentlessly. For a country importing most of what it eats, this is the mechanism by which macroeconomics is experienced at the shop counter.





Crime becomes the organising problem

The other continuity of the Patterson years is the rise in violence.

Murders rose from 542 in 1990 to 887 in 1997, 1,138 in 2001, 1,471 in 2004 and 1,674 in 2005 — the highest national murder rate in the world that year, at around 62 per 100,000 (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics; see Appendix C). Several dynamics drove it.

The fragmentation of the drug trade: as the Colombians shifted routes and as enforcement disrupted the big organisations, Jamaican groups splintered into smaller, more competitive units, and disputes between them were settled with guns.

The weakening of don authority in some areas and its consolidation in others: where a strong don held territory, murder rates could be low; where succession was contested, they were catastrophic. Spanish Town’s long war between factions of the Klansman gang after the imprisonment of Donald “Zeeks” Phipps in 2004 is the classic case, producing years of extreme violence in Jamaica’s second city.

Police lethality. The Jamaica Constabulary Force killed between 140 and 270 people a year through the 2000s — a rate of police killings per capita among the highest in the world, and at times exceeding one police killing for every ten murders. Some were genuine armed confrontations. A significant number, as documented by Amnesty International, Jamaicans for Justice, and later by INDECOM, were extrajudicial. This had two effects: it delegitimised the police in exactly the communities where cooperation was most needed, and it entrenched the “informer fi dead” norm that makes witness evidence almost unobtainable.

Weapons supply. The overwhelming majority of firearms recovered in Jamaica are traced to the United States — the “iron pipeline” running from Florida, Texas and Georgia via cargo containers, mail and small vessels. A 2025 GAO analysis found that 73 per cent of firearms recovered in 25 Caribbean countries and traced through the ATF’s eTrace system between 2018 and 2022 could be sourced to the United States (US Government Accountability Office 2025).

By 2006, when Patterson retired and Portia Simpson Miller became Jamaica’s first woman Prime Minister, crime had displaced everything else as the country’s defining problem, and the fiscal position made it impossible to address at scale.
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Chapter 16. The Informal Republic: Higglers, Hustlers and the Shadow Economy


The economy the state cannot see

Any account of Jamaican commerce that confines itself to the formal sector describes perhaps two-thirds of what actually happens. Credible estimates place the informal share of Jamaican economic activity at around 30 to 32 per cent of GDP (World Economics informal economy series, 2025; Witter and Kirton 1990 for the earlier baseline) — one of the higher ratios outside Africa and South Asia, and consistent across two decades of estimates using different methods.

The informal economy is not a residual. It is a system with its own institutions, credit arrangements, dispute resolution, supply chains and, in places, its own taxation. Understanding it is essential to understanding the Jamaican consumer, Jamaican politics and Jamaican crime.



Its components

The higgler and the ICI. The domestic marketing of Jamaican agricultural produce runs overwhelmingly through higglers — predominantly women — who buy at farm gate, transport to urban markets, and sell. Coronation Market in downtown Kingston, the largest in the English-speaking Caribbean, is the centre of the system. The lineage is old: enslaved people permitted provision grounds sold their surplus within the colony, and those traders were the forerunners of the higgler. After emancipation, as black men went off-island for work, women assumed the trade. By independence, higglering remained one of the few occupations open to lower-class black women — who were heading more than a third of Jamaican households (Ulysse 2007).

The informal commercial importer extended the model internationally, and the circumstances of that extension matter. When the shortages of the 1970s emptied the shelves — the banned-goods list, the collapse of local industry, shopkeepers withdrawing merchandise to wait for price increases, the practice of “marrying goods” whereby a customer could buy a wanted item only in tandem with an unwanted one — unemployed women, many already trading independently, went and got the goods themselves. Sweatshop workers laid off as garment firms left for cheaper labour elsewhere turned to what was then called foreign higglering.

They flew to Cayman, where no visa was required and the airfare was cheap; to Curaçao and Panama, where visas were obtainable and the Colón free zone made purchases duty free; to Haiti, which served as a trial run where new recruits travelled in groups and tested their skills; later to Miami, and later still to China. They went out carrying Jamaica — thyme, scallions, june plums, guineps, T-shirts, reggae tapes, rum, water crackers, ackee, Jamaican cheese — sold it for hard currency, and came back with cereal, canned goods, dry goods, haberdashery, clothing, footwear and the small appliances that functioned as status goods. The Cayman flights became known as onion runs, after the quantity of onions coming back on them. In countries where they did not speak the language they hired interpreters, who took a further cut from the wholesalers at the end of the day.

Back in Kingston they sold from the sidewalks around the downtown shopping district, and sometimes squatted in the doorways of the nearly empty stores whose shelves they were undercutting. They pushed uptown into the affluent shopping plazas with makeshift stalls that became known as bend-down plazas, from what a customer had to do to inspect the goods. Established businesses complained loudly about them and quietly bought from them, and in some cases sponsored their trips.

All of this was illegal. The law set an annual limit of J$500 on importing goods for personal consumption, and the trade breached it continuously. The PNP government looked on and did nothing — awkwardly placed, since these were precisely the self-reliant entrepreneurs its own rhetoric demanded, achieving their independence by deepening the import dependence the party existed to end. Teachers, insurance agents and managers began taking personal flights abroad to buy stock and resell at home.

It was the JLP that resolved the ambiguity, by naming it. In 1982 the traders were given the official title Informal Commercial Importer, and with the name came regulation: customs clearance requirements, and the United Vendors Association through which the ICIs dealt with government and which for a period ran its own beauty pageants. In September 1983 the first downtown arcade was built to house them. By the end of the JLP’s second term the ICIs were an integrated part of the economy and an organised political interest.

What it cost them. Formalisation did not confer respectability. The ICI occupied the wrong end of every code Jamaica inherited — colour, class and gender at once, in a society where lightness of skin had been bound to the upper classes and to the status of “the lady,” and darkness to the lower classes and to slavery. The higgler’s own iconography, the long skirt and head wrap, had become a publicised and largely obsolete emblem of Caribbean black womanhood; the living ICI was measured instead against the stereotype of the tough, uninhibited “rude gal.” Gina Ulysse, who spent fieldwork years in a downtown arcade from 1995, catalogues what her informants — Miss T., Miss B., Mrs. B. — actually contended with: opaque and shifting state regulations, arcade rents, unstable markets, the open disdain of civil society, and the standing accusation that a woman who travelled alone and returned with goods was either a lesbian or a mule for the drug trade. Her insistence is that they are not objects of study but “theorists of their own experience,” self-employed by preference, training apprentices among their own children, and practising what she calls a friendly competition that keeps rivals in business.

There is a longer historical rhyme here. The provision ground was a concession that let the enslaved feed themselves and, in doing so, relieved the planter of the cost. Foreign higglering did something structurally similar for the Jamaican state: at the height of the crisis, suitcase trading substituted for a social welfare system the government could not afford to provide.

The taxi and route system. Public transport outside the Kingston bus franchise is provided by route taxis and minibuses, licensed in principle and chaotic in practice, employing tens of thousands of drivers and conductors. Route control is a valuable asset and is frequently a site of extortion and violence.

Construction and the “small contractor.” A large share of Jamaican housing is built incrementally, without permits, by informal builders, financed by remittances and savings — the classic Jamaican pattern of building one room at a time as money arrives, with steel rods left protruding from the roof against the day a second storey can be afforded.

Squatting and captured land. Somewhere between one-fifth and one-quarter of the Jamaican population is estimated to live on land they do not legally own — “captured” land, on government property, on abandoned estates, on gully banks and hillsides. This is the largest single obstacle to formalisation: without title, there is no mortgage, no collateral, no insurance, and no reliable claim to services. Successive governments have run regularisation programmes; the problem persists at scale, and Hurricane Melissa demonstrated its cost in 2025, when a large share of the destroyed housing was informally built on unregularised land.

The corner shop, the bar and the “cook shop.” The retail landscape outside the supermarket chains consists of tens of thousands of micro-enterprises operating on thin margins, often on credit (“trust”), frequently unregistered.

Cash. Jamaica remains a cash-heavy economy: as of recent estimates around 28 per cent of adults are unbanked (Bank of Jamaica financial inclusion data), and cash is the default for most small transactions. This is one reason the Bank of Jamaica pursued a central bank digital currency (Chapter 24).

Ganja, and now the licensed cannabis sector. Cannabis was partially decriminalised in 2015 (possession of up to two ounces reduced to a ticketable infraction; religious use by Rastafari protected; a licensing regime for medical and therapeutic cannabis established under the Cannabis Licensing Authority). The legal industry has grown slowly and has struggled — hemmed in by international banking restrictions, by the cost of compliance, and by competition from the vastly larger traditional trade, which continues.



Why it matters

Four consequences follow from an informal sector of this size.

Measurement. Jamaican GDP understates activity; unemployment overstates idleness; the tax base is narrower than the economy. This is why Jamaica’s unemployment rate falling to 3.3 per cent by October 2025 (STATIN, Labour Force Survey, October 2025) — a genuine and remarkable achievement — coexists with widespread reports of hardship: much of the “employment” is informal, low-productivity self-employment.

Taxation. Because income is hard to observe, the state taxes consumption and transactions. The General Consumption Tax, fuel taxes and, controversially, the asset tax and various transaction levies do the heavy lifting. This is regressive and it is a permanent political grievance.

Formalisation is expensive for the individual. Registering a business, paying statutory deductions, complying with the tax authority and obtaining permits costs money and time that a micro-enterprise cannot recover. The rational choice for most operators is to stay invisible — which then denies them credit, growth and legal protection. Jamaica’s business environment reforms of the 2010s and the introduction of the Micro, Small and Medium Enterprise policy attacked this with partial success.

It creates the space the don occupies. Where transactions are informal, contracts unenforceable in court, property untitled and disputes unlitigated, someone will supply enforcement. That is precisely the service the don sells. The informal economy and criminal governance are not two problems; they are one problem seen from two sides. Every increase in the reach of formal institutions — titling, banking, contract enforcement, policing that people will actually call — reduces the market for the alternative.
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PART SIX — THE RECKONING (2006–2021)





Chapter 17. Sixteen Hundred Murders: Crime as the National Question


The scale

By the middle of the 2000s Jamaica’s violence had reached a level that is difficult to convey without repetition of numbers, and the numbers deserve to be set out.




	Year
	Murders (approx.)
	Rate per 100,000





	1970
	152
	8



	1980
	889
	41



	1990
	542
	22



	1997
	1,038
	41



	2001
	1,138
	44



	2004
	1,471
	55



	2005
	1,674
	62



	2009
	1,680
	62



	2010
	1,428
	52



	2013
	1,200
	44



	2017
	1,647
	59



	2021
	1,463
	52



	2022
	1,498
	53



	2023
	1,393
	49



	2024
	~1,150
	41



	2025
	~660
	23





(Figures are from JCF statistics as reported contemporaneously and by PIOJ; rates are computed on STATIN mid-year population estimates and rounded. Different sources give slightly different totals for some years, chiefly because of reclassification.)

A rate above 50 per 100,000 is, in comparative terms, extreme. For thirty years Jamaica sat in the top handful of countries worldwide, frequently first, and consistently above the rates of countries in active civil conflict. The cumulative human toll from 1990 to 2024 is roughly 40,000 murders (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics; see Appendix C) in a population of under three million — proportionally equivalent to something like four and a half million homicides in the United States over the same period.



The anatomy of Jamaican violence

Two features distinguish Jamaican homicide from that of most high-violence societies.

It is overwhelmingly firearm violence between young men. Around 80 per cent of Jamaican murders are committed with guns (JCF annual statistics; UNODC Global Study on Homicide) — a very high proportion by global standards, reflecting the availability of trafficked weapons. Victims and perpetrators are overwhelmingly male and concentrated in the 15–34 age band. Female homicide victimisation, while significant and heavily weighted towards intimate partner violence, is a small fraction of the total.

It is highly concentrated geographically. The Kingston Metropolitan Area (Kingston, St Andrew, St Catherine) and the St James/Westmoreland/Hanover corridor in the west account for the great majority of murders. Within those areas, concentration is extreme: a small number of police divisions, and within them a small number of communities and even streets, generate a disproportionate share. Jamaica’s national murder rate is an average of a very violent minority of places and a comparatively safe majority.

Anthony Harriott’s analytical work, which remains the standard treatment, distinguishes several overlapping drivers.

Organised criminal violence: disputes over drug markets, extortion territory, scamming lead lists and gang succession. This is the largest single category and the one most responsive to enforcement.

Interpersonal and reprisal violence: disputes over women, money, insults, and — critically — reprisal cycles. Jamaican homicide has an unusually high reprisal component, in which each killing generates an obligation to kill, and a feud can persist for years across generations of a community. Herbert Gayle’s ethnographic work on Jamaican masculinity documents the mechanism: in the absence of accessible legal redress and in a culture where reputation is a form of collateral, unavenged injury is intolerable.

Domestic and intimate partner violence, chronically under-addressed.

State violence: police killings, discussed below.

The underlying conditions are well established in the literature and uncontroversial: extreme concentration of young men with weak attachment to school or formal work; a large weapons supply; a criminal justice system in which the probability of conviction for murder was, for decades, under 10 per cent (Harriott 2000, chap. 5); an informant taboo enforced by lethal violence; and communities in which the legitimate authority was not the state.



The justice system

Jamaica’s criminal justice system through the 2000s was close to non-functional for serious violent crime.

Clear-up rates for murder hovered around 40 per cent, but conviction rates were far lower (Harriott 2000, chap. 5; JCF annual statistics). Cases took years — five, seven, ten — to reach trial, by which time witnesses had died, emigrated, been killed or lost interest. Forensic capacity was minimal: the Institute of Forensic Science and Legal Medicine was under-resourced, DNA legislation did not arrive until 2016, and ballistic matching was slow. There was no plea-bargaining framework until the Criminal Justice (Plea Negotiations and Agreements) Act 2005, and it was little used. Jury trials could be derailed by intimidation.

Above all there was the witness problem. “Informer fi dead” is not a slogan; it is an enforced norm, and the killing of witnesses and their families was routine. A witness protection programme existed from 1998 but relocation within a small island is nearly impossible, and the programme depended on overseas placements.



Police killings

The Jamaica Constabulary Force has killed a very large number of people, over a very long period, and the scale is better documented than most readers expect.

Harriott’s series, compiled from the JCF’s own Police Statistics Unit, gives the picture for the two decades before the modern period. Police killings averaged around 200 a year through the 1980s and 132 a year through the 1990s. The peak year in the series is 1984, with 355 people killed by police — 42 per cent of all homicides recorded in Jamaica that year, at a rate of 15.6 per 100,000 population. In 1982 the figure was 236, or 37 per cent of all homicides. The proportion fell to a low of 13 per cent in 1994, when 100 people were killed by police (Harriott 2000, 82, table 4.1).

Two features of that data deserve emphasis. The first is the ratio: in 1978, twenty times as many civilians were killed by police as police officers killed; in 1988 the ratio was one officer killed for every forty-five civilians. The second is accountability. Of the killings in the period 1990–94, “only 2 percent to 3 percent were ruled unjustifiable by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions and the offenders charged with murder” (Harriott 2000, 82).

Harriott’s explanation is not that a rogue element captured the force. It is that the practice was institutionalised — “the product of the institutionalization of this practice within the JCF with special structures erected for this purpose” — and, crucially, that it enjoyed broad public support. Carl Stone’s 1991 survey found 56 per cent support for vigilantism among the adult population, and Harriott’s own 1994 survey found 54 per cent support for police vigilantism among JCF officers themselves (Stone 1991 and Harriott 1994, both cited in Harriott 2000, 83). His conclusion is uncomfortable and important: “on the issue of brutality, the attitudes of the police are no different from those of the rest of the population. They are simply better empowered to act on their beliefs” (Harriott 2000, 83).

This matters for the argument of the whole book. Jamaican police lethality is not an aberration imposed on a liberal society by an authoritarian force. It is a policy that a majority of Jamaicans, across classes, have supported — and it is one reason reform has been so hard, since it faces resistance not only inside the JCF but in the electorate.

Through the 2000s the annual figure ran between roughly 140 and 270. Some proportion of these were genuine armed confrontations in a society awash with weapons, in which police officers were themselves regularly murdered. A substantial proportion were not. Amnesty International’s reports, the work of Jamaicans for Justice, and later the case files of the Independent Commission of Investigations documented a recurring pattern: the “shoot-out” narrative in which the deceased is found with a weapon, no police officer is injured, the scene is disturbed, and forensic evidence contradicts the account.

The institutional response came in 2010 with the establishment of INDECOM — the Independent Commission of Investigations — a statutory body with powers to investigate security force killings independently of the police. INDECOM was fiercely resisted by the police federation and by successive commissioners; its powers were repeatedly litigated. Its effect, however, is one of the clearest data points in Jamaican governance: security force fatal shootings fell from over 200 a year before its establishment to well under 100 in most years since, without any corresponding rise in police officer deaths. That is close to a natural experiment, and it suggests strongly that a large share of the earlier killings were discretionary.



Rehearsal: West Kingston, July 2001

The 2010 Tivoli operation described in the next chapter was not unprecedented. It had a rehearsal, in the same square mile, nine years earlier, and the way the state handled the aftermath in 2001 explains a great deal about what happened in 2010.

On 5 July 2001 the JCF entered West Kingston, stating that it was acting on intelligence about illegal weapons. The security forces said they came under fire from armed men and responded with lethal force. Between 7 and 10 July there were large-scale disturbances across Jamaica, most severely in West Kingston. At least 27 people were killed — two of them members of the security forces — and reports of the seriously injured ranged from about 57 to over 75. For three days residents could not leave their homes, and bodies lay in the streets because the gunfire made recovery impossible (Amnesty International 2003, 5–6).

Prime Minister P. J. Patterson responded by appointing a Commission of Inquiry, proclaimed on 9 August 2001 under the chairmanship of Justice Julius Isaac, to enquire into “all factors concerning the upsurge of criminal violence” in a number of urban communities since May 2001 (Amnesty International 2003, 7).

The Commission exonerated the security forces of liability for the deaths. Amnesty International’s 2003 assessment of that report, published as “…Until Their Voices Are Heard…”, is one of the more damning documents in the Jamaican human rights record. Its conclusions were that the Inquiry “failed to fulfil its obligations under international law to fully investigate the deaths of at least 25 people, killed on a balance of probabilities by state agents”; that it found nobody responsible and failed even to consider criminal proceedings; that it did not address the international standards governing the use of lethal force or the planning of the operation; and that, prevented from hearing the evidence of victims and their families, it was “structurally biased in favour of the state” (Amnesty International 2003, 4).

The specifics are stark. The Commission’s final report did not name a single deceased or injured person — Amnesty had to assemble the list of the dead from newspapers and human rights groups. Although 27 people died, the exhibit list showed post-mortems for only a fraction. Some of the dead remained unidentified in the morgue (Amnesty International 2003, 5, 66–70).

Set beside the 2016 West Kingston Commission’s findings on the 2010 operation, the 2001 episode establishes the pattern that the later Commission was created to break: a mass-casualty security operation in a garrison, an inquiry, an exoneration, no names, no prosecutions, and no change. The residents of Tivoli Gardens who barricaded their community in May 2010 had watched that sequence nine years earlier.



The 2007 election and the Golding government

The PNP, in office since 1989, lost narrowly in September 2007: the JLP won 33 seats to 27 (later 32–28 after by-elections) under Bruce Golding, a former JLP minister who had left the party in 1995 to found the National Democratic Movement — explicitly on a platform of constitutional reform and an end to garrison politics — and had returned in 2002.

Golding’s arrival mattered because he was the most articulate internal critic of the system his party had built. He had campaigned against tribalism, argued for a fixed election date, proportional elements in the electoral system, an executive presidency and impeachment mechanisms. He became MP for West Kingston — Seaga’s seat, the Tivoli seat — in 2005.

The Golding administration inherited the global financial crisis, which hit Jamaica hard: tourism fell, remittances fell, bauxite collapsed almost completely (Alpart, Windalco Kirkvine and Ewarton all curtailed or closed in 2009), and revenue evaporated. Debt-to-GDP climbed past 140 per cent (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years). In February 2010 the government executed the first Jamaica Debt Exchange and entered an IMF Standby Arrangement.

And in August 2009, the United States requested the extradition of Christopher Coke.
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Chapter 18. Dudus: The Extradition, the Incursion, the Reckoning


The request

On 25 August 2009 the United States requested the extradition of Christopher Michael Coke, indicted in the Southern District of New York on charges of conspiracy to distribute marijuana and cocaine and to traffic in firearms. Coke, then about 40, was the don of Tivoli Gardens — the community built by Edward Seaga in the constituency now represented by the Prime Minister of Jamaica.

The Golding government did not act on the request. For nine months it declined to sign the authority to proceed, with the Attorney General arguing that the evidence had been obtained through wiretaps that were unlawful under Jamaican law and that the request breached the treaty and Jamaica’s Interception of Communications Act.

The legal argument was not frivolous. But the political context made it impossible to hear it in isolation. Coke was the most powerful non-state actor in the Prime Minister’s own constituency, in a community with a forty-year relationship to the Prime Minister’s party. Relations with Washington deteriorated badly.

Then came the Manatt affair. It emerged in early 2010 that the Washington law and lobbying firm Manatt, Phelps & Phillips had been retained in connection with the extradition matter, and that the retainer had been arranged through channels connected to the JLP. Golding initially denied government involvement; on 11 May 2010 he told Parliament that he had sanctioned the party’s role. The admission was devastating to his authority, and it converted a legal dispute into a constitutional scandal about whether the governing party had used a foreign lobbyist to protect a drug trafficker.

On 17 May 2010 Golding announced that the authority to proceed would be signed.



The incursion

Tivoli Gardens prepared for a siege. Barricades of vehicles, appliances and debris were thrown across the entrances. Men from other communities came to reinforce. On 23 May, gunmen attacked police stations across Kingston — Hannah Town, Darling Street, Denham Town — and a police officer was killed. The government declared a state of emergency in Kingston and St Andrew.

On 24 May 2010 the security forces entered Tivoli Gardens in force. The operation continued for several days.

The Commission of Enquiry that later examined it recorded the scale plainly: “Two days after the launch of the operation, 69 civilians and 3 members of the security forces lay dead.” It described the operation as “great and unprecedented in the history of confrontations between the citizenry and the security forces of Jamaica.” The UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean assessed the total economic effect of the unrest at about US$258.8 million; the JCF calculated its own losses at J$126.15 million; and the Ministry of Labour and Social Security paid J$71.89 million in ex gratia compassionate grants to residents (West Kingston Commission 2016, paras. 2.4–2.5).

The death toll was contested and the Commission resolved it carefully. The Public Defender, Earl Witter, had listed 76 known related deceased persons in his interim report to Parliament. The Commission examined that list against the testimony of DSP Gladys Brown-Ellis and the records of Kingston Public Hospital and Madden’s Funeral Home, and excluded six names on the ground that those people had died outside the area of operation or from unrelated causes, together with Keith Clarke — the accountant shot dead by soldiers in his own home in Kirkland Heights on 27 May, whose killing was the subject of separate proceedings. “Accordingly,” the Commission found, “we find that 69 civilians died as a result of the operation” (West Kingston Commission 2016, paras. 14.144, 14.152–14.155).

Residents and community organisations have continued to allege a higher figure and that bodies were removed. What is not in dispute is that the Public Defender told the Commission that at the time he demitted office, “we were investigating reports that 44 of the 76 were extra-judicial killings” (quoted in West Kingston Commission 2016, para. 14.101).

The Commission’s findings, delivered in June 2016, were severe.

Mortars. The Commission established that mortars had been fired into Tivoli Gardens — thirty-seven rounds — on the authority of the Chief of Defence Staff, Major General Stewart Saunders, who told the Commission, “It was my decision to use mortars.” The Commissioner of Police, Owen Ellington, said he had no knowledge that mortars were used on 24 May. The Commission found that Carl Henry “probably died as a result of injuries received from an exploding mortar round” and that Bojan Rochester “seems to have been the probable victim of mortar fire and gunfire” (West Kingston Commission 2016, paras. 7.68–7.71, 9.80).

Killings. The Commission found evidence strongly suggestive of extrajudicial killings by members of the JCF in several specific instances, including a group of five, and found that members of a unit operating in the Java area had committed extrajudicial killings.

Institutional denial. The Commission’s own summary of what most disturbed it is worth quoting in full: “The most significant and worrying feature of our Enquiry was the fact that the JCF did not acknowledge responsibility for any civilian deaths whatsoever. The JDF, for its part, gave evidence of only one such death — a sniper on the Blood Bank building” (West Kingston Commission 2016, para. 15.30).

Balance. The Commission also found that the operation itself “was justified,” while holding that “the manner of its execution by some members of the security forces was disproportionate, unjustified and unjustifiable” (West Kingston Commission 2016, para. 15.6). The security forces had faced organised, heavily armed resistance from men who had barricaded the community and attacked police stations.

Its recommendations were organised around four objectives: “restoring/promoting trust and confidence in the State; compensating victims for property damage, wrongful death and injuries; controlling the use of force by the JDF and JCF; [and] dismantling garrisons and mitigating the conditions that give rise to them” (West Kingston Commission 2016, para. 15.4). It recommended that the Government apologise in Parliament “for the excesses of the security forces during the operation,” noting that “the Government is, in the last resort, responsible for the conduct of its security forces” (para. 15.7); that victims be compensated without delay, since “an apology alone will not meet the case”; that counselling be provided to traumatised persons; that the use of masks and concealment gear by security personnel be tightly restricted and recorded; and — a recommendation subsequently implemented — that body-worn cameras be introduced for police and for soldiers on special policing operations (paras. 15.28–15.32). It acted on a petition from 118 residents of West Kingston who had asked for exactly the first two things (para. 15.3).

The government apologised. A compensation fund was established. Some payments have been made; the process has been criticised as slow and inadequate by victims’ representatives, and litigation continued for years.

Coke was not in Tivoli. He evaded capture for a month and was arrested on 22 June 2010 at a roadblock on the Mandela Highway, in a vehicle, accompanied by a well-known clergyman who said he was taking him to surrender at the US Embassy. Coke waived extradition, was flown to New York, pleaded guilty in 2011 to racketeering conspiracy and assault in aid of racketeering, and was sentenced in June 2012 to 23 years’ imprisonment.



What Tivoli meant

The 2010 events are the hinge of contemporary Jamaica, and the reasons are worth stating precisely.

It broke the political-criminal nexus at the top. For the first time, a Jamaican government destroyed the most powerful garrison in the country, in its own constituency, at enormous political cost. Bruce Golding resigned as Prime Minister in October 2011. The JLP lost the December 2011 election. Whatever else it did, the state demonstrated that the arrangement was no longer protected at the highest level. No subsequent Jamaican politician has been able to maintain an open relationship with a don of that stature.

It ended the era of the great don. The dons who followed have been smaller, less legitimate, more purely predatory and far more replaceable. Tivoli itself was transformed, and Kingston’s traditional garrisons have declined in significance relative to newer, more fluid criminal formations in St Catherine, St James and the rural parishes.

It cost the state its remaining moral credit in the inner city. Seventy-plus dead civilians, mortars fired into a housing scheme, and a compensation process that took years produced a settled conviction in West Kingston that the state kills its own. This is not a marginal view; it was documented at length by the Commission.

It marked the beginning of a security policy that has continued for fifteen years: emergency powers, cordon and search, intelligence-led targeting of gang leadership, and a willingness to accept significant civil liberties costs. What began as an emergency in 2010 became, by 2018, a semi-permanent condition.



Golding’s fall and the 2011 election

Golding announced his resignation in September 2011 and left office in October. The JLP chose Andrew Holness, then 39, Minister of Education, as leader — the first Jamaican Prime Minister born after independence. Holness called an immediate general election for 29 December 2011.

The PNP under Portia Simpson Miller won decisively: 42 seats to 21. Simpson Miller returned as Prime Minister in January 2012 and would govern until 2016.

She inherited a fiscal position that had become untenable. The 2010 IMF Standby Arrangement had gone off track within a year; the debt exchange of 2010 had bought time without solving anything; debt-to-GDP was heading towards 147 per cent (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years); and the country had no access to affordable finance. The next chapter is the story of what she and her finance minister did about it, which is the most surprising thing in this book.




Sources for Chapter 18

Report of the West Kingston Commission of Enquiry (3 vols, June 2016) — the primary source, chaired by Sir David Simmons with Hazel Harris and Anthony Harriott; Interim Report of the Public Defender to Parliament concerning Investigations into the Conduct of the Security Forces during the State of Emergency, May 2010 (2013); Office of the Public Defender submissions; US District Court for the Southern District of New York, United States v. Christopher Michael Coke, indictment and sentencing documents (2009–2012); Jamaica Hansard, statements of Bruce Golding, May 2010; Bruce Golding’s later interviews and the Gleaner/Observer archives for the Manatt affair; Amnesty International, Jamaica: A Long Road to Justice? Human Rights Violations under the State of Emergency (2011); Rivke Jaffe, Concrete Jungles (2016); Deborah Thomas, Political Life in the Wake of the Plantation: Sovereignty, Witnessing, Repair (2019), which centres the Tivoli events; Electoral Commission of Jamaica, 2011 election returns.






Chapter 19. The Great Adjustment: How Jamaica Fixed Its Debt


The problem in 2012

When Portia Simpson Miller’s government took office in January 2012, Jamaica’s public debt stood at approximately 145 per cent of GDP (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years). Interest payments consumed a very large share of revenue. The 2010 IMF programme had lapsed. Growth over the previous four decades had averaged well under 1 per cent a year (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica; Henry and Miller 2009) — a record that had made Jamaica a standard example in the growth literature of a country with good institutions, an educated population, political stability and abysmal economic performance.

The 2010 Jamaica Debt Exchange (JDX) had been the first attempt. Executed in January–February 2010 under finance minister Audley Shaw, it exchanged roughly J$700 billion (about US$7.8 billion) of domestic debt — around 65 per cent of the domestic stock — for new instruments with lower coupons and longer maturities, with participation above 99 per cent (Ministry of Finance, JDX offer documents and outturn; IMF 2010 Standby Arrangement staff report). Crucially, there was no reduction of principal: bondholders took a loss in net present value terms but were repaid in full nominally. It saved perhaps 3 per cent of GDP in annual interest (IMF 2010 Standby Arrangement staff report). It was not enough, and the accompanying IMF programme collapsed within a year when fiscal targets were missed.



NDX and the 2013 programme

In February 2013 the government executed a second exchange: the National Debt Exchange (NDX), covering around J$860 billion (Ministry of Finance, NDX offer documents; IMF 2013 EFF staff report). Again, no principal haircut; again lower coupons and longer maturities; again near-universal participation. It was the necessary precondition for a new IMF arrangement.

The Extended Fund Facility approved in May 2013 — about US$932 million over four years, later supplemented by World Bank and IDB financing (IMF 2013 EFF staff report) — was accompanied by a set of commitments that were, by any comparative standard, extraordinary.

The central one was a primary surplus of 7.5 per cent of GDP, sustained for years. A primary surplus is revenue minus non-interest expenditure. To run 7.5 per cent of GDP for a single year is severe; to sustain it for the better part of a decade is close to unprecedented in a democracy. For comparison, Greece’s programme targets, widely regarded as socially catastrophic, were 3.5 per cent. Jamaica ran above 7 per cent from FY2013/14 through FY2019/20 (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years); EPOC quarterly reports).

Around it were built:


	A fiscal rule legislated in 2014 through amendments to the Financial Administration and Audit Act and the Public Bodies Management and Accountability Act, setting a binding debt target (originally 60 per cent of GDP by FY2025/26, later adjusted to FY2027/28), a wage-bill target of 9 per cent of GDP, and a fiscal balance rule with a defined escape clause for disasters.

	A public sector wage freeze and subsequent restraint, negotiated with the unions.

	Tax reform, broadening the base and reducing discretionary waivers, which had riddled the system.

	Central bank reform: the Bank of Jamaica was given operational independence and an explicit inflation target (4–6 per cent) in legislation passed in 2020, and moved to a modern inflation-targeting framework.

	A natural disaster reserve fund and a catastrophe bond — Jamaica became, in 2021, the first small island state to independently sponsor a catastrophe bond in the capital markets, a direct response to the pattern established by Gilbert.

	EPOC — the Economic Programme Oversight Committee, established in 2013 and chaired initially by the businessman Richard Byles. This is the innovation that most impressed outside observers. EPOC was a body of private sector, trade union and civil society figures that monitored the programme independently, published quarterly reports in plain language, and held press conferences. Its function was to make the adjustment legible and to give it a domestic owner other than the IMF, thereby insulating it from the “IMF austerity” framing that had destroyed previous programmes. It was accompanied by a Partnership for Jamaica bringing government, opposition, business and unions into a formal accord.





Why it held

The most interesting question about the Jamaican adjustment is not how it was designed but why it survived a change of government.

In February 2016 the JLP under Andrew Holness won a general election by one seat — 32 to 31 — campaigning on a promise to raise the income tax threshold to J$1.5 million, a substantial giveaway (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns; JLP 2016 manifesto). Conventional expectation was that the programme would be abandoned.

It was not. The Holness government continued the primary surplus, completed the EFF, negotiated a precautionary Standby Arrangement of about US$1.64 billion in 2016 (IMF 2016 SBA staff report), maintained the fiscal rules, and in November 2019 exited IMF programme support entirely with the fiscal architecture intact. Nigel Clarke, appointed finance minister in 2018, became the programme’s most effective public advocate. The income tax threshold was raised as promised, funded by consumption tax measures.

Several factors explain the continuity.

Ideological convergence. As argued in Chapter 9, the parties had ceased to differ meaningfully on economic policy after 1989. There was no alternative programme on offer.

Institutionalisation. The fiscal rules were in statute, the targets were public, EPOC published quarterly, and the Independent Fiscal Commission (legislated 2021, operational from 2023) added a permanent watchdog. Reversal would have been visible and attributable.

Elite consensus. The financial sector, which held the debt, had a direct interest in the programme’s success. The private sector organisations were formally incorporated. The unions accepted wage restraint. This was, in the political science sense, a genuine elite pact.

Absence of a mobilised opposition. This is the uncomfortable part. The adjustment fell hardest on public sector workers, on users of public services, and on the poor through consumption taxes. There was no strike wave, no riot comparable to 1985 or 1999, no successful populist challenger. The garrison-era mechanisms of mobilisation had decayed; turnout was falling; the diaspora safety valve and remittances absorbed distress; and the political parties, being agreed on the policy, gave discontent nowhere to go.



The results

By the numbers, the adjustment worked.

Debt-to-GDP fell from about 147 per cent in FY2012/13 to roughly 94 per cent by FY2019/20 — a fall of more than 50 percentage points in seven years, one of the largest peacetime debt reductions ever recorded (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years). COVID-19 pushed it back up to around 109 per cent in FY2020/21, but the trajectory resumed immediately: to roughly 72 per cent by FY2023/24 and 68.7 per cent by the end of FY2024/25 — the lowest in three decades (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper FY2026/27; Independent Fiscal Commission 2026). The statutory target of 60 per cent by FY2027/28 has been assessed as realistic by the Independent Fiscal Commission (2026), though Hurricane Melissa has complicated the path.

Inflation was brought into a 4–6 per cent target band and largely held there (Bank of Jamaica, monetary policy reports). The exchange rate stabilised after decades of steady depreciation, trading in a comparatively narrow range through the 2020s with the BOJ intervening through its B-FXITT facility. Gross reserves were rebuilt to comfortable levels. Jamaica’s credit ratings were upgraded repeatedly. Unemployment fell from around 15 per cent in 2013 to a record low of 3.5 per cent by October 2024 and 3.3 per cent by October 2025 (STATIN, Labour Force Survey). Poverty fell to a record low of 7.8 per cent in 2024, down from over 19 per cent in 2015 (STATIN/PIOJ, Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions; Jamaica Information Service, November 2025).

By other measures, the picture is more equivocal, and this is the central criticism.

Growth never came. The whole justification for the adjustment was that lower debt would unlock investment and growth. Jamaican growth through the late 2010s averaged around 1 per cent (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica) — better than the previous forty years, but nowhere near the 5 per cent the country needs. The economy remains small, undiversified and vulnerable.

Public services absorbed the cost. Seven years of primary surpluses at 7 per cent meant a decade of underinvestment in schools, hospitals, courts, water and roads on top of the previous two decades of the same. The state that emerged from the adjustment was solvent and thin.

Wages stagnated. Public sector real wages fell substantially over the programme period. The compensation restructuring undertaken from 2022 addressed this belatedly and expensively.

The falling unemployment rate conceals composition. Much of the employment growth was in low-productivity services and informal self-employment. Labour force participation and the quality of work matter more than the headline rate.

Still: the achievement is real and it is unusual. A small, heavily indebted, highly violent democracy with a history of programme failure ran one of the most severe fiscal adjustments in modern history for a decade, across a change of government, without social collapse. It is studied internationally for that reason. The question that follows — whether fiscal virtue can be converted into growth and into a functioning state — is the subject of Part Seven.
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Chapter 20. The Plague Year: COVID-19, the 2020 Landslide and the Cost of Closure


An economy built on people arriving

Jamaica recorded its first case of COVID-19 on 10 March 2020. Within a fortnight the borders were closed, a national curfew regime was in place under the Disaster Risk Management Act, schools were shut, and the industry that employs more Jamaicans than any other had stopped entirely.

No country was well placed for this, but Jamaica’s exposure was unusually direct. An economy in which tourism generates a fifth of GDP and a much larger share of foreign exchange, in which remittances from workers in the American and British service sectors sustain household consumption, and in which a third of activity is informal and cash-based — day-to-day, hand-to-mouth, with no possibility of working from home — is close to a worst case for a pandemic that closes borders and confines people to their houses.

The output collapse was severe. The Jamaican economy contracted by roughly 10 per cent in fiscal year 2020/21, the sharpest fall since the 1970s (PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica 2020). Unemployment, which had fallen to around 7.2 per cent, jumped to 12.6 per cent by July 2020 (STATIN, Labour Force Survey, July 2020). Tourism arrivals fell by roughly two-thirds. Public debt, which had been driven down from 147 per cent of GDP to about 94 per cent through seven years of extraordinary discipline, rose back to around 109 per cent in a single year — wiping out roughly a third of the entire adjustment (Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper, relevant years).



The response

The Jamaican government’s response was fiscally conservative by international standards and this remains contested.

The centrepiece was the CARE programme — COVID Allocation of Resources for Employees — which provided temporary cash transfers to laid-off workers in the formal sector, grants to small businesses, and support to informal workers and those on the PATH social assistance register. Total support amounted to a few percentage points of GDP, considerably less than the double-digit fiscal packages deployed in advanced economies and less than several regional peers.

The government’s argument was that Jamaica’s hard-won credibility was the asset that mattered most, that a large deficit would jeopardise access to markets, and that it had built precisely the kind of fiscal space that allowed it to absorb a shock without a crisis. The escape clause in the fiscal rule was invoked, the deficit was allowed to widen, and the IMF provided US$520 million under the Rapid Financing Instrument in May 2020 (IMF 2020). Jamaica did not default, did not impose emergency taxation, and did not lose market access. Ratings held.

The counter-argument, advanced by the Opposition and by a number of economists, was that the transfers were too small and too slow, that they reached the formal sector far better than the informal one, and that a government sitting on a decade of accumulated fiscal credibility should have spent more of it on the worst year in living memory. Household distress in 2020 and 2021 was severe and is imperfectly captured in the statistics, because the poverty series is annual and lagged and because the informal economy is invisible.

By 2022 the resumption of the adjustment path was under way and debt had begun falling again. In the narrow fiscal sense, Jamaica’s pandemic was a demonstration that the strategy of Chapter 19 worked. In the household sense, it was a very hard two years.



Health outcomes and the vaccine problem

Jamaica’s health outcome was middling by regional standards. Cumulative confirmed cases ran to around 150,000 and recorded deaths to roughly 3,500 (Ministry of Health and Wellness situation reports; PAHO country data) — a mortality rate lower than the United States or the United Kingdom, higher than several Caribbean neighbours. The public hospital system, already stretched, came close to being overwhelmed during the Delta wave of late 2021, with oxygen shortages and field hospital arrangements.

The most striking feature was vaccine uptake, which was among the lowest in the Americas. Despite adequate supply from mid-2021 onwards through COVAX and bilateral donations, full-course vaccination coverage remained in the region of a quarter to a third of the population (Our World in Data, Jamaica vaccination series; PAHO) — far below regional peers and far below what the health ministry had planned for. Doses expired unused.

The reasons were not primarily logistical. Jamaica has a strong and long-established routine childhood immunisation programme with high coverage, so the infrastructure and the general acceptance of vaccination existed. What emerged instead was a specific and intense hesitancy about these vaccines, propagated through church networks, WhatsApp, talk radio and social media, and drawing on a mixture of international anti-vaccine content, religious objection, and a well-founded historical suspicion of medical authority. Public figures amplified it. The government declined to mandate.

The episode is worth dwelling on because it illustrates something general about the Jamaican state: it can execute a technically demanding fiscal programme over a decade, and it cannot reliably persuade its own population of a public health proposition. The gap between the state’s macro competence and its capacity to command trust at the level of the household is a recurring theme of this book.



Schools

The most durable damage was educational.

Jamaican schools were closed or operating remotely for the better part of two academic years. The remote provision depended on devices and connectivity that a large share of Jamaican households did not have; the government’s tablet distribution programme was substantial but did not close the gap, and many children — disproportionately rural, poor and male — simply disengaged. Estimates of the number of children who were unreachable for extended periods ran into the tens of thousands.

The consequences appeared in subsequent assessment data as a marked decline in literacy and numeracy attainment, in raised dropout rates, and in a cohort effect that the education system is still absorbing in 2026. Superimposed on the pre-existing weaknesses described in Chapter 27 — an allocation system that sorts by household resources at age eleven, and a majority of students leaving school without the standard qualification threshold — the pandemic produced what educators describe as a lost cohort.

There is a security dimension to this too. The population most at risk of criminal recruitment is boys aged 12 to 17 detached from school. The pandemic detached a great many of them for two years. That the murder rate has nonetheless fallen sharply since 2023 is, on the face of it, evidence against a simple link between school disengagement and violence — or evidence that the effect is delayed and has not yet arrived.



The 2020 election

Jamaica went to the polls on 3 September 2020, in the middle of the pandemic, with elaborate public health protocols at polling stations.

The result was the largest landslide since 1993: the Jamaica Labour Party won 49 seats to the People’s National Party’s 14, on about 57 per cent of the vote (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, returns). Andrew Holness had led his party from a one-seat majority to a supermajority in four years.

Two features of the result matter for the argument of this book.

The first is turnout: 37 per cent (Electoral Commission of Jamaica), the lowest in Jamaican history at the time and a continuation of a forty-year decline. Some of that is attributable to the pandemic. Most of it is not, as the 2025 figure of 39.96 per cent — in a normal year, in a far more competitive contest — demonstrates.

The second is the nature of the JLP’s appeal. Holness campaigned on competence: on the fiscal record, on infrastructure delivery, on the handling of the pandemic to that point, and on the argument that his government was the safer pair of hands in an emergency. It was, in effect, a technocratic mandate, and it worked. The PNP, riven by internal division and led by Peter Phillips — the finance minister who had actually designed and executed the great adjustment, and who could not persuade the electorate to credit him for it — was reduced to its worst result in decades. Phillips resigned; Mark Golding was elected leader in November 2020.

That sequence contains a lesson about Jamaican politics that recurs throughout Part Seven: the electorate rewards visible delivery and punishes the austerity that funds it, and the party that imposes the discipline is not the party that collects the dividend.
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PART SEVEN — JAMAICA NOW: THE COUNTRY IN 2026





Chapter 21. The Security State: Emergencies, Zones and the Great Decline


The turn to emergency

Andrew Holness’s government, elected by a single seat in February 2016, inherited a murder rate that promptly got worse. Murders rose from 1,192 in 2015 to 1,350 in 2016 and 1,647 in 2017 — one of the worst years on record (Jamaica Constabulary Force statistics; see Appendix C). St James parish alone, driven by the lottery scamming wars around Montego Bay, recorded 335 murders in 2017 in a population of about 185,000 — a rate of roughly 180 per 100,000, higher than any country on earth (JCF divisional statistics; STATIN parish population estimates).

The response was a fundamental change in security posture, and it has now run for eight years.

Zones of Special Operations (ZOSO). The Law Reform (Zones of Special Operations) (Special Security and Community Development Measures) Act was passed in July 2017. It permits the Prime Minister, on the advice of the National Security Council, to designate a defined geographic area in which joint police-military operations may cordon, search and screen, with a statutory requirement that a “social intervention” phase accompany the security phase — clearing garbage, restoring water and electricity, issuing birth certificates and identification documents, running skills training. The first ZOSO was declared in Mount Salem, St James, on 1 September 2017; Denham Town followed in October. Dozens have been declared since, in Kingston, St Catherine, St James, Westmoreland, Clarendon and elsewhere.

States of Public Emergency (SOE). On 18 January 2018 the government declared a state of emergency across St James, and thereafter across a rolling series of parishes and police divisions. Under an SOE the security forces may detain without charge, search without warrant, and impose curfews. Detentions have run into the thousands per year. SOEs have been declared, extended, lapsed and re-declared continuously from 2018 to the present, including one across the St Catherine North division in January 2025.

The legal and political friction has been continuous. Extension of an SOE beyond an initial period requires a parliamentary resolution, and in the Senate a two-thirds majority — which gives the Opposition a veto. The PNP used it repeatedly from 2021, arguing that indefinite emergency rule was unconstitutional in substance and ineffective in practice. In September 2020 the Supreme Court found that the detention of certain individuals under the SOE regime had breached their constitutional rights and awarded damages, holding that the state had used emergency powers as a substitute for ordinary policing. The government appealed and adjusted its practice.

The civil liberties critique is serious and should not be dismissed. Emergency powers have been used more or less permanently, in defined and predominantly poor Black communities, producing mass short-term detention of young men who are overwhelmingly released without charge. Jamaicans for Justice, the Independent Commission of Investigations, the Public Defender and the human rights bar have all documented the costs.



The other half of the strategy

Emergency powers received the headlines, but the substantive work was elsewhere and arguably mattered more.

Legislation. The Criminal Justice (Suppression of Criminal Organizations) Act 2014 — the Anti-Gang Act — created offences of gang membership, leadership, recruitment and facilitation, permitting prosecution of an organisation rather than of individual killings. It was strengthened by amendment in 2021. The new Firearms (Prohibition, Restriction and Regulation) Act 2022 replaced a 1967 statute and introduced substantially increased penalties, including a mandatory minimum of fifteen years for illegal possession of a firearm in defined circumstances. DNA legislation arrived in 2016 with the establishment of a national DNA register. Plea negotiation, previously little used, expanded.

Prosecutorial capacity. The Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions built specialist capacity in gang prosecutions; witness protection was strengthened and internationalised; and the courts accepted the use of protected-witness testimony behind screens and by video link.

The long trials. The result was a series of mass gang prosecutions of a kind Jamaica had never attempted. The trial of the “One Don” faction of the Klansman gang, arising from operations in Spanish Town, began in September 2021 with 33 defendants, ran for roughly two years — the longest trial in Jamaican history — and concluded in September 2023 with the conviction of the leader Andre “Blackman” Bryan and fourteen others on charges including being part of a criminal organisation and multiple murders. Bryan was sentenced in 2024 to life imprisonment with a very long pre-parole period. A second Klansman prosecution, of the rival Tesha Miller faction, opened in February 2026 with 25 defendants and was still running in mid-2026. Tesha Miller himself had been convicted in 2019 in relation to the murder of a state agency chairman.

These trials are expensive, slow, and enormously demanding of witnesses. They are also, on the available evidence, the single most effective instrument the Jamaican state has deployed against organised crime, because they remove entire leadership structures at once rather than replacing one leader with his deputy.

Policing. Commissioner Antony Anderson, appointed in March 2018 from the Jamaica Defence Force, oversaw a substantial restructuring: an expanded National Intelligence Bureau, a Counter-Terrorism and Organised Crime Investigation Branch, the Jamaica Eye CCTV network, body-worn cameras, higher recruitment and significant pay increases under the public sector compensation restructuring. Force strength rose materially. Meanwhile INDECOM’s supervision held fatal police shootings well below their pre-2010 levels.

Interdiction. Weapons seizures increased markedly. In May 2025 the Jamaica Customs Agency intercepted 238 firearms and more than 23,000 rounds of ammunition concealed inside household water heaters at the Kingston seaport — the largest seizure in the agency’s history (Jamaica Customs Agency 2025). The United States, under a July 2024 Commerce Department measure, suspended most exports of non-military firearms and ammunition to Jamaica and several other countries in the region — a significant supply-side intervention (US Department of Commerce, Bureau of Industry and Security, July 2024; US Department of State 2026).



The decline

Whatever the causal weighting, the outcome since 2023 has been dramatic.

Murders fell from 1,393 in 2023 to approximately 1,150 in 2024 — a fall of about 19 per cent. They then fell again in 2025 to roughly 660: the figure stood at 649 on 20 December 2025, against 1,136 at the same point in 2024, a fall of 43 per cent. Seventeen of the nineteen police divisions recorded reductions; only St Thomas and St Ann rose. Shootings, injuries and reported rapes all fell. Robberies and break-ins rose — by 8 and 19 per cent respectively — a divergence worth noting (Jamaica Gleaner, “Murder toll now 649, major crimes still down,” 22 December 2025; Jamaica Information Service 2025).

The trend continued into 2026. January 2026 produced the lowest monthly murder total since the police began collecting comparable statistics in 2001 (Office of the Prime Minister, February 2026). In the first five months of 2026 there were 221 murders, down 23 per cent year on year (Jamaica Gleaner, June 2026); in the first half, 265 against 342, down 22.5 per cent, with shootings down 27.7 per cent, robberies down 25 per cent, break-ins down 11.5 per cent, and serious crime overall down 19.5 per cent — 1,464 serious crimes against 1,818 (Caribbean National Weekly, July 2026). By 20 July 2026 the year-to-date figure stood at 299 (Jamaica Constabulary Force, statistics portal).

If the 2026 pace holds, Jamaica will end the year with a murder rate somewhere near 20 per 100,000 — still high by world standards, roughly four times the global average, but comparable to Trinidad and Tobago at its better moments, below several US cities, and less than a third of Jamaica’s own rate two decades ago. For a country that spent a generation at or near the top of the global homicide table, this is the largest change in any social indicator in the country’s post-independence history.



Why did it happen?

Honest analysis requires acknowledging that the causal question is not settled, and that the government’s own explanation, while plausible, is not the whole story. Several factors are operating simultaneously.

Decapitation of gang leadership. The mass trials, combined with SOE detentions and targeted operations, removed a substantial fraction of the identifiable leadership of the major criminal organisations between 2021 and 2025. The government’s count of active gangs fell from 381 in 2018 to around 100 by 2025 (Ministry of National Security figures as reported by ACLED 2024 and InSight Crime) — a figure that must be treated cautiously, since counting gangs is methodologically fraught, but the direction is corroborated by police and prosecution activity.

Sustained saturation policing. Eight years of continuous emergency deployment in the highest-violence divisions has raised the cost of carrying and using a firearm. ACLED’s comparative analysis of Jamaica and Trinidad suggests SOEs suppress violence within the zone during deployment, with a real but incomplete displacement effect to adjacent areas — meaning the effect is genuine but smaller than raw within-zone statistics imply.

Weapons interdiction and the US supply measure. Reducing inflow does not disarm existing holders, but it raises the price of a firearm and of ammunition, which matters at the margin for a corner crew.

Demography. This is the most under-discussed factor and may be among the most important. Jamaica’s total fertility rate has fallen below replacement, to around 1.3–1.4 children per woman (STATIN demographic statistics; World Bank development indicators). Combined with sustained emigration of young adults, this means the 15–29 male cohort — the population that commits and suffers the overwhelming majority of Jamaican homicides — is shrinking in absolute terms and has been for years. Countries experiencing this transition typically see violence decline for reasons that have nothing to do with policy.

Economic conditions. Record-low unemployment (3.3 per cent: STATIN, October 2025), record-low measured poverty (7.8 per cent: STATIN/PIOJ Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions 2024), and strong remittance inflows raise the opportunity cost of criminal activity. The relationship between unemployment and homicide is weaker in the literature than intuition suggests, but a tightening labour market at the bottom end plausibly matters.

Exhaustion and reduced don legitimacy. The post-Tivoli criminal landscape is fragmented and predatory. The don who buried your mother and paid your school fees has been replaced by a young man who extorts your shop. Community tolerance has fallen accordingly, and there is fragmentary evidence — more anonymous tips, more successful prosecutions requiring witnesses — that the informant taboo has weakened.

Melissa. The hurricane in October 2025 disrupted everything, including criminal activity, and the subsequent influx of relief money and reconstruction work may have absorbed labour that would otherwise have been available for crime. This is a genuine confound in reading the 2025 numbers, and the 2026 figures — falling from an already reduced 2025 base — are the better evidence that the decline is structural rather than storm-related.



Harriott’s warning, and why it cuts the other way this time

Before accepting any of this, a caution from the most careful student of Jamaican organised crime is required, because it is the strongest available argument that falling crime numbers can mean the opposite of what they appear to mean.

Writing in 2008, Anthony Harriott warned that “even short-term changes in crime rates may not be true measures of success.” Specifically:


Lower robbery rates, for example, may be the outcome of successful protection and extortion rackets. Extortion and protection rackets must be expected to have a substitution and displacement effect on robbery and other crimes against businesses such as breaking and entering. And if the territorial control of organized crime is extensive enough, it may even have a control effect on these types of crime. Lower robbery rates may therefore indicate the increasing power of organized crime groups, not improved public safety. (Harriott 2008, 61)



He observed that between 1995 and 2006 Jamaica’s reported robbery rate fell from 178 to 75.3 incidents per 100,000 — precisely the period in which extortion and protection rackets were taking hold — and noted that these crimes “do not yet appear as a category in the annual reports of the police.” He extended the same logic to homicide: “A reduction in homicide rates may indicate organized crime monopolies on the use of violence and their successful control of amateur criminals and youth gangs that operate in their jurisdictions” (Harriott 2008, 61–62). His summary of the late 1990s and 2000s is that “Jamaica’s aggregate crime rate has been declining since the late 1990s, and yet the country has become more dangerous and people more fearful of criminal victimization.”

This is the correct sceptical prior, and it should be applied to 2025–26. Applied honestly, however, it cuts in favour of the current decline being real, for one specific reason: the pattern is inverted. In Harriott’s monopoly scenario, robbery and break-in fall while criminal control tightens. In 2025 Jamaican murders fell 43 per cent while robberies rose 8 per cent and break-ins rose 19 per cent. That is the signature of criminal organisations losing territorial control and fragmenting into opportunistic predation — not of a monopoly consolidating. The 2026 data, in which robbery and break-in also began falling, is consistent with the state subsequently gaining on the fragments.

The Harriott test is therefore one the current decline appears to pass. It is also a standing instruction for the future: if Jamaican murders keep falling while robbery, extortion and break-in fall faster than can plausibly be explained by policing, the right inference may be that somebody else is imposing order.



Is it durable?

The honest answer is that nobody knows, and there are grounds for both confidence and worry.

Grounds for confidence: the decline preceded Melissa and has continued after it; it is broad-based across divisions; it is accompanied by falls in shootings, which are harder to manipulate statistically than murders; the demographic driver is structural and will continue; and the institutional changes — gang prosecutions, forensic capacity, intelligence — are cumulative rather than dependent on continued emergency deployment.

Grounds for worry: the strategy still rests heavily on emergency powers of contested legality that could be curtailed by courts or by a change of government; the underlying conditions in the highest-violence communities — youth unemployment, informal settlement, absent state services, unresolved land tenure — are largely unchanged; the rise in robbery and break-in suggests displacement into predatory acquisitive crime; the extortion economy has not been dismantled; and Jamaica has seen substantial declines before (murders fell from 1,680 in 2009 to 1,087 in 2012 (JCF statistics; see Appendix C)) that reversed completely within five years.

The 2012–2017 reversal is the cautionary case. It followed the Tivoli shock, involved similar claims of structural change, and unwound as soon as the criminal economy reorganised around lottery scamming in the west. What is different this time is the legislative and prosecutorial apparatus, the demographic trend, and the labour market. Whether that is enough is the central open question in Jamaican public life in 2026.
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Chapter 22. The New Criminal Economy: Scamming, Corner Crews and the Iron Pipeline


From transshipment to fraud

The Jamaican criminal economy has changed its principal product roughly once a generation: ganja in the 1960s and 1970s, cocaine transshipment in the 1980s and 1990s, and from the mid-2000s, advance-fee fraud — universally known in Jamaica as “the scam” or the “lottery scam.”

The model is simple and was, at its peak, extraordinarily lucrative. A caller telephones an elderly American — the targets were overwhelmingly elderly, and disproportionately in the American Midwest and South — and informs them that they have won a substantial prize in a sweepstake. To release the winnings, the victim must pay taxes, customs charges, insurance or a transfer fee. The victim wires money. The requests continue, escalating, sometimes for years, sometimes until the victim’s savings are gone. Some victims were defrauded of hundreds of thousands of dollars; there are documented cases of suicide.

The essential input is the “lead list”: a database of names, ages, telephone numbers and financial details of likely targets, typically originating from legitimate US marketing and sweepstake databases and sold or stolen into the criminal market. Possession of a good list is the scarce asset. It is bought, sold, stolen and fought over — and that is the direct mechanism by which the scam became a mass-casualty event.

The industry established itself in Montego Bay and the surrounding parishes of St James, Hanover, Westmoreland and Trelawny. Local factors favoured it: a large pool of young people with excellent spoken English and telephone skills, many trained in the call-centre sector that had established itself in Montego Bay’s free zone; existing money-transfer infrastructure; and a weak enforcement capacity in the west.

At its height in the early to mid-2010s, credible estimates put the annual take at hundreds of millions of US dollars, with some assessments running above US$1 billion — comparable to Jamaica’s entire tourism receipts. These figures are necessarily estimates built from victim-loss reports and seizures rather than measurements, and the higher end should be treated with caution (Harriott and Jones 2016; US Federal Trade Commission consumer sentinel data). Whatever the true figure, the effect on Montego Bay was visible: a boom in construction, in high-end vehicles, in nightlife spending, and in murders.



The bloodshed

Scamming money produced violence through three channels.

Disputes over lead lists and proceeds. Because the asset is information and the money is untraceable, disputes cannot be litigated and are settled by killing. Partnerships dissolve violently.

Robbery of scammers. A young man with large amounts of cash and no legal recourse is the ideal robbery target, and armed crews formed specifically to prey on scammers.

Recruitment of enforcers. Scam money financed guns and paid gunmen, expanding the armed population.

St James’s murder figures tell the story: the parish went from a moderately violent tourist parish to the most homicidal jurisdiction on earth by rate, peaking at 335 murders in 2017. The January 2018 state of emergency was a direct response.



The response

Jamaica legislated specifically against it. The Law Reform (Fraudulent Transactions) (Special Provisions) Act 2013 criminalised possession of identity information without lawful authority — the lead list itself — which was the crucial evidentiary innovation, since proving a completed fraud on a victim in Ohio from a courtroom in Montego Bay is close to impossible. A joint Jamaican-American task force, the Lottery Scam Task Force, was established with US federal agencies, and a series of extraditions and US prosecutions followed, most prominently a set of cases in the District of North Dakota that produced long federal sentences.

The scam has not been eliminated, but it has been substantially disrupted, and the composition of Jamaican fraud has shifted: romance fraud, “ghosting” of the earlier lottery model, business email compromise, and sextortion targeting younger victims. The wider point stands: Jamaica’s criminal economy has migrated from the physical (drugs, which require boats and ports) to the informational (fraud, which requires only a phone), and that migration reduces the marginal cost of entry and raises the difficulty of interdiction.



Corner crews

The other major structural change is the fragmentation of criminal organisation.

The classic garrison model was hierarchical: a don, lieutenants, enforcers, and a defined territory coextensive with a housing scheme and a political constituency. The post-2010 model is flatter, smaller and more fluid. What the police describe as “corner crews” — groups of perhaps five to twenty young men attached to a street or block, often without a formal leader, often loosely federated with a larger gang for weapons and market access — now account for a large share of violence.

The Klansman prosecutions revealed the intermediate form: a large organisation with a recognisable structure, an internal disciplinary system, a treasury, a division between “shooters” and administrators, and, strikingly, a communications discipline conducted substantially through mobile phones and WhatsApp, which is what made the prosecution possible.

The government’s count of active gangs, falling from 381 in 2018 to around 100 in 2025, should be read as an indicator of enforcement success against organisations rather than a precise measure. But the qualitative shift is well attested: fewer large, politically connected, territorially sovereign organisations; more small, unstable, purely predatory ones. That change is good for the murder rate in the long run and bad for community life in the short run, because the small crew has no interest in and no capacity for the quasi-governmental functions the old don performed.



Guns

Jamaica manufactures no firearms and no ammunition. Every illegal gun in the country was imported.

The overwhelming source is the United States. The US Government Accountability Office reported in 2025 that 73 per cent of firearms recovered in 25 Caribbean countries and submitted for tracing through the ATF’s eTrace system between 2018 and 2022 could be sourced to the United States, with about 45 per cent traceable to an identified initial US retail purchase — most originating in Florida, Texas and Georgia (US Government Accountability Office 2025; Small Arms Survey 2024).

The methods are mundane: firearms and components concealed in shipping containers among legitimate cargo (barrels, appliances, furniture, vehicles); mailed parts; small vessels; and straw purchases in the US by people with clean records. Individual prosecutions illustrate the scale of the small-consignment trade — thirty firearms concealed in five office chairs in a single March 2025 case (US Department of Justice, Southern District of Florida, 2025) — while the May 2025 seizure of 238 firearms inside water heaters shows what a large consignment looks like.

Two technological developments have made matters worse. The proliferation of privately made firearms (“ghost guns”) and the availability of auto sears or “switches” — small devices that convert a semi-automatic pistol to fully automatic fire — have increased the lethality of street-level weaponry substantially. A conversion device costs very little and turns a pistol into something capable of emptying a magazine in seconds, which raises the casualty count of any given shooting and the number of stray-bullet deaths of bystanders and children.

Interdiction has improved. The US export suspension of July 2024, expanded cooperation announced in February 2026, container scanning at Kingston and Montego Bay, and increased customs intelligence have all contributed. But the fundamental asymmetry remains: Jamaica has no control over the supply-side jurisdiction, and the American domestic politics of firearms regulation is not amenable to Jamaican influence. Successive Jamaican governments of both parties have raised this at every available forum, with limited effect, and it is one of the very few security questions on which the Jamaican political class is entirely united.



Deportation

A recurring and politically charged theme is the return of criminal deportees. Jamaica receives, in a typical year, several hundred to over a thousand people deported from the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada (Ministry of National Security returns; Headley 2005), a substantial share following criminal convictions. Jamaican politicians and police have long argued that these returns import criminal capability into a country with no capacity to supervise them, and the resentment is genuine — the deportees are, in many cases, people who left Jamaica as infants and have no local networks other than criminal ones.

The empirical evidence on the contribution of deportees to Jamaican crime is mixed and contested; the most careful work suggests a real but modest effect, smaller than the political rhetoric implies. The more solid point is diplomatic: deportation is a policy over which Jamaica has no control and whose costs it bears, and it sits alongside firearms trafficking and drug demand as one of the ways in which Jamaican security is determined in Washington rather than Kingston.
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Chapter 23. Who Owns Jamaica: Capital, Conglomerates and Competition


The shape of Jamaican capital

Jamaica has a small, concentrated and unusually durable business elite. The structure has three layers.

The conglomerates. A dozen or so diversified groups dominate the formal domestic economy. They typically combine food manufacturing, distribution, retail, financial services and property, and they are listed on the Jamaica Stock Exchange with controlling family or founder blocks.

GraceKennedy, founded in 1922, is the most internationally recognised: a food manufacturer and distributor whose Grace brand is the leading Caribbean food label in the diaspora markets of the US, Canada and Britain, combined with a financial arm (First Global Bank, GK Insurance, and the dominant remittance agency network). Its international operations have been its growth engine, delivering double-digit profit growth in 2025 (GraceKennedy annual report 2025).

Seprod is Jamaica’s largest food manufacturer, with revenue of J$153.6 billion — roughly US$990 million — in 2025, up 15.4 per cent year on year (Seprod annual report 2025; Hope Research Group 2025). Its acquisition of the Trinidadian distributor A.S. Bryden gave it, in a single move, a distribution relationship spanning the two largest English-speaking Caribbean markets.

Musson Group, the most acquisitive of the modern groups, operates a hub-and-spoke regional distribution model with warehouses across the English-speaking Caribbean, built over two decades, alongside interests in food, insurance, technology and quick-service restaurants.

Others in the tier include PanJam (property, hospitality and financial investments), Jamaica Producers Group (originally the banana growers’ cooperative, now food, drinks and logistics), Jamaica Broilers and Caribbean Broilers (which between them constitute the poultry industry), Sagicor Group Jamaica (insurance and banking), NCB Financial Group, JMMB Group, Wisynco (beverages and distribution), Lasco, Kingston Wharves, and the Stewart family’s ATL/Sandals group.

The foreign owners. Substantial parts of the Jamaican economy are owned abroad: the bauxite/alumina sector (Russian, Chinese and American interests, largely idle or curtailed), most of the large hotels (Spanish chains — Iberostar, Riu, Bahia Principe, Melia, Princess, Excellence — dominate the all-inclusive north coast), the telecommunications duopoly, the container terminal at Kingston (concessioned to CMA CGM in 2016), significant banking assets, and much of the modern retail and quick-service restaurant footprint. The single largest recent inflow has been Chinese state-linked capital: China Harbour Engineering built and operates the North-South leg of Highway 2000 under a long toll concession with associated land rights, JISCO acquired the Alpart alumina refinery in 2016, and Chinese contractors have executed a large share of major road and public building projects.

The invisible tier. Beneath both sits the informal and micro-enterprise economy described in Chapter 16, plus a substantial and under-analysed sector of Chinese-owned wholesale and hardware businesses that spread across the island from the 2000s, distinct from the historic Chinese-Jamaican community that arrived under indentureship and became integral to twentieth-century Jamaican retail.



How this structure came about

Three events created it.

The first is FINSAC (Chapter 14). The 1996–98 collapse eliminated a generation of ambitious, leveraged, indigenous financial and industrial groups. The survivors were the conservatively financed ones, and they inherited the field. Almost every group in the top tier today either survived FINSAC intact or was built subsequently by someone who had capital abroad.

The second is liberalisation (Chapter 13). Open trade destroyed domestic manufacturing but rewarded distribution. If you cannot profitably make things in Jamaica but Jamaicans still need to buy them, the money is in importing, warehousing and delivering. Hence the conglomerates’ characteristic shape: distribution businesses with a manufacturing legacy attached.

The third is the small market. Jamaica has about 2.8 million people with a modest average income (STATIN population estimates). Most consumer categories will support one or two efficient-scale players and no more. Concentration is partly a natural consequence of scale, not solely a matter of anti-competitive conduct.



Concentration and its consequences

Jamaica’s Fair Trading Commission, established under the Fair Competition Act 1993, is among the older competition authorities in the developing world but has been chronically under-resourced and lacks a merger control regime with mandatory notification — a gap successive administrations have promised to close. The result is a market structure in which several essential categories — poultry, flour, cooking oil, cement, telecommunications, retail banking, domestic shipping — are supplied by one, two or three firms.

The consumer consequence is high prices, and it compounds the structural cost drivers discussed in the next chapter. The political consequence is more subtle. Jamaica’s business elite is small enough to know each other, is heavily represented on the boards of the same institutions, and is a partner in national economic policy through the Private Sector Organisation of Jamaica and similar bodies. This produced real benefits during the fiscal adjustment — elite consensus made the programme possible — but it also means that policies unattractive to established capital face a formidable and well-organised veto.

There is also a racial and ethnic dimension that Jamaicans discuss constantly and that visiting analysts usually avoid. The commanding heights of Jamaican private capital remain disproportionately held by families of white, Jewish, Lebanese/Syrian and Chinese descent, in a country over 90 per cent of African descent, while political power has been substantially Black since at least the 1970s. That divergence — Black political authority alongside minority economic ownership — is the persistent unresolved feature of Jamaican society, the thing Rex Nettleford’s Mirror, Mirror diagnosed in 1970 and which has changed less than the intervening half-century might suggest. It surfaces in every argument about procurement, about bank fees, about the Fair Trading Commission and about who gets a loan.

That said, the picture is not static. Michael Lee-Chin’s acquisition of a controlling interest in the National Commercial Bank in 2002 put the country’s largest bank under local ownership. The Jamaica Stock Exchange’s Junior Market, launched in 2009 with a tapering tax incentive for listing, has brought scores of smaller Jamaican firms to public capital and created a genuinely new class of entrepreneur-owners — one of the more successful pieces of Jamaican economic policy in decades. And the JSE itself was named by Bloomberg as the best-performing stock market in the world in 2015 and again in 2018 (Bloomberg annual market rankings; Jamaica Stock Exchange), a period in which local investors made real money and the equity culture broadened considerably.



Telecommunications: a case study in competition

The clearest demonstration of what competition does in Jamaica is telecommunications.

Until 2000, Cable & Wireless held a monopoly. A telephone line took years to obtain, cost a great deal, and was a middle-class asset. Liberalisation in 1999–2000 and the entry of Digicel in April 2001 changed Jamaican life within about eighteen months. Digicel’s model — prepaid, low-denomination top-ups, aggressive distribution through every corner shop and street vendor, handsets sold cheaply — put a mobile phone in the hands of practically the entire adult population within a few years. Mobile penetration went from a few per cent to over 100 per cent of population within a decade (Office of Utilities Regulation, telecommunications market reports).

The social consequences were enormous and are underrated in accounts of the period: instant nationwide communication for higglers, taxi operators, farmers and small traders; the collapse of information asymmetries in the domestic produce market; a transformation in the practicality of remittances and of transnational family life; and, less happily, an operational upgrade for criminal organisations, whose coordination and whose extortion collection became far easier.

The market subsequently consolidated to a duopoly — Digicel and Flow (Cable & Wireless, now under Liberty Latin America) — with the familiar consequences of duopoly for price and service quality. Digicel’s own finances deteriorated under a heavy debt load accumulated during regional expansion, and a restructuring completed in 2024 transferred ownership to its creditors, ending the era of its founder’s control. Jamaican consumers, having gained hugely from the entry of a competitor, have since been reminded that two is not many.
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Chapter 24. The Jamaican Consumer: Prices, Credit, Cash and Aspiration


What things cost, and why

The single most reliable complaint in Jamaica is that everything is too expensive. It is well founded, and the reasons are structural rather than conspiratorial.

Jamaica imports its food. The food import bill runs close to US$1 billion a year in a country with fertile land, a benign climate and roughly 150,000 small farmers (STATIN external trade statistics; Ministry of Agriculture). Chicken, flour, rice, cooking oil, corn, milk powder, and much of what is sold in a Jamaican supermarket arrives by ship. This means the domestic price of food is a function of world commodity prices, freight rates, the exchange rate and the tariff — none of which any Jamaican controls.

The currency has depreciated for fifty years. From J$0.77 to the US dollar at independence, to J$1.78 in 1980, J$33 in 1995, J$45 in 2005, J$114 in 2015 and roughly J$155–160 in the mid-2020s (Bank of Jamaica, exchange rate series; Appendix C). Each step raised the local price of everything imported. The relative stability of the 2020s, with the BOJ intervening through its B-FXITT facility and even a marginal appreciation in the first half of 2026, is historically unusual and politically valuable.

Electricity is very expensive. Jamaica’s power costs are among the highest in the hemisphere — for most of the last two decades in the range of US$0.25 to US$0.40 per kilowatt-hour for residential customers, against roughly US$0.15 in the United States (Office of Utilities Regulation tariff determinations; US Energy Information Administration). The causes are scale, an oil-dependent generation mix (partially addressed by the shift to imported liquefied natural gas from the late 2010s), transmission and distribution losses including very high levels of electricity theft, and the regulated return of a single vertically integrated utility. High power costs are the most frequently cited obstacle to Jamaican manufacturing competitiveness, and they feed directly into the price of everything produced locally.

Taxation falls on consumption. With income hard to observe in a heavily informal economy, the state raises revenue through the General Consumption Tax (currently 15 per cent), the Special Consumption Tax on fuel, alcohol and tobacco, and a range of transaction levies (Tax Administration Jamaica; Ministry of Finance revenue statements). This is administratively rational and distributionally regressive.

Market concentration. As set out in Chapter 23.

The result is a familiar Jamaican paradox: a middle-income country where a basket of groceries can cost more than in a rich one, and where the gap between measured income and observed consumption is bridged by remittances, informal earnings and credit.



Incomes

The national minimum wage was raised to J$13,000 per week in 2023 and increased again subsequently, having stood at J$9,000 as recently as 2022 (Ministry of Labour and Social Security, minimum wage orders) — a sequence of increases that reflects both inflation and a genuinely tightening labour market. Public sector compensation was comprehensively restructured from 2022 onwards, ending a decade of restraint with substantial increases for police, teachers, nurses and civil servants; the exercise was expensive, overdue, and executed within the fiscal rules.

Unemployment reached a record low of 3.3 per cent in October 2025 (STATIN, Labour Force Survey). Measured poverty fell to 7.8 per cent in 2024, the lowest since the series began in 1989, with extreme or food poverty at 2.7 per cent, poverty in the Greater Kingston Metropolitan Area at 2.5 per cent and 9.4 per cent in other urban centres (STATIN/PIOJ, Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions 2024; Jamaica Information Service, November 2025).

These are real achievements and should not be minimised. But three qualifications matter. Much of the employment is low-productivity and informal, so the unemployment rate understates underemployment. The poverty line is a consumption-based national line, and a household above it is not comfortable. And the poverty measure is heavily supported by remittances, which are a transfer from abroad rather than domestically generated income — meaning Jamaican living standards are partly a function of the American and British labour markets.



Credit, saving and the “partner”

Formal consumer credit is expensive and rationed. Commercial bank lending rates to households have historically carried wide spreads over the policy rate, and unsecured personal loans and credit cards are dear. The credit union movement is large and important, serving hundreds of thousands of members with better terms than the banks. Hire purchase remains a major channel for appliances and furniture. A micro-lending sector, regulated only from 2021 under the Microcredit Act, fills the gap at high cost.

Alongside all of this sits the partner — the Jamaican rotating savings and credit association, in which a group contributes a fixed “hand” weekly to a banker, and each member in turn receives the “draw.” Partner is informal, unregulated, enforced entirely by reputation, and used by an enormous number of Jamaicans, including many who also have bank accounts. It funds school fees, appliances, deposits, business inventory and travel. Its persistence in a country with a modern banking system is a standing indictment of that system’s accessibility, and it is a genuine institution of trust in a society often described as low-trust.

Around 28 per cent of Jamaican adults remain unbanked, and cash is the default for small transactions (Bank of Jamaica financial inclusion data).



Digital money and JAM-DEX

The Bank of Jamaica’s response to a cash-heavy, partly unbanked economy was to become one of the first central banks in the world to launch a retail central bank digital currency. JAM-DEX — the Jamaica Digital Exchange — was rolled out in 2022, pegged one-to-one to the Jamaican dollar, issued on a centralised ledger and distributed through wallet providers, with a J$2,500 incentive for early adopters.

Adoption has been modest. By March 2025 about J$258 million of JAM-DEX was in circulation, with some 230 million units minted since launch (Bank of Jamaica, JAM-DEX data) — a trivial fraction of currency in circulation. The obstacles are the ones any such project faces: limited merchant enrolment, low digital and financial literacy in the target population, patchy connectivity, and the absence of a compelling advantage over cash for the users who most need it. Private mobile wallets — NCB’s Lynk and others — have had more traction with younger and urban users.

The honest assessment in 2026 is that JAM-DEX is a serious, well-intentioned experiment that has not yet changed behaviour, and that financial inclusion in Jamaica is constrained less by payment technology than by the underlying issues of identification, income volatility, and the cost and inconvenience of the formal banking relationship.



The retail landscape

The Jamaican consumer shops across at least six distinct channels, and most households use several:


	Supermarkets, ranging from the modern chains and the PriceSmart membership warehouse to independent operators, concentrated in urban and suburban areas.

	Wholesales, which sell in bulk to both traders and households and which are heavily represented in the Chinese-owned business sector.

	Corner shops, which extend credit (“trust”) to known customers and are the backbone of rural and inner-city retail.

	Markets and arcades — Coronation Market, Papine, Cross Roads, the parish markets — for produce and low-cost goods, supplied by higglers.

	Online and freight-forwarded imports. A very large share of Jamaican middle-class consumption of clothing, electronics and household goods now arrives via US e-commerce shipped through Miami-based freight consolidators to Jamaican addresses. The duty and customs treatment of these shipments is a live consumer-political issue.

	The barrel, still, from relatives abroad.



Two consumer categories deserve specific mention. Motor vehicles: the Jamaican fleet is dominated by used Japanese imports, and the Toyota Probox — a small commercial van never intended as a passenger vehicle — became so ubiquitous as a route taxi and everyman’s car that it entered the language and the music. Telephony: the smartphone is, for a large majority of Jamaicans, the primary and often only internet-connected device, which shapes everything from how people bank to how they consume news to how criminal organisations coordinate.



Diet, health and the cost of the modern basket

The shift from a domestically produced diet to an imported, processed one has had measurable health consequences. Jamaica has high and rising rates of non-communicable disease: obesity, hypertension, diabetes and their sequelae account for the large majority of deaths, and the public health system’s costs are dominated by them. Jamaica’s diabetes and hypertension prevalence figures are among the higher ones in the Americas.

Policy has responded partially — a school nutrition policy restricting sugary drinks in schools, front-of-package labelling debates in CARICOM, public campaigns — against a food environment where imported processed calories are cheaper than domestic fresh produce, and where a chicken back and a soft drink cost less than a plate of ground provisions and callaloo. This is not a matter of individual choice; it is a price structure.
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Chapter 25. Enclave and Engine: Tourism, Outsourcing and the Shape of Work


Tourism: the industry that ate the economy

Tourism is Jamaica’s largest single industry, its largest formal employer, and the sector that most shapes how the island is developed, marketed and perceived.

The scale by the mid-2020s: in 2024 Jamaica recorded roughly 4.27 million visitors including cruise passengers and earnings of about US$4.35 billion (Jamaica Tourist Board; Ministry of Tourism). Stopover arrivals had recovered fully from the pandemic and were pushing towards three million a year. The industry directly employs well over 100,000 people and supports several hundred thousand livelihoods indirectly (Ministry of Tourism; World Travel and Tourism Council, Jamaica Economic Impact Report). Hotel construction — overwhelmingly on the north and west coasts, from Negril through Montego Bay, Falmouth, Runaway Bay and Ocho Rios — has been the most consistent source of foreign direct investment for two decades.

The dominant model is the all-inclusive resort, an invention Jamaica can fairly claim: Butch Stewart’s Sandals, founded in 1981 in Montego Bay, industrialised and exported the format, and SuperClubs before it pioneered elements of it. Spanish hotel groups — Riu, Iberostar, Bahia Principe, Melia, Princess, Excellence — subsequently built out the large-scale version, financed substantially with Spanish and international capital and operated with imported management.

The economic critique of the all-inclusive enclave is old and largely correct. Guests arrive on a package purchased abroad, are transferred by bus to a walled property, consume food and drink largely imported through the operator’s supply chain, and leave without spending materially in the local economy. “Leakage” — the share of gross tourism receipts that never reaches Jamaican hands — is high, though precise estimates vary widely and the more careful studies put net retention above the most pessimistic claims. Employment is real but wages are low, work is seasonal, and career ceilings are visible.

Successive governments have worked at the linkage problem, with genuine if partial success. The Tourism Linkages Network, established in the 2010s, has pushed hotels to buy Jamaican produce, use Jamaican manufacturers and contract Jamaican service providers, and the agricultural share of hotel procurement has risen measurably. Community tourism, villa tourism and the Airbnb sector have grown and retain more value locally. The Tourism Enhancement Fund, financed by a levy on arrivals, funds training and product development.

The sector’s structural vulnerabilities are three. It is exposed to the American economy and to American perceptions of Jamaican crime — US travel advisories, elevated to Level 3 in 2024 with explicit reference to crime and to healthcare quality, have measurable booking effects. It is exposed to competition from the Dominican Republic, Mexico and Cuba on price. And it is exposed to weather: Hurricane Melissa in October 2025 damaged the west and south-west coast severely at the start of the winter season, and the recovery of the sector is the central variable in Jamaica’s 2026 growth outlook.



Outsourcing: the industry that was going to save the economy

The global services sector — call centres, business process outsourcing, and latterly higher-value knowledge and IT services — was, for a decade, Jamaica’s great employment success story and its favoured answer to the question of what young Jamaicans without capital would do for a living.

The logic was strong: a young, English-speaking, American-accented workforce in the US eastern time zone, four hours’ flight from New York, with a free zone and special economic zone regime, cheap enough to compete with the Philippines and closer to the client. Growth was extraordinary — the sector averaged roughly 20 per cent annual employment growth over the 2010s, among the highest rates in the world, expanding from a few thousand jobs to about 60,000 by 2023 and around 62,000 at its peak, with revenue above US$1 billion a year (Jamaica Gleaner, 21 May 2023; Global Services Association of Jamaica; JAMPRO). Montego Bay, Kingston and Portmore filled with purpose-built BPO parks. For a school-leaver in western Jamaica with good spoken English and no connections, it was the most accessible formal job in the country.

The sector has since contracted. Employment fell to approximately 50,000 by March 2026 from 62,000 two years earlier, and revenues declined by around US$220 million (Jamaica Observer, “BPO’s US$220-m slide,” 24 July 2026). The government’s target of 70,400 jobs by March 2025 was missed by more than 15,000 (Jamaica Gleaner, BPO reporting, 2024–2025).

The causes are worth naming precisely, because they matter for Jamaica’s development strategy. Some of the contraction is cyclical, reflecting client consolidation and post-pandemic normalisation. But a substantial part is structural, and it is artificial intelligence: the first-line customer contact work that constituted the bulk of Jamaican BPO employment — password resets, order status, tier-one support, collections scripts — is precisely the category most exposed to automation by large language models. Jamaica industrialised into a category that is being disintermediated.

The strategic response, articulated by the sector body and by government, is to move up the value chain into knowledge process outsourcing, IT services, finance and accounting, and legal process work — which requires higher skills, better connectivity and a different training pipeline. Whether Jamaica can execute that transition is one of the two or three most consequential economic questions facing the country, and it is a considerably harder problem than the original one.



What Jamaicans actually do

Beyond the two headline sectors, the composition of Jamaican work in the mid-2020s looks roughly like this.

Agriculture still employs around 15 per cent of the workforce (STATIN, Labour Force Survey) — a very large share for a middle-income country — overwhelmingly in small-scale farming with low productivity, ageing farmers and chronic praedial larceny (agricultural theft, a serious and under-policed problem).

Construction is a major and cyclical employer, currently boosted enormously by post-Melissa reconstruction.

Wholesale and retail trade, much of it informal, is the largest single employment category.

Public administration, education and health employ a substantial and, since the compensation restructuring, better-paid workforce.

Private security deserves specific mention as one of Jamaica’s largest formal employers: tens of thousands of Jamaicans work as security guards, a direct employment consequence of the crime problem and a striking allocation of labour — a country of 2.8 million people employing a private guard force comparable in size to its police service.

Overseas employment programmes are a formal and important channel. Jamaica has participated in the US farm work programme since 1943 and in the Canadian Seasonal Agricultural Worker Programme since 1966; several thousand Jamaicans travel annually on these schemes, plus hospitality workers on H-2B visas. These programmes are politically popular, generate remittances, and are administered by the Ministry of Labour.

Professional emigration continues and is a serious constraint. Between September 2024 and August 2025, 1,185 teachers resigned from the Jamaican education system — down from 1,517 the previous year, a fall of nearly 22 per cent (Jamaica Observer, 16 September 2025), but still a substantial annual loss weighted towards experienced teachers of mathematics, English and the sciences. The nursing profession has been similarly depleted by recruitment to the United States, Britain and Canada. Jamaica trains health and education professionals at public expense and exports them; the remittances return, the capability does not.



The unrealised strategies

Two large economic bets of the last fifteen years deserve mention because they have not paid off.

The Logistics Hub Initiative, promoted from around 2012, proposed that the expansion of the Panama Canal would make Kingston — a natural deep-water transshipment port on the main east-west shipping lane — a global logistics centre, with associated free zones, assembly, warehousing and dry-dock facilities. The container terminal was concessioned to CMA CGM in 2016 and has been expanded and modernised. The wider hub, with its promised tens of thousands of jobs, has not materialised.

The special economic zone regime, established under the Special Economic Zones Act 2016 to replace the older free zone framework in line with WTO obligations, has attracted BPO and some light assembly but has not produced the export manufacturing base it was designed for.

The pattern in both cases is familiar in Jamaican economic history: the diagnosis is correct, the legislation is competent, the infrastructure is partly built, and the investment does not come — deterred by energy costs, by crime, by the small domestic market, by skills gaps, and by the availability of better alternatives elsewhere.
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Chapter 26. Land, Food, Water and Power: The Physical Economy


The land question, still

Jamaica’s oldest political problem is land, and it has never been settled.

The plantation left the island with an extreme concentration of ownership that emancipation did not undo and that no subsequent government has seriously reversed. Michael Manley’s Project Land Lease in the 1970s leased idle land rather than redistributing it, and much of the gain was lost when the programme lapsed. The state remains a very large landowner; the bauxite companies hold or held substantial acreage, a good deal of it agriculturally prime and held out of use; and a small number of private estates still control large blocks of the best land.

Beneath that sits the tenure problem, which is arguably more damaging in practice. Somewhere between a fifth and a quarter of Jamaicans live on land to which they have no registered title — an estimate derived from National Land Agency and housing ministry regularisation assessments rather than from a title census, and one that should be read as an order of magnitude. The categories are several: “captured” land, occupied without permission on government or private property; family land, held under a customary tenure in which an ancestor’s property passes undivided to all descendants, with the result that after three generations no one can sell, mortgage or develop it without tracing and obtaining the consent of dozens of scattered heirs; and informal purchases documented by receipt rather than by deed.

The consequences compound.

Without title there is no mortgage, so the largest asset most Jamaican households own cannot be borrowed against — a textbook case of what Hernando de Soto called dead capital. Without title there is no insurance, which is why 156,000 homes damaged by Hurricane Melissa were overwhelmingly uninsured. Without title there is no building approval, so construction proceeds informally and to no standard, which is why they were destroyed. Without title there is limited claim on services, so water and electricity connections are improvised, which is one source of the utility losses discussed below. And without a functioning registry, land disputes are settled outside the courts, which is one of the services the don supplies.

Successive governments have run titling programmes — the Land Administration and Management Programme from 2000, the National Land Agency’s regularisation drives, the systematic adjudication projects — and have issued tens of thousands of titles. The backlog remains enormous and the annual rate of issuance has never approached the scale of the problem. If this book has a single unglamorous policy recommendation, it is that land titling is the highest-return intervention available to the Jamaican state, and that it is chronically underfunded relative to its importance.



Agriculture: the sector that shrank while the food bill grew

Jamaican agriculture presents an arithmetic that is difficult to defend.

The sector employs around 15 per cent of the workforce — a very large share for a middle-income country — while producing under a tenth of GDP (STATIN, Labour Force Survey; PIOJ, Economic and Social Survey Jamaica), which tells you immediately that productivity is low. At the same time Jamaica imports close to US$1 billion of food a year (STATIN external trade statistics): chicken, flour, rice, corn, milk powder, cooking oil, and a great deal of processed product. A country with year-round growing conditions, fertile alluvial plains, an established smallholder tradition and 150,000 farmers imports most of what it eats.

The reasons are historical and structural.

The export crops collapsed. Sugar, protected by imperial preference for three centuries, lost its European guarantee in the 2006 EU reform; the state estates were sold to the Chinese company COMPLANT in 2011 and have largely ceased milling, leaving only the rum-linked estates — Appleton, Worthy Park, Hampden — commercially viable. Bananas lost the EU preferential regime after the WTO rulings that began in 1997, and Jamaica’s last commercial banana exports to Europe ended in 2008. Coffee survives as a premium niche: Jamaica Blue Mountain commands among the highest prices in the world, sold overwhelmingly to Japan, but the volumes are small and the industry has had repeated crises of price, disease and quality control. Cocoa, pimento, ginger and yams persist as modest exports, with yam a genuine success in the diaspora market.

Domestic production faces structural disadvantage. Small plots on steep hillsides, ageing farmers (the average Jamaican farmer is well over fifty), limited irrigation, expensive credit, poor rural roads, and no scale in inputs mean unit costs that imported product undercuts.

Praedial larceny. Agricultural theft — of crops, livestock and equipment — is endemic, costs the sector billions of Jamaican dollars a year, is very poorly policed, and functions as a tax on investment. A farmer who cannot be confident of harvesting what he plants will not plant more.

Weather. Drought in the south, flood in the north, and hurricanes that can destroy a year’s output in an afternoon. Melissa devastated St Elizabeth, the breadbasket parish, in October 2025.

Policy has attempted several remedies: agro-parks, the Tourism Linkages Network’s push to substitute local produce in hotel procurement, irrigation investment, praedial larceny legislation with receipt requirements for produce transport, and greenhouse and protected-agriculture schemes. Progress is genuine but slow. Food security is now framed as a national security issue in official documents, which is correct and overdue.



Water

Jamaica receives substantial rainfall and has a serious water problem, which is a management failure rather than a hydrological one.

The National Water Commission’s non-revenue water — the share of treated water that is produced but never billed, lost to leakage, illegal connection and metering failure — has hovered around half of production for years (National Water Commission annual reports). That is an extraordinary figure and it is the single largest correctable inefficiency in Jamaican infrastructure. The result is that in dry periods, and in the annual drought cycle that affects the southern parishes, the utility rations, communities are supplied by trucked water, and rural households depend on catchment tanks and standpipes.

Kingston’s supply depends on the Hope and Yallahs systems and the Mona Reservoir; the western parishes on the Great River and Martha Brae; and much of the rural population on springs, wells and rainwater. Climate projections indicate more intense rainfall events and longer dry spells — the worst combination for a system that cannot store or retain what it gets. Melissa damaged water infrastructure across the west and demonstrated how quickly a marginal system fails.



Power

Electricity is the clearest single obstacle to Jamaican industrial competitiveness.

Jamaica’s residential tariffs have for two decades been among the highest in the western hemisphere, in the range of US$0.25 to US$0.40 per kilowatt-hour depending on the fuel cycle — two to three times the US level (Office of Utilities Regulation; US Energy Information Administration). The causes:

Scale. A grid serving 2.8 million people cannot capture the economies of a large system.

Fuel. Jamaica generated overwhelmingly from imported heavy fuel oil and diesel, exposing every household bill to the world oil price. The most significant change of the last decade has been the conversion to imported liquefied natural gas, developed with New Fortress Energy: a new plant at Old Harbour and the conversion of Bogue in Montego Bay, which lowered the fuel cost and the emissions intensity of the grid, at the price of a long-term dependence on a single LNG supplier.

Losses. System losses — technical losses in transmission and distribution plus electricity theft, the “throw-up” illegal connection — have run above 25 per cent in some years (Jamaica Public Service Company system loss disclosures; Office of Utilities Regulation). Theft is concentrated in informal settlements and inner-city communities and is enforced, where it is enforced, at considerable physical risk to utility crews. Paying customers fund the losses through the tariff, which is a direct transfer from the formal to the informal and one of the most regressive features of the Jamaican economy.

Structure. The Jamaica Public Service Company is a vertically integrated regulated monopoly in transmission and distribution, with generation opened to independent producers through competitive tenders overseen by the Office of Utilities Regulation.

The renewable transition is real but behind schedule. Jamaica has a national target of 50 per cent renewable generation by 2030 (Ministry of Science, Energy, Telecommunications and Transport, Integrated Resource Plan), revised upward from earlier goals; utility-scale wind at Wigton in Manchester (the Caribbean’s first large wind farm, commissioned 2004) and solar at Content Village, Paradise Park in Westmoreland and Eight Rivers has been added; net billing allows household and commercial solar to export to the grid. Actual renewable penetration remains well short of the target. The binding constraints are grid stability with high intermittent penetration, capital cost, and the contractual position of existing generation.



Environment and the arguments about it

Three environmental controversies define contemporary Jamaican politics of place.

Cockpit Country. The karst wilderness of Trelawny and St Ann — the Maroons’ historic redoubt, a biodiversity hotspot, and the recharge zone for a large share of western Jamaica’s water — sits above bauxite. Successive proposals to mine within or adjacent to it have produced the most sustained environmental campaign in Jamaican history, uniting Maroon communities, scientists, environmental NGOs and a substantial public constituency. A protected area boundary was designated in 2017; campaigners argue it is drawn too tightly and that permitted mining adjacent to it threatens the aquifer. The dispute is unresolved and recurs with each new mining licence.

Goat Islands. A 2013 proposal to build a Chinese-financed transshipment port and logistics hub on the Goat Islands within the Portland Bight Protected Area — the largest protected area in Jamaica, and the last habitat of the critically endangered Jamaican iguana — generated intense opposition and was ultimately abandoned in 2016. It remains the reference case for the trade-off Jamaica repeatedly faces between investment and irreplaceable natural capital.

Coastal degradation. Jamaica’s coral reefs have suffered severe decline from overfishing, sedimentation, nutrient runoff, coastal construction and bleaching events. Reefs are not merely an amenity: they are the coastal defence that reduces wave energy in storms, and their loss is directly implicated in beach erosion and in hurricane damage. Restoration projects exist and are small relative to the problem. Jamaica banned single-use plastic bags, straws and polystyrene from 2019 — an unusually decisive environmental measure by regional standards, with reasonable compliance.

Underlying all of it is the climate exposure documented in Chapter 31. A country whose expected annual loss from catastrophic weather is a material fraction of GDP, and which has just absorbed a single event costing more than half a year’s output, cannot treat environmental policy as discretionary. In Jamaica, adaptation is fiscal policy.
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Chapter 27. The Social Landscape: Family, School, Gender, Faith


The Jamaican family

Roughly four in five Jamaican children are born outside marriage (Registrar General’s Department; STATIN vital statistics). This is not a recent development, a moral collapse or a symptom of anything; it is a family form with roots in slavery, where legal marriage was denied, and in the post-emancipation economy, where men migrated for work and women held the household.

The Jamaican kinship system has historically operated through a sequence: the “visiting” relationship in youth, common-law union in the middle years, and legal marriage — if at all — in middle age, often as a marker of arrival and respectability. Households are frequently matrifocal, with the grandmother as the central and most authoritative figure. Child-shifting, in which children are raised by relatives other than their parents, is common and normal. The 1976 Status of Children Act, which abolished illegitimacy, remains one of the most important pieces of social legislation in Jamaican history precisely because it recognised the actual family rather than the imagined one.

The strengths of this system are real: extensive kin networks, high female autonomy relative to many societies, and remarkable resilience across migration. Its weaknesses are equally real and are the subject of intense domestic debate: high rates of paternal absence and non-support, financial strain on grandmothers raising two generations, and — the connection made repeatedly by Jamaican researchers of violence — a large population of boys raised without consistent adult male authority or protection in communities where the available male models are on the corner.

Herbert Gayle’s ethnographic work and Errol Miller’s earlier thesis on the “marginalisation of the Black male” both converge on this ground, though they explain it differently. Miller’s argument, published in 1986 and much contested, was that Jamaica’s colonial and post-colonial arrangements had systematically drawn Black women into education and respectable employment while excluding Black men, leaving men with the street and the informal economy. Whatever one makes of the historical claim, the contemporary pattern it describes is measurable.



Education: two systems in one

Jamaica’s education system produces genuinely excellent outcomes for a minority and very poor outcomes for the majority, and the split is visible from age eleven.

The structure: primary schooling to age eleven, then an allocation examination — Common Entrance until 1999, then the Grade Six Achievement Test, and since 2018–19 the Primary Exit Profile (PEP) — which determines which secondary school a child attends. The traditional high schools, with their old-student networks, endowments and reputations, take the top performers. The upgraded and newer secondary schools take the rest.

The outcomes are stark. Only around a third of Jamaican students leave secondary school with five or more CSEC subjects including mathematics and English — the conventional threshold for employability or further study — and mathematics pass rates hover well below half (Ministry of Education examination results; Caribbean Examinations Council regional reports; Patterson 2021). Boys underperform girls at every level and drop out at higher rates. And the allocation examination sorts children by the socio-economic resources of their households as much as by ability, since the difference between a child with extra lessons and a computer and one without is decisive at eleven.

At the top the system is genuinely strong: UWI Mona is a serious research university, the professional faculties are respected internationally, and the traditional high schools produce graduates who compete anywhere. The problem is not quality at the summit; it is the size of the base.

The most thorough recent diagnosis is the report of the Jamaica Education Transformation Commission, chaired by the Jamaican-American sociologist Orlando Patterson and delivered in 2021, which described a system in crisis and recommended fundamental reform of governance, teacher training, curriculum, early childhood provision and the allocation system. Implementation has been partial. Meanwhile the teacher migration problem, though improved from its 2022–23 peak, continues to strip out experienced staff in exactly the subjects — mathematics, sciences, English — where the shortage is most damaging.

Two further points. First, violence in schools is a serious and under-reported problem, both between students and, historically, from staff: corporal punishment remains culturally entrenched and was only legally prohibited in early childhood settings, with a wider ban repeatedly debated. Second, the early childhood sector — which the evidence suggests matters most — is heavily dependent on community-run basic schools staffed by underqualified and underpaid practitioners, and is where the returns to investment would be greatest.



Gender

Jamaica presents one of the sharpest gender paradoxes in the developing world.

Women are substantially better educated than men. Female enrolment at the University of the West Indies runs around 70 per cent (UWI enrolment statistics). Girls outperform boys at PEP, at CSEC and at CAPE. Women dominate teaching, nursing, the public service, banking and the professions numerically. Jamaica has consistently ranked highly in international measures of women in managerial positions.

And yet: female unemployment has consistently exceeded male unemployment; women are over-represented in low-paid informal work; a gender pay gap persists; and political representation, though improved, remains skewed — Jamaica has had one woman Prime Minister, Portia Simpson Miller, and women remain a minority of MPs.

Gender-based violence is a serious and persistent problem. Jamaica’s rate of intimate partner violence and sexual violence against women and girls is high; a national Women’s Health Survey found that a substantial minority of Jamaican women had experienced physical or sexual violence from a partner (IDB/UN Women, Jamaica Women’s Health Survey 2016). Reporting rates are low, prosecution rates lower. The Sexual Offences Act 2009 modernised the law but retained a marital rape exception in defined circumstances, an anomaly that has been repeatedly criticised. A National Strategic Action Plan to Eliminate Gender-based Violence exists; resourcing is thin.



Sexuality and the law

Jamaica’s international reputation on sexual minority rights is worse than its current domestic reality, and its law is worse than its practice.

The legal position: sections of the Offences Against the Person Act 1864 criminalise “buggery” and “gross indecency” between men, with penalties up to ten years’ hard labour. The 2011 Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, which modernised Jamaica’s rights protections, included a specific savings clause preserving sexual offences legislation from constitutional challenge — a deliberate political decision to insulate the buggery law from the courts. Litigation has therefore proceeded internationally: Maurice Tomlinson and others have taken the question to the Inter-American human rights system, which has found the provisions inconsistent with Jamaica’s obligations.

The social position is more complicated than the law and considerably more complicated than the 2006 international coverage that labelled Jamaica “the most homophobic place on earth.” Violent attacks have occurred — the 2004 murder of the activist Brian Williamson, the 2013 mob killing of the teenager Dwayne Jones, and the persistent problem of homeless LGBT young people, including those who lived in the storm drains of New Kingston — and the dancehall lyrics of the 1990s and 2000s were explicit in their incitement. But there has been substantial change: the most violent lyrical content has largely disappeared from commercial release under international pressure, urban attitudes among the young have shifted markedly, and Jamaica has an established and effective advocacy organisation in the Equality for All Foundation (formerly J-FLAG), founded in 1998.

What has not changed is the political calculus. The church’s opposition to repeal is organised, sincere and electorally significant, and no Jamaican party has judged it worth the cost. A referendum on the question, proposed at one point, would almost certainly fail. Both major parties have therefore left it alone. Similar dynamics govern abortion, which remains criminalised under the same 1864 statute, is widely available in practice through private providers, and has been the subject of repeated inconclusive parliamentary review.



Faith

Jamaica remains among the most religious societies in the Americas. The historic denominations — Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Moravian, Presbyterian, Roman Catholic — retain institutional weight and run many of the best schools, but the growth over fifty years has been overwhelmingly Pentecostal and evangelical. A folk-religious substratum (Revival, Kumina, Obeah) persists alongside and often within Christian practice; the Obeah Act, a colonial statute criminalising traditional spiritual practice, was only repealed in the 2020s after a long campaign.

Rastafari, persecuted into the 1960s, is now a source of national pride and international identity, though its adherents remain a small minority of the population. The state formally apologised for the 1963 Coral Gardens atrocity in 2017 and established a trust fund for survivors.

The church’s role is not merely spiritual. It provides the densest civil society network in the country, runs schools and clinics, operates the most extensive social welfare provision outside the state, and constitutes the single most effective lobbying force in Jamaican politics on questions of family, sexuality and morality. Any analysis of Jamaican social change that ignores the church will mispredict.



Health and mental health

Jamaica’s health profile is that of a middle-income country in late epidemiological transition: communicable disease largely controlled, and the burden dominated by non-communicable disease — hypertension, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, cancers — driven by diet, obesity and inactivity. Life expectancy is around 75 years (PAHO, Health in the Americas: Jamaica). The public health system is free at the point of use (user fees were abolished in 2008), which is a genuine social achievement, and chronically under-resourced, which is a genuine failure; the National Health Fund subsidises chronic disease medication.

Mental health is the most neglected area. Jamaica has a small number of psychiatrists for a population of 2.8 million, provision is concentrated at Bellevue Hospital and a handful of units, community mental health services are thin, and stigma is severe. The intersection with violence is direct and under-studied: a society in which tens of thousands of people have witnessed homicide, in which children grow up in communities with sustained gunfire, and in which the murder of a family member is a common experience, has a very large untreated trauma burden. Jamaican researchers have documented rates of post-traumatic symptoms among inner-city adolescents comparable to those found in conflict zones. This is, in the view of many practitioners, the single largest unaddressed public health problem in the country.



Culture and standing

Two things should be said about Jamaican culture in a book otherwise concerned with difficulty.

The first is that Jamaica’s cultural output is wildly disproportionate to its size and constitutes real national capital. Reggae was inscribed on UNESCO’s list of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2018. Jamaican music has generated, directly or by descent, a substantial portion of global popular music since 1970 — through reggae’s worldwide diffusion, through dub’s influence on remix and studio practice, through the toasting tradition’s parenthood of hip-hop via Kool Herc, and through dancehall’s continuing presence in Afrobeats, reggaeton and mainstream pop. Jamaican Patois is spoken and imitated globally. Jamaican food, athletics, and cultural style have a recognition that countries a hundred times larger do not have.

The second is that this capital is imperfectly monetised. Jamaica captures a modest share of the value of its own cultural exports: the publishing rights to much of the classic catalogue are held abroad, the recording and touring infrastructure is largely offshore, and domestic institutional support for the creative industries has been intermittent. The 2024 quashing of Vybz Kartel’s murder conviction by the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council — on the grounds of juror misconduct at trial — and his release in July 2024 after the Court of Appeal declined to order a retrial, produced not only a national argument about justice but a striking demonstration of commercial scale, as his subsequent concerts filled venues at home and abroad. The economics of Jamaican culture are a live policy question, not a matter of national sentiment.

And a note on sport, since it recurs as a national barometer: after a qualifying campaign that took them to within a point of automatic qualification, the Reggae Boyz finished second in their CONCACAF group behind Curaçao, entered the intercontinental play-offs, and lost 1–0 to DR Congo — missing the 2026 World Cup held in North America. The disappointment was acute precisely because the tournament was being staged in the countries where most of the Jamaican diaspora lives.
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Chapter 28. The Other Half: Jamaica Abroad


A nation with two populations

Approximately 2.83 million people live in Jamaica (STATIN population estimate, 2025). Something over a million Jamaican-born people live abroad (World Bank bilateral migration matrices; US Census Bureau; Statistics Canada; UK census), and if the children and grandchildren of migrants who identify as Jamaican are counted, the diaspora is frequently estimated at around three million — larger than the resident population. That larger figure rests on ancestry self-identification rather than on any register, and should be treated accordingly.

No account of Jamaican society is complete without it. The diaspora is Jamaica’s largest source of foreign exchange, its principal disaster insurer, a substantial part of its investor base, the main vector of its cultural influence, the destination of its most educated citizens, and — in a real sense — the constituency that Jamaican politics does not represent.



Where they went, and why

Britain, 1948–1962. The Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury in June 1948 carrying several hundred Caribbean passengers, most of them Jamaican, and the name has since become shorthand for a migration that ran for fourteen years. Britain, short of labour and rebuilding, recruited actively; London Transport and the National Health Service ran recruitment drives in Kingston. Roughly 200,000 Jamaicans went between 1953 and 1962 alone (Peach 1968), settling in Brixton, Harlesden, Handsworth, Moss Side, Chapeltown, Toxteth, and the West Midlands.

They met a reception that ranged from indifference to organised hostility: colour bars in housing and employment, the Notting Hill riots of 1958, the murder of Kelso Cochrane in 1959, and a political discourse that culminated in the Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1962, which closed the door — in the same year Jamaica became independent.

The consequences on both sides were enormous. Jamaica lost skilled and semi-skilled workers at the exact moment it needed them. Britain acquired a community that transformed its culture: sound system culture into reggae, lovers rock, jungle, UK garage and grime; the Notting Hill Carnival; and a political tradition of resistance running through the 1981 Brixton uprising to the present. The Windrush scandal of 2018 — in which Britain wrongly classified as illegal immigrants people who had arrived legally as children decades earlier, and detained or deported some of them to a Jamaica they did not know — was a late and bitter coda that provoked genuine anger in Kingston as well as London.

North America, 1965 onwards. The United States’ Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 and Canada’s points-based reforms of 1967 redirected the flow. Jamaican communities established themselves in New York (Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens), South Florida (Broward and Miami-Dade), Connecticut, New Jersey, Atlanta and Washington DC; and in Canada overwhelmingly in Toronto, with Montreal and Ottawa secondary. Jamaican Americans number well over a million by most counts, and Jamaican Canadians around 300,000 (US Census Bureau, American Community Survey ancestry data; Statistics Canada census).

The composition was different from the British wave: more professional, more likely to be sponsored through family reunification, and — critically — including the great majority of the middle class that left during the crisis years of 1974–1980.



Brain drain

Jamaica has one of the highest tertiary emigration rates measured anywhere. World Bank and OECD estimates over the last two decades have consistently placed the share of Jamaican-born people with tertiary education living outside Jamaica at around 80 to 85 per cent (World Bank and OECD emigration-rate estimates for tertiary-educated populations) — a figure so extreme that it is sometimes disbelieved, and which is corroborated by the professions.

The current manifestations are concrete. Between September 2024 and August 2025, 1,185 teachers resigned from the Jamaican school system, down from 1,517 the year before (Jamaica Observer, 16 September 2025) but still a substantial annual haemorrhage concentrated in mathematics, English, the sciences and technical subjects. Nursing has been depleted for decades by active recruitment from the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, with the Jamaican public system training staff who leave within a few years of qualifying. Doctors, engineers, accountants and IT specialists follow the same path.

The economics of this are genuinely double-edged and it is worth being precise. Jamaica bears the full cost of educating a professional through a heavily subsidised public system and captures a small fraction of the return. Against that, remittances flow back, the migrant’s household income rises enormously, diaspora professionals invest and mentor, and the prospect of emigration is itself an incentive to acquire education — the “brain gain” argument, which has some empirical support. On balance, for a country whose binding constraint is the capability of its public institutions, losing four out of five graduates is a severe net cost, and the professions where the loss bites hardest are precisely the ones the state most needs.



Remittances: the invisible ministry

The financial flow is the most measurable thing about the diaspora and the most important.

Remittance inflows reached US$3.49 billion in 2025, up 3.8 per cent — a record, and roughly 15 per cent of GDP (Bank of Jamaica remittance data; Jamaica Gleaner, 4 March 2026). It exceeds net tourism earnings, and it dwarfs foreign direct investment. It arrives directly into households — disproportionately poorer and rural households — with no intermediation by government, no conditionality, and no leakage to administration.

Remittances do three things that no Jamaican policy instrument does as well.

They reduce poverty directly. The record-low 7.8 per cent poverty rate recorded in 2024 (STATIN/PIOJ, Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions 2024) is not achievable on domestically generated income alone; remittances are a substantial part of the consumption floor beneath poor Jamaican households.

They stabilise counter-cyclically. When Jamaica does badly, remittances rise. After Hurricane Melissa in October 2025, transfers dipped briefly as the physical infrastructure of collection failed, then surged through November and December sufficiently to carry the year to a record. The diaspora is Jamaica’s most reliable catastrophe insurance, and it pays out faster than any parametric instrument.

They sustain the currency. A steady multi-billion-dollar inflow of foreign exchange into a small economy is a substantial part of what has allowed the Jamaican dollar to stabilise after fifty years of depreciation.

The costs are the familiar ones: dependence on foreign labour markets over which Jamaica has no control; possible reduction in labour force participation among recipient households; and the fact that remittances finance consumption rather than production. They are the reason Jamaican living standards exceed Jamaican output, and also a reason Jamaican output has not needed to rise.

Alongside money moves the barrel — the shipped drum of goods described in Chapter 7 — which remains a live economic and political issue, with the duty treatment of personal shipments a recurrent subject of budget lobbying, and which sustains a whole industry of freight consolidators, customs brokers and Miami warehouses.



The political question: representation

Jamaicans abroad send home fifteen per cent of GDP and cannot vote.

Jamaica has no provision for external voting: a Jamaican citizen resident overseas cannot cast a ballot in a Jamaican general election. Proposals for diaspora voting have been raised repeatedly, including in the constitutional reform process, and have not advanced — partly on administrative grounds, partly because neither party is confident of the result.

Sharper still is the dual citizenship question. Section 40(2)(a) of the Jamaican Constitution disqualifies from the House of Representatives any person who is “by virtue of his own act, under any acknowledgement of allegiance, obedience or adherence to a foreign power or state.” Between 2007 and 2011 a series of legal challenges established that this disqualifies dual citizens of non-Commonwealth countries, unseating several sitting members of Parliament — including Daryl Vaz, Gregory Mair, Shahine Robinson and Michael Stern — and producing a run of by-elections and a constitutional crisis in miniature. The provision remains. Its effect is that the roughly one million Jamaicans who hold American citizenship are constitutionally barred from the Jamaican Parliament, which in a country whose diaspora is larger than its resident population is a striking rule. It is on the reform agenda and has not been changed.

What exists instead is consultative. The Jamaica Diaspora Conference has been held biennially since 2004; a Global Jamaica Diaspora Council advises the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade; there is a Diaspora Policy; and diaspora chapters in the US, UK and Canada organise philanthropy, alumni giving to Jamaican high schools (a genuinely significant funding stream), medical missions and disaster relief. Proposals for a diaspora bond — borrowing directly from Jamaicans abroad at below-market rates on patriotic terms, as Israel and India have done — have been discussed for twenty years and never issued.



Returning residents, and what happens to them

A final, dark note. Jamaicans who work abroad for decades and return to retire — “returning residents” — have been the target of a specific and notorious pattern of violent crime: robbery, home invasion and murder, often shortly after arrival, sometimes involving information supplied by acquaintances or relatives about money and possessions. The Jamaica Constabulary Force maintains a returning residents liaison function and the Returning Residents Association has campaigned on it for years.

The phenomenon is small in absolute numbers and disproportionate in its effect on sentiment, because it strikes at the implicit bargain of the whole migration system: work abroad, send money home, build a house, come back. When that bargain is violated, the message received in the diaspora is that Jamaica is a place you can support but not inhabit. That perception — as much as any statistic — is what the fall in the murder rate would need to change in order to convert diaspora money into diaspora return.
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Chapter 29. The Public Sphere: Newspapers, Talk Radio and the Argument Jamaica Has With Itself


An unusually free press

Jamaica has, by a considerable margin, the freest press in the Caribbean and one of the freest in the western hemisphere. Reporters Without Borders’ World Press Freedom Index has for years placed Jamaica in the top thirty countries globally — 27th in the 2025 index (Reporters Without Borders 2025) — and typically as the highest-ranked country in Latin America and the Caribbean, well ahead of the United States.

This is not an accident of scale. It rests on specific institutions and a specific reform.

The oldest is The Gleaner, founded in Kingston in 1834 — the year the abolition of slavery was legislated — and continuously published since, which makes it one of the oldest newspapers in the western hemisphere. For most of its history it was the voice of the merchant and planter establishment, and it was ferociously hostile to Michael Manley in the 1970s; its archive is nonetheless the single most complete record of Jamaican public life. Its rival, the Jamaica Observer, was founded in 1993 by the hotelier Gordon “Butch” Stewart, initially with a JLP-leaning reputation. The tabloid Star completes the print stable.

Broadcasting developed from the state-owned Jamaica Broadcasting Corporation (1959, wound down and privatised in 1997) and the commercial Radio Jamaica (RJR, from 1950). Television Jamaica, CVM Television, Nationwide News Network, Power 106, Hot 102 and — significantly — Irie FM, launched in 1990 as the world’s first all-reggae radio station, constitute the modern landscape. A substantial consolidation occurred in 2015 when RJR and the Gleaner Company merged, creating a dominant media group with newspaper, radio and television assets — a concentration that would attract regulatory scrutiny in a larger market and has drawn periodic concern in Jamaica.

The decisive legal reform was the Defamation Act 2013, which abolished criminal libel, removed the archaic distinction between libel and slander, introduced a single-publication rule and a one-year limitation period, and strengthened defences. Before it, Jamaican libel law had been a genuine chill on investigative reporting, with damages awards capable of destroying a publication. Its reform is one of the clearest instances of Jamaica improving an institution decisively and permanently.



The call-in show as constitution

The most distinctively Jamaican democratic institution is not in the Constitution. It is talk radio.

For four decades the morning and midday call-in programme has been the principal forum in which Jamaican citizens address power directly. Barbara Gloudon’s Hotline, Wilmot “Motty” Perkins’s confrontational and encyclopedic interrogations, Cliff Hughes’s Nationwide at 5, and their successors created a space in which a minister could be questioned live by a caller from Waterhouse, in which a broken water main or an unpaid pension or a police killing could be raised nationally within hours, and in which the vernacular could be used at full strength.

The functional significance is that it partially substitutes for institutions that do not work. A Jamaican with a grievance who cannot get a response from a ministry, a utility or a police station can sometimes get one by calling a radio station, because the political cost of a live on-air complaint exceeds the administrative cost of fixing it. This is a poor substitute for a functioning bureaucracy and it is not nothing. Several genuine scandals — in procurement, in policing, in the state agencies — have surfaced first on radio.

The related institution is the poll. Jamaica has an unusually developed tradition of published political polling, beginning with Carl Stone’s pioneering surveys from the 1970s, which were methodologically serious and remarkably accurate, and continuing with Don Anderson and Bill Johnson. Stone’s polls made Jamaican public opinion legible in a way that was rare in the developing world at the time and gave the press a factual basis for holding parties to account.



The politics of the platform

The counterpart of the call-in show is the political meeting — the mass rally with a lit platform, a sound system, a warm-up act, a sequence of speakers building to the leader, and jingles produced by working dancehall and reggae artists. This was, from the 1940s to the 2000s, the central technology of Jamaican politics. The 1972 campaign’s bandwagon tours with Delroy Wilson and Max Romeo, the 1976 and 1980 rallies, Portia Simpson Miller’s mass appeal in 2006 and 2011 — all rested on the ability to gather tens of thousands of people and hold them.

That technology is decaying. Crowds are smaller, financing is harder, security concerns are greater, and the audience is on a phone. The 2020 campaign, conducted under pandemic restrictions, accelerated a shift to broadcast and digital that has not reversed. There is a plausible connection between the decline of the mass meeting and the collapse of turnout documented in Chapter 30: the rally was not just communication, it was mobilisation, and nothing has replaced its capacity to make voting feel like membership of something.



Social media and the new problems

Jamaica is intensely connected and connected in a specific way: mobile-first, with the smartphone as the primary and often sole internet device, and with Facebook and WhatsApp overwhelmingly dominant. Instagram and TikTok are large among the young; X/Twitter is smaller but disproportionately populated by the diaspora and the professional class.

Three consequences deserve noting.

Information disorder. WhatsApp’s closed-group architecture proved an efficient vector for vaccine misinformation during the pandemic, as discussed in Chapter 20, and for rumour and incitement during periods of tension. Jamaica has no effective institutional response and, given the press freedom record, considerable and justified reluctance to legislate one. The Cybercrimes Act 2015, which criminalises malicious online communication, has been criticised by press freedom organisations as capable of being used against legitimate speech.

Criminal use. Gang coordination via WhatsApp was central to the evidence in the Klansman prosecutions, which cuts both ways: the platforms enabled the organisation and then furnished the record that convicted it. Scamming recruitment, lead-list trading and the display of proceeds all run through social media.

The diaspora public sphere. Jamaican political and cultural argument now takes place substantially among people who do not live in Jamaica. Diaspora commentary shapes domestic debate on crime, on the republic, on reparations and on culture, from a position of emotional investment and material contribution but without a vote — which is a recipe for a particular kind of frustration on both sides.



What the argument is about

Strip away the specifics and Jamaican public argument has run, continuously, on the same three questions since 1938.

Who owns this country? Raised as the labour question in 1938, the bauxite question in 1974, the FINSAC question in 1998, the Chinese investment question in the 2010s, and the bank fees and Fair Trading Commission question now.

Who is safe here, and from whom? Raised as the Morant Bay question, the Green Bay question, the Tivoli question, and the states-of-emergency question.

Are we still a colony? Raised as the Federation question, the Rodney question, the IMF question, the Privy Council question and the republic question.

Jamaica’s public sphere is loud, sceptical, funny, well-informed and unusually free. It has not resolved any of the three. But it keeps them open, which in a region where several neighbours have closed them is a considerable achievement, and it is one of the reasons that a country with Jamaica’s history of violence has never had a coup, never had a dictator, and has changed its government peacefully at every election since 1980.
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Chapter 30. The Politics of Exhaustion: Turnout, Corruption and the Republic


The 2025 election

Jamaica’s eighteenth general election since universal suffrage was held on 3 September 2025. The Jamaica Labour Party under Andrew Holness won 34 of 63 seats; the People’s National Party under Mark Golding won 29 (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, preliminary results, 3 September 2025). Holness became the first leader since P. J. Patterson to win three consecutive general elections and the first JLP leader ever to do so.

The result was, on its face, a competitive election and a substantial recovery for the Opposition, which had held only fourteen seats after the 2020 landslide and more than doubled its parliamentary presence. It followed local government elections in February 2024 in which the PNP actually won the popular vote — 326,450 votes (51.8 per cent) to the JLP’s 301,043 (47.8 per cent) — while the JLP took seven of twelve municipal corporations (Electoral Office of Jamaica, 1 March 2024; Jamaica Gleaner, 27 February 2024), a split outcome that both parties claimed as a victory and which signalled a genuinely competitive national contest.

The headline figure, however, was turnout: 39.96 per cent (Electoral Commission of Jamaica).

Fewer than two in five registered Jamaicans voted in a general election that determined the government of the country. The February 2024 local elections had drawn 29.6 per cent (Electoral Office of Jamaica, preliminary turnout). For comparison, turnout was 86 per cent in 1980, 78 per cent in 1972, 67 per cent in 1997, 61 per cent in 2007, 53 per cent in 2011, 48 per cent in 2016 and 37 per cent in 2020 (Electoral Commission of Jamaica, historical returns; see Appendix B).

The collapse of Jamaican electoral participation over forty-five years — from the high eighties to the high thirties — is the most important political fact of the contemporary period and it is not adequately explained by any single cause.



Why Jamaicans stopped voting

Several explanations operate together.

Convergence. As argued throughout Part Six, the two parties have not differed materially on economic policy since 1989. Both maintain the fiscal rules, both accept the IMF-designed framework, both court the same investors, both promise the same things. A voter who wants a different economic direction has nowhere to go. Turnout collapse is the predictable consequence of a genuine cartel on policy.

The decay of the garrison machine. Paradoxically, the decline of political tribalism reduced turnout. The garrison delivered votes; as the garrisons weakened, as the dons were removed, and as the parties’ capacity to distribute jobs and housing shrank under fiscal constraint, the machinery that turned people out simply stopped working.

Clientelism without delivery. The implicit bargain of Jamaican politics — vote for us and we will provide — has become progressively less credible as the state’s discretionary resources have shrunk. When neither party can plausibly promise a job, the transactional reason to vote disappears.

Migration and demography. The register includes people who have left. The most engaged and ambitious young Jamaicans are disproportionately likely to be abroad or planning to be.

Distrust. Successive polls have found low and falling confidence in politicians as a class, alongside considerably higher confidence in specific institutions such as the Electoral Commission and the Defence Force.

It is worth stating clearly what this does not mean. It does not mean Jamaican democracy is failing in the procedural sense. Jamaica’s elections are free, competitive, well administered and — remarkably, given the history recounted in Part Three — essentially non-violent. The Electoral Commission of Jamaica is a genuine institutional success, with a bipartisan structure, an independent chairman, indelible ink, voter identification and a chain of custody that is respected by both parties. Power has changed hands peacefully at every election since 1980. That is not nothing; the region is full of counter-examples.

What it means is that Jamaican democracy has become a competition between two similar parties for the votes of a shrinking minority of the electorate, in a country where most people have concluded that the outcome will not change their lives.



The parties in 2026

The JLP under Holness enters its third term with a working majority, a strong record on the two things it has chosen to be judged on — fiscal management and the murder rate — and the enormous administrative burden of Melissa reconstruction.

The PNP is in difficulty. Three consecutive general election defeats since 2016 have put Mark Golding’s leadership under sustained internal pressure, notwithstanding the near-doubling of the party’s seats. By mid-2026 a leadership challenge was openly in prospect, with Damion Crawford reported to be assembling support among the parliamentary caucus for a contest in September. The party’s structural problem is the one it has had since 1944: it is more comfortable with programme than with mobilisation, and it has not found a way to convert opposition to the government’s record into enthusiasm for its own alternative — partly because, on the central economic questions, it does not have one.



Corruption and accountability

Jamaica’s corruption problem is real, chronic, and different in character from the grand-theft variety found in some neighbouring states. It is predominantly procurement-related, permit-related and relationship-based: contracts awarded to connected firms, planning approvals, waivers, appointments, and the systematic use of public resources for constituency advantage.

The institutional architecture has improved markedly. The Integrity Commission, established in 2017, consolidated three previous bodies (the Office of the Contractor General, the Corruption Prevention Commission and the Parliamentary Integrity Commission) into a single agency with investigative powers, responsibility for the statutory declarations of parliamentarians and senior officials, and a corruption prosecution function. There is an Access to Information Act (2002), an Auditor General with a strong recent record and a genuinely independent voice, a Public Accounts Committee, a Major Organised Crime and Anti-Corruption Agency (MOCA) with a statutory basis since 2018, and asset forfeiture legislation under the Proceeds of Crime Act.

Friction between the Integrity Commission and the political class has been continuous and instructive. The Commission has been criticised in Parliament, its budget scrutinised, its “gag clause” (restricting comment on ongoing investigations) fought over, and its reports contested. Investigations touching the Prime Minister’s own statutory declarations were referred to the Director of Public Prosecutions, who determined that no criminal charges were warranted — an outcome the government treated as vindication and its critics treated as an illustration of the difficulty of prosecuting these offences.

Jamaica’s score on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index has hovered in the mid-40s out of 100 for years (Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index, Jamaica series) — middling globally, better than most of Latin America, worse than Barbados and the eastern Caribbean, and essentially static despite the institutional reforms. That stasis is the honest summary: the architecture exists, and the culture has not changed.



The republic that has not arrived

Jamaica remains a constitutional monarchy in 2026, with King Charles III as head of state, represented by a Governor-General.

There is no serious constituency for the monarchy. Both major parties are committed to a republic. Public opinion has favoured removing the British monarch for decades. The 2022 visit of the then Duke and Duchess of Cambridge produced protests, an open letter from Jamaican public figures demanding an apology and reparations for slavery, and a statement from the Prime Minister, delivered to their faces, that Jamaica was “moving on.”

The obstacle is the amendment procedure described in Chapter 4. Removing the monarchy touches deeply entrenched provisions, which require a two-thirds majority in both Houses and a referendum. A referendum requires the two parties to agree on the question, and they do not.

The point of disagreement is the final court of appeal. The JLP government’s position is that Phase One of constitutional reform should abolish the monarchy and establish a republic with a Jamaican head of state, leaving the question of replacing the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council with the Caribbean Court of Justice to a second phase and a separate referendum. The PNP’s position is that both must be done together, on the ground that a republic that still sends its final appeals to a court in London is a half-measure and that separating them guarantees the second phase never happens. The Opposition withdrew from the Joint Select Committee on Constitutional Reform over this. Polling has found close to 60 per cent support for removing the Privy Council as the final court of appeal against under 25 per cent for retaining it, though the margin is not overwhelming and the question is poorly understood.

The Constitutional Reform Committee, established in 2022 and reporting in 2024, laid out a phased path. Legislation has been drafted. No referendum date has been set. As of mid-2026, Jamaica is a country in which both governing parties, most of the intelligentsia and a majority of the public want a republic, and which remains a monarchy because the two parties cannot agree on the sequence.

This is a fair summary of a great deal of Jamaican governance.



Reparations and foreign policy

Jamaica has been among the more forceful advocates of reparations for slavery, working through the CARICOM Reparations Commission and its Ten-Point Plan, and establishing a National Council on Reparation. In 2023 a parliamentary motion sought compensation from the United Kingdom; the British government’s position has remained that it will not pay reparations. The issue is genuinely popular domestically and cuts across party lines.

Jamaica’s wider foreign policy is defined by three relationships. The United States dominates: it is the source of most tourists, most remittances, most trade, most deportees and essentially all illegal firearms, and it is the jurisdiction whose immigration and drug policies most affect Jamaican life. CARICOM, of which Jamaica is a founding member, remains institutionally weak and commercially disappointing to Jamaican manufacturers, who complain persistently that the single market operates in Trinidad’s favour. China has become a major creditor, contractor and investor since the 2010s, financing and building highways and public buildings, with Jamaica signing on to the Belt and Road Initiative in 2019 — a relationship that has drawn periodic American concern and that Jamaican governments of both parties have handled with studied pragmatism.
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Chapter 31. Melissa: The Storm That Reset the Decade


28 October 2025

Hurricane Melissa made landfall near New Hope in Westmoreland on the afternoon of 28 October 2025 as a Category Five hurricane with sustained winds around 185 miles per hour. It was the strongest storm ever recorded to strike Jamaica, and it crossed the island diagonally, exiting on the north-east coast.

The immediate human toll: at least 45 people killed, with fifteen still listed as missing and a further nine cases under investigation months later (Planning Institute of Jamaica assessment as reported by the Jamaica Information Service, 2026). That figure is remarkably low for a storm of that intensity striking a densely populated island, and it is a testament to the evacuation and warning systems built by the Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management since Gilbert. It should not obscure what the storm did to the country.

The Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management recorded approximately 156,000 homes damaged, of which about 24,000 were total losses (Office of Disaster Preparedness and Emergency Management, as reported by the Jamaica Information Service). The western and south-western parishes — Westmoreland, St Elizabeth, Hanover, Trelawny, St James, Manchester — bore the worst of it. Agriculture in the breadbasket parish of St Elizabeth was destroyed. The power grid was largely down across the west for weeks. Hospitals, schools, churches, hotels, roads, bridges and water systems were damaged or destroyed. The fishing communities of the south coast lost boats and gear.



The cost

The financial assessments arrived in stages, and their divergence is instructive.

The Prime Minister’s initial estimate, made in early November 2025, put the cost at around 30 per cent of GDP (Reuters, 4 November 2025). Later that month, a joint assessment by the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank estimated physical damage at US$8.8 billion, equivalent to about 41 per cent of Jamaica’s 2024 GDP — an all-time high for the country (World Bank and Inter-American Development Bank, 19 November 2025). The Government’s own comprehensive damage-and-loss assessment, published in March 2026, put total loss and damage at J$1.952 trillion — approximately US$12.2 billion, or 56.7 per cent of 2024 GDP (Planning Institute of Jamaica, reported by the Jamaica Information Service and the Jamaica Observer, 4 March 2026).

The difference between the figures is a difference of concept: “damage” measures destroyed physical assets; “loss” adds foregone output, income and additional costs over the recovery period. Both are correct within their definitions. The comparison that Jamaicans made was simpler: Melissa’s cost was roughly four times that of Hurricane Gilbert in 1988, which had itself been the reference disaster for a generation.

Some 240,000 people were left in need of shelter assistance (UN OCHA and UN News reporting, December 2025). Fifty days after landfall, the United Nations reported that reconstruction had barely begun in the worst-affected communities.



Why the damage was so large

Three factors compounded the meteorology.

Informal and substandard housing. As set out in Chapter 16, a very large share of Jamaican housing is built incrementally, without permits and often without engineering, frequently on land the occupant does not own. Zinc roofing on inadequately tied timber framing does not survive 185-mile-an-hour winds. The destroyed housing was disproportionately the housing of the poor, and the reconstruction problem is therefore also a land tenure problem: it is difficult to rebuild formally on land held informally.

Underinsurance. Jamaican household insurance penetration is low; the great majority of destroyed homes carried no cover. The insured share of the total loss was a small fraction, which meant the burden fell on households, the diaspora and the state rather than on international reinsurance.

Geographic concentration in the most vulnerable parishes. The storm crossed the parishes with the highest rural poverty and the weakest infrastructure.



The financial response, and why the adjustment mattered

Here the fiscal discipline described in Chapter 19 earned its return, and this is the strongest single argument in its favour.

Because Jamaica had spent a decade reducing its debt, building reserves, legislating an escape clause into its fiscal rule for exactly this contingency, capitalising a National Natural Disaster Reserve Fund, and — since 2021 — sponsoring a parametric catastrophe bond in the international capital markets, it entered the disaster with instruments and headroom that it would not have had in 2010.

The parametric catastrophe bond triggered and paid out. The Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (CCRIF SPC) made payouts. Contingent credit lines with the IDB and World Bank were drawn. The IMF’s Resilience and Sustainability Facility and precautionary arrangements provided a backstop. Bilateral and multilateral emergency assistance flowed. The fiscal rule’s disaster clause allowed the government to run the necessary deficit without abandoning the framework.

The diaspora responded on a scale that surprised even Jamaicans: remittance inflows, which had dipped in the immediate aftermath as transfer infrastructure failed, surged in the final months of 2025 to close the year at US$3.49 billion — a record, up 3.8 per cent on 2024 (Bank of Jamaica; Jamaica Gleaner, 4 March 2026). The Jamaican abroad remains the country’s most reliable disaster insurance.



The macroeconomics

The initial post-disaster projection was a GDP contraction of 4.3 per cent for FY2025/26; the estimate was subsequently revised to a decline of about 1.4 per cent (Planning Institute of Jamaica; Ministry of Finance, Fiscal Policy Paper FY2026/27) — still a 3.6 percentage point reduction in growth relative to the pre-storm path, but far less than feared. Agriculture recovered faster than expected; the tourist sector’s undamaged capacity, concentrated in the areas that escaped the worst, absorbed part of the winter season; and reconstruction spending itself boosted construction output.

Inflation behaved better than expected too. The Bank of Jamaica had anticipated a significant food-price shock; the agricultural supply recovery was faster than projected and the exchange rate held, so the BOJ was able to begin easing in February 2026, cutting the policy rate and holding it steady thereafter in the mid-5 per cent range. Headline inflation nonetheless drifted up through the first half of 2026, reaching 5.5 per cent in May — the fourth consecutive monthly increase (Bank of Jamaica, monetary policy press release, June 2026), driven less by Melissa than by international commodity prices, particularly crude oil, amid renewed Middle East tension. The BOJ signalled readiness to raise rates if the trend continued, while noting a marginal appreciation of the currency in the year to late June and a stable foreign exchange market supported by US$1.3 billion of B-FXITT intervention over the twelve months to end-April 2026 (Bank of Jamaica).

Growth for FY2026/27 is projected in a range of 1.0 to 3.0 per cent (Bank of Jamaica, June 2026), with the reconstruction effort and the tourism recovery the two swing factors.



What Melissa means

Three things, beyond the immediate.

It validated the fiscal strategy in the least ambiguous way possible. The argument for a decade of primary surpluses had always been that Jamaica needed to build resilience against exactly this. In October 2025, it happened, and the country absorbed it without a debt crisis, without a currency collapse, without emergency taxation and without abandoning its fiscal rules. Had Melissa struck in 2010, Jamaica would have been insolvent within months.

It exposed the limits of resilience as a housing and land policy. Fiscal resilience protected the state. It did not protect 156,000 households whose homes were destroyed because they were built informally out of inadequate materials on land nobody had title to. The reconstruction programme’s central challenge is whether it rebuilds to a better standard and regularises tenure, or reproduces the same vulnerability in time for the next storm. Jamaican governments have promised the former after every hurricane since Gilbert.

It reframed the climate question from an abstraction into a fiscal line item. A country whose expected annual loss from catastrophic weather is a material percentage of GDP, and which faces a plausible 50-per-cent-of-GDP event once in a generation and rising, cannot treat climate adaptation as an environmental policy. It is macroeconomic policy. Jamaica has argued this in international forums for years — for loss-and-damage financing, for concessional access that does not depend on per-capita income classification, for debt instruments with disaster clauses. Melissa has given that argument the most powerful case study the region has produced.
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Chapter 32. Conclusion: The Confounding Island


The paradox stated

Jamaica in 2026 is a country that has solved, or is solving, the two problems everyone said it could not solve, while making little progress on the one that everyone assumed would follow automatically.

It has fixed its public finances. A debt burden of 147 per cent of GDP, accumulated over four decades and compounded by a banking collapse that cost 40 per cent of national output, has been brought below 70 per cent through a decade of primary surpluses (Ministry of Finance; Independent Fiscal Commission 2026) no other democracy has sustained, across a change of government, without social collapse. Inflation is targeted and broadly controlled. The currency is stable. Reserves are adequate. Unemployment is at a record low and measured poverty at its lowest since records began. The country absorbed a hurricane costing more than half a year’s GDP without a fiscal crisis.

It is fixing its murder problem. From a rate above 60 per 100,000 — the highest in the world — to roughly 23 in 2025 and, on current trend, near 20 in 2026 (JCF statistics; see Appendix C). A fall of two-thirds in two decades and of more than half in three years. Whatever the causal weighting between enforcement, prosecution, demography and economics, the change is real, broad-based and continuing.

And it is not growing. Jamaican economic growth has averaged well under 2 per cent for fifty years and shows no sign of accelerating. The country that has done the hard, unpopular, disciplined thing has not yet been paid for it.

This is Orlando Patterson’s “confounding island”: a society with functioning democratic institutions, free elections, an independent judiciary, a free press, a highly educated elite, an extraordinary cultural output, a globally recognised brand, world-beating athletes, a productive diaspora, and an economy that will not move.



Four explanations, none sufficient

The structuralist account says the plantation never ended: an economy organised around export of primary products and import of everything else, with decisions taken abroad, cannot generate self-sustaining growth, and Jamaica has simply changed which commodity it exports — sugar, then bananas, then bauxite, then sun, then labour. There is real force in this. But it does not explain why Barbados, Mauritius, Singapore and Ireland escaped comparable positions.

The policy account says Jamaica made a sequence of specific errors — industrialisation by invitation, the bauxite levy at the wrong moment, fiscal indiscipline in the 1970s, financial liberalisation without supervision in the 1990s — each of which set the country back a decade. This is also true, and it is the account favoured by the current policy establishment. But it does not explain why a country that has now spent fifteen years making orthodox, competent decisions still does not grow.

The violence account says that crime is the binding constraint: it destroys the return on domestic investment, deters foreign investment, consumes an estimated 4 to 6 per cent of GDP annually in direct and indirect costs (Inter-American Development Bank 2017; World Bank/UNODC 2007), drives out the skilled, and makes it rational to keep capital abroad. If this account is right, the next decade should reveal it, because the murder rate has now fallen further and faster than at any point in the country’s history. This is the single most interesting natural experiment in the Caribbean, and it is running now.

The institutional account says the problem is the quality of the state at the point of delivery: a competent central bank and finance ministry sitting atop a public service, a court system, a police force, a school system and a land registry that do not work well enough for an ordinary person to start and grow a business. On this reading, Jamaica has fixed the macro state and not the micro state, and growth requires the second.

The honest conclusion is that all four are partly right and that they interact. The plantation legacy produced the inequality; the inequality produced the surplus population; the surplus population produced the garrison; the garrison produced the don; the don produced the violence; the violence and the debt together produced the state’s incapacity; and the state’s incapacity has reproduced the conditions from which the whole sequence began. Breaking a circle of that kind at one point is not enough. Jamaica has now broken it at two — the debt and the murder rate — which is more than it has ever done before.



What would have to change

If the argument of this book is right, four things would have to happen for the next decade to differ from the last five.

The violence decline must be made permanent and institutional, which means converting an emergency-powers strategy into an ordinary policing and justice strategy: a police service that people call, courts that deliver verdicts within a year, forensic capacity, witness protection that works, and — crucially — dismantling the extortion economy, which remains largely untouched and which is what actually suppresses commerce in the places where commerce is most needed.

The state must become usable at the retail level. Land titling above all: a country where a fifth to a quarter of the population lives on land they do not own cannot capitalise its own housing stock, cannot insure it, cannot rebuild it properly after a hurricane, and cannot borrow against it. Then contract enforcement, business registration, permits, and the courts.

Education must be fixed at the base rather than the summit. A system that produces excellent graduates from a third of its cohort and functional illiteracy or near-illiteracy from a substantial minority cannot supply a modern economy. This is a twenty-year project and it has been diagnosed repeatedly, most authoritatively in 2021, and repeatedly deferred.

Something must be found for people to do. BPO was the answer for a decade and is now being automated. Tourism is capped by land, by water and by the character of the product. Agriculture is ageing. Manufacturing was dismantled. Jamaica needs a tradable sector, and the honest position is that nobody — in government, in the private sector, or in the academy — currently has a persuasive account of what it should be. The most plausible candidates are the ones the country is already good at and does not monetise: culture and creative industries, sport, health and education services to the region, and higher-value services to the North American market. Each requires the state to work.



A closing observation

There is a habit in writing about Jamaica of ending on either despair or uplift, and both are false to the material.

The despair is unwarranted because the record of the last fifteen years is one of a poor, violent, indebted small state doing genuinely difficult things and doing them well: a fiscal adjustment studied internationally, an electoral system that is trusted, an independent police oversight body that measurably reduced killings by the state, a set of gang prosecutions that dismantled organisations previously thought untouchable, a disaster response that held. None of this was predictable in 2010.

The uplift is unwarranted because none of it has yet changed the fundamental position of the Jamaican in the community where the murder rate used to be 180 per 100,000, whose house was built without permission on land she does not own, whose child was allocated to a school that will not get him five subjects, whose income depends on a sister in Florida, and who did not vote in September 2025 because she could not see what difference it would make.

The distance between those two Jamaicas is the same distance that existed in 1938, when the crowd came off the Frome estate, and in 1966, when the bulldozers went into Back-o-Wall, and in 1980, when eight hundred people died so that one of two similar parties could govern. It has narrowed. It has not closed. Whether the next decade closes it is the only question that matters, and for the first time in a very long while it is a genuinely open one.
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APPENDICES





Appendix A. Chronology

Before independence


	1494 — Columbus sights Jamaica; Spanish settlement follows from 1509.

	1655 — English forces seize Jamaica from Spain.

	1664 — First meeting of the Jamaican Assembly.

	1690s–1739 — First Maroon War; treaties recognise Maroon autonomy.

	1760 — Tacky’s Revolt.

	1795–96 — Second Maroon War; Trelawny Maroons deported to Nova Scotia and then Sierra Leone.

	1831–32 — The Baptist War (Christmas Rebellion) led by Samuel Sharpe; brutally suppressed.

	1833–34 — Abolition of slavery legislated; “apprenticeship” begins.

	1 August 1838 — Full emancipation.

	1845–1917 — Indian indentured immigration (c. 36,000); Chinese immigration follows.

	1846 — Sugar Duties Act removes imperial preference; sugar economy collapses.

	October 1865 — Morant Bay Rebellion; Paul Bogle and George William Gordon executed; c. 439 killed in reprisals.

	1866 — Assembly abolished; Crown Colony government established.

	1870s onward — Banana trade develops; United Fruit Company formed 1899; tourism begins.

	1880s–1920s — Mass labour migration to Panama, Costa Rica, Cuba.

	1887 — Marcus Garvey born, St Ann’s Bay.

	1914 — Garvey founds the UNIA in Kingston.

	1929 — Garvey founds the People’s Political Party.

	1930s — Rastafari emerges following the coronation of Haile Selassie I.

	1938 — Labour rebellion: Frome (2 May, four killed), Kingston waterfront (21 May); 46 killed and 429 wounded island-wide. Bustamante founds the BITU; Norman Manley founds the PNP (September).

	1939 — Moyne Commission reports (published 1945).

	1943 — Bustamante founds the Jamaica Labour Party.

	1944 — New constitution: universal adult suffrage. First election (12 December): JLP 22, PNP 5, Independents 5.

	1948 — University College of the West Indies founded at Mona.

	1949–56 — Pioneer Industries and Industrial Incentives legislation: “industrialisation by invitation.”

	1952 — First commercial bauxite exports (Reynolds); Alcan opens Kirkvine refinery.

	1953 — Ministerial system; Bustamante Chief Minister.

	1955 — PNP wins; Norman Manley Chief Minister (Premier from 1959).

	1957 — Full internal self-government; Jamaica becomes the world’s largest bauxite producer.

	1958–62 — West Indies Federation.

	19 September 1961 — Referendum: 54.1% vote to leave the Federation.

	April 1962 — General election: JLP 26, PNP 19.



Independence to 1980


	6 August 1962 — Independence. Bustamante Prime Minister.

	1963 — Coral Gardens incident and mass arrests of Rastafari.

	1965, 1968 — Anti-Chinese disturbances in Kingston.

	1966 — Back-o-Wall demolished; Tivoli Gardens built. State of emergency in West Kingston.

	1967 — General election: JLP wins; Donald Sangster PM, dies within weeks; Hugh Shearer succeeds.

	October 1968 — Walter Rodney banned; “Rodney Riots.”

	1969 — Norman Manley retires and dies; Michael Manley elected PNP leader. Jamaica Stock Exchange opens.

	29 February 1972 — General election: PNP 37, JLP 16.

	1973 — Free secondary and university education; Project Land Lease; CARICOM founded.

	1974 — Bauxite levy; Gun Court Act; Suppression of Crime Act; JAMAL literacy campaign; “democratic socialism” declared.

	1975 — National Minimum Wage; Labour Relations and Industrial Disputes Act.

	May 1976 — Orange Lane fire (at least 11 dead). June 1976 — State of emergency.

	3 December 1976 — Bob Marley shot at 56 Hope Road. 15 December 1976 — Election: PNP 47, JLP 13.

	1976 — Status of Children Act; National Housing Trust established.

	1977 — First IMF Standby Agreement.

	January 1978 — Green Bay massacre (5 killed). April 1978 — One Love Peace Concert. 1978 — IMF Extended Fund Facility; 15% devaluation.

	February 1979 — Claudie Massop killed by police.

	March 1980 — Manley breaks with the IMF. May 1980 — Eventide Home fire (150+ dead).

	30 October 1980 — General election: JLP 51, PNP 9. c. 510 political fatalities July–December 1980 (Stone 1986); wider campaign-year tolls of 800–889 are often cited but conflate political and ordinary homicide.



1980–2006


	1981 — Seaga first foreign leader received by Reagan. Bob Marley dies (11 May). Sandals founded.

	1983 — Caribbean Basin Initiative. Grenada intervention. December 1983 — Snap election boycotted by PNP; JLP takes all 60 seats.

	1985 — Austerity riots. Bauxite industry contracts sharply.

	12 September 1988 — Hurricane Gilbert: 45 dead, c. US$1bn damage.

	February 1989 — General election: PNP 45, JLP 15. Michael Manley returns.

	September 1991 — Exchange controls abolished; the dollar floats. Inflation peaks (77% in 1992).

	March 1992 — Manley resigns; P. J. Patterson becomes PM. Jim Brown dies in prison fire; Christopher “Dudus” Coke succeeds him in Tivoli.

	1993 — General election: PNP 52, JLP 8. Fair Competition Act.

	1996–98 — Financial sector collapse; FINSAC established January 1997. Fiscal cost c. 35–44% of GDP.

	1997 — General election: PNP 50, JLP 10. Michael Manley dies.

	April 1999 — Gas riots; at least 9 dead.

	2001 — Digicel enters the market, breaking the telecoms monopoly.

	2002 — General election: PNP 34, JLP 26. Michael Lee-Chin acquires control of NCB. Access to Information Act.

	2004 — Hurricane Ivan.

	2005 — 1,674 murders; highest national homicide rate in the world that year.

	2006 — Portia Simpson Miller becomes Jamaica’s first woman Prime Minister. Trafigura affair.

	2007–08 — Collapse of the “alternative investment schemes.” Cash Plus fails (losses later assessed at over J$19 billion, 40,000+ depositors); OLINT is raided in the Turks and Caicos on 15 July 2008. Combined intake estimated at J$150–200 billion.



2007–2016


	September 2007 — General election: JLP 33, PNP 27. Bruce Golding PM.

	2008–09 — Global financial crisis; bauxite/alumina sector largely shut down.

	12 January 2009 — FINSAC Commission of Enquiry established. It never reports.

	August 2009 — US requests extradition of Christopher Coke.

	January–February 2010 — Jamaica Debt Exchange (JDX); IMF Standby Arrangement.

	July 2001 — West Kingston operation: at least 27 killed, including two security force members; Isaac Commission of Inquiry follows and exonerates the security forces.

	May 2010 — Manatt affair; state of emergency; Tivoli Gardens incursion (24 May); 69 civilians and 3 security force members killed (West Kingston Commission 2016). Coke captured 22 June.

	2010 — INDECOM established.

	October 2011 — Golding resigns; Andrew Holness becomes PM. 29 December 2011 — Election: PNP 42, JLP 21.

	August 2011 — OLINT’s David Smith sentenced to 30 years in the United States.

	2012 — Coke sentenced to 23 years in New York. Debt peaks near 147% of GDP. Usain Bolt’s second Olympic sprint double.

	February 2013 — National Debt Exchange (NDX). May 2013 — IMF Extended Fund Facility; EPOC established.

	2014 — Fiscal rules legislated. Anti-Gang Act. Vybz Kartel convicted.

	2015 — Cannabis partially decriminalised. JSE named world’s best-performing market.

	February 2016 — General election: JLP 32, PNP 31. Holness returns as PM.

	June 2016 — West Kingston Commission of Enquiry reports.



2016–2026


	2017 — 1,647 murders. ZOSO legislation; first zone at Mount Salem (September). Integrity Commission established. Coral Gardens apology.

	January 2018 — State of emergency declared in St James. Reggae inscribed by UNESCO (2018).

	November 2019 — Jamaica exits IMF programme support.

	March 2020 — COVID-19 pandemic; economy contracts sharply; debt rises to c. 109% of GDP.

	September 2020 — General election: JLP 49, PNP 14; turnout 37%.

	2021 — Bank of Jamaica independence legislated. Jamaica sponsors its first catastrophe bond. Klansman “One Don” trial opens.

	2022 — JAM-DEX CBDC launched. Royal visit protests. Firearms Act.

	May 2017 — Carlos Hill acquitted of all Cash Plus charges after the prosecution offers no evidence.

	September 2023 — Klansman “One Don” verdicts; Andre Bryan convicted.

	February 2024 — Local government elections: PNP wins popular vote (51.8%), JLP takes 7 of 12 corporations; turnout 29.6%.

	2019 — Remaining FINSAC commissioners resign; the enquiry lapses without a report.

	March–July 2024 — Privy Council quashes Vybz Kartel’s conviction; released July. Ministry of Finance publishes the FINSAC Commission Archives.

	July 2024 — Hurricane Beryl. US suspends most firearms exports to Jamaica.

	January 2025 — Marcus Garvey posthumously pardoned by President Biden. SOE in St Catherine North.

	May 2025 — Record firearms seizure: 238 guns in water heaters at Kingston seaport.

	3 September 2025 — General election: JLP 34, PNP 29; turnout 39.96%.

	28 October 2025 — Hurricane Melissa: Category 5 landfall, 45+ dead, 156,000 homes damaged, damage and loss assessed at J$1.95 trillion (56.7% of GDP).

	December 2025 — Murders for the year c. 660, down 43%.

	February 2026 — Bank of Jamaica begins easing. Second Klansman trial opens.

	January–June 2026 — Murders down a further 22.5%; lowest January on record; serious crime down 19.5%.

	March 2026 — Record 2025 remittances confirmed at US$3.49 billion.

	July 2026 — Murders year-to-date 299. Debt on track towards the statutory 60% target.






Appendix B. Prime Ministers, Elections and Party Leaders


Prime Ministers of Jamaica




	Term
	Prime Minister
	Party





	1962–1967
	Sir Alexander Bustamante
	JLP



	1967 (Feb–Apr)
	Donald Sangster
	JLP



	1967–1972
	Hugh Shearer
	JLP



	1972–1980
	Michael Manley
	PNP



	1980–1989
	Edward Seaga
	JLP



	1989–1992
	Michael Manley
	PNP



	1992–2006
	P. J. Patterson
	PNP



	2006–2007
	Portia Simpson Miller
	PNP



	2007–2011
	Bruce Golding
	JLP



	2011–2012
	Andrew Holness
	JLP



	2012–2016
	Portia Simpson Miller
	PNP



	2016–
	Andrew Holness
	JLP







General election results since independence




	Date
	Winner
	Seats (Gov–Opp)
	Winning vote share
	Turnout





	Apr 1962
	JLP
	26–19
	50.0%
	72.9%



	Feb 1967
	JLP
	33–20
	50.7%
	82.2%



	Feb 1972
	PNP
	37–16
	56.4%
	78.9%



	Dec 1976
	PNP
	47–13
	56.8%
	85.2%



	Oct 1980
	JLP
	51–9
	58.9%
	86.9%



	Dec 1983
	JLP
	60–0 (boycott)
	—
	2.7%



	Feb 1989
	PNP
	45–15
	56.7%
	78.4%



	Mar 1993
	PNP
	52–8
	60.1%
	67.4%



	Dec 1997
	PNP
	50–10
	56.0%
	65.2%



	Oct 2002
	PNP
	34–26
	52.2%
	59.1%



	Sep 2007
	JLP
	33–27
	50.1%
	61.5%



	Dec 2011
	PNP
	42–21
	53.3%
	53.2%



	Feb 2016
	JLP
	32–31
	50.1%
	48.4%



	Sep 2020
	JLP
	49–14
	57.0%
	37.0%



	Sep 2025
	JLP
	34–29
	—
	40.0%





(Vote shares and turnout figures are from Electoral Commission of Jamaica returns; some early figures vary marginally between sources. The 1983 election was boycotted by the PNP and 54 of 60 seats were uncontested.)



Party leaders

People’s National Party: Norman Manley (1938–1969), Michael Manley (1969–1992), P. J. Patterson (1992–2006), Portia Simpson Miller (2006–2017), Peter Phillips (2017–2020), Mark Golding (2020– ).

Jamaica Labour Party: Alexander Bustamante (1943–1974), Hugh Shearer (1974–1978), Edward Seaga (1974/1978–2005), Bruce Golding (2005–2011), Andrew Holness (2011– ).





Appendix C. Selected Data Series


Homicides and homicide rate




	Year
	Murders
	Rate/100k





	1962
	63
	4



	1970
	152
	8



	1975
	266
	13



	1980
	889
	41



	1985
	424
	19



	1990
	542
	22



	1995
	780
	31



	1997
	1,038
	41



	2001
	1,138
	44



	2004
	1,471
	55



	2005
	1,674
	62



	2009
	1,680
	62



	2012
	1,087
	40



	2015
	1,192
	43



	2017
	1,647
	59



	2019
	1,326
	47



	2021
	1,463
	52



	2022
	1,498
	53



	2023
	1,393
	49



	2024
	~1,150
	41



	2025
	~660
	23



	2026 (to 20 July)
	299
	—





Source: Jamaica Constabulary Force annual statistics as reported by the JCF, PIOJ and contemporaneous press; rates computed on STATIN population estimates. Figures for some years differ marginally between sources.



Exchange rate (JMD per USD, approximate annual average)




	Year
	Rate





	1962
	0.77



	1975
	0.91



	1980
	1.78



	1985
	5.56



	1990
	7.18



	1992
	22.96



	1995
	35.14



	2000
	43.35



	2005
	62.51



	2010
	87.38



	2015
	116.90



	2020
	140.10



	2024
	~156



	2026 (mid-year)
	~157





Source: Bank of Jamaica. Figures rounded; the 1962 and 1975 values reflect the pre-float pegged rates (Jamaica adopted the Jamaican dollar in 1969, replacing the pound at £1 = J$2).



Public debt to GDP (fiscal year end)




	Fiscal year
	Debt/GDP





	1990/91
	~110%



	1996/97
	~80%



	2003/04
	~145%



	2009/10
	~141%



	2012/13
	~147%



	2015/16
	~121%



	2019/20
	~94%



	2020/21
	~109%



	2023/24
	~72%



	2024/25
	68.7%



	Target 2027/28
	60%





Source: Ministry of Finance and the Public Service, Fiscal Policy Papers; Independent Fiscal Commission; IMF Article IV reports.



Selected current indicators (mid-2026)




	Indicator
	Value
	Period





	Population
	c. 2.83 million
	2025 est.



	GDP per capita
	c. US$7,000
	2024



	Unemployment
	3.3%
	Oct 2025



	Poverty rate
	7.8%
	2024



	Extreme (food) poverty
	2.7%
	2024



	Inflation
	5.5%
	May 2026



	BOJ policy rate
	mid-5% range
	mid-2026



	Remittances
	US$3.49 bn (+3.8%)
	2025



	Remittances/GDP
	c. 15%
	2024



	Tourism earnings
	c. US$4.35 bn
	2024



	Visitor arrivals
	c. 4.27 million
	2024



	Informal economy
	c. 30–32% of GDP
	2025 est.



	Adults unbanked
	c. 28%
	recent



	Active criminal gangs
	c. 100 (from 381 in 2018)
	2025



	Global services employment
	c. 50,000 (from 62,000)
	Mar 2026



	General election turnout
	39.96%
	Sep 2025









Appendix D. Glossary

Area leader — Euphemism for a don; the recognised authority in a community.

Babylon — Rastafari term for the oppressive system; colloquially, the police.

Backra — Historically, the white master; by extension, the elite.

Barrel — A shipping drum of consumer goods sent by relatives abroad; hence “barrel children,” children supported materially from overseas.

Big man — A person of consequence; a patron.

Corner crew — A small, loosely organised group of young men attached to a block or street; the dominant post-2010 form of criminal organisation.

Don — The dominant figure in a garrison or community; originally a political enforcer, later an autonomous criminal-governmental authority.

Downtown / uptown — The spatial-class division of Kingston; downtown being the historic, poor, commercial city, uptown the wealthier suburbs of St Andrew.

Garrison — A politically homogeneous community, usually a housing scheme, controlled by a party and its agents, delivering near-unanimous voting.

Ganja — Cannabis.

GCT — General Consumption Tax, Jamaica’s value-added tax.

Higgler — An itinerant trader, usually a woman, buying produce at farm gate for urban resale.

ICI — Informal Commercial Importer; a trader who imports consumer goods personally for resale.

Informer fi dead — The enforced norm prohibiting cooperation with the police.

JCF / JDF — Jamaica Constabulary Force (police) / Jamaica Defence Force (military).

JLP / PNP — Jamaica Labour Party (centre-right, founded 1943) / People’s National Party (centre-left, founded 1938).

Link — A contact, connection or supplier; to “have a link” is to have access.

Massive — A crowd or following.

Partner — A rotating savings and credit association; members contribute a “hand” and take turns receiving the “draw.”

Praedial larceny — Theft of agricultural produce or livestock; a serious rural crime category.

Probox — A small Toyota commercial van, ubiquitous as a route taxi and everyman’s vehicle.

Scamming — Advance-fee fraud, chiefly targeting elderly North Americans; the “lottery scam.”

Shotta — A gunman.

SOE / ZOSO — State of Public Emergency / Zone of Special Operations, the two principal emergency security instruments used since 2017.

Sufferer — A poor person, especially in the Rastafari and reggae idiom.

Tun up — Turned up; excellent, exciting.

Yard — A tenement yard, a home, or Jamaica itself (“back a yard”); hence “Yardie,” a Jamaican, and in British usage a Jamaican criminal.




Appendix E. Bibliography and Sources
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Section II lists book reviews consulted where the underlying book was not. A review is a legitimate source for the fact that a book exists, was received in a particular way, and advances a particular argument in broad terms — and for nothing else. No factual claim in this book rests on a review. Where the text refers to the argument of a book in Section II, it does so at the level of generality that a review supports.

Section III onwards lists primary documents, statutes, statistical series and journalism consulted directly, plus a clearly marked list of standard works not consulted which are named in the text as the authorities on a question. Those are signposts for the reader, not sources for any figure.

Where a statistic appears in this book without an attribution to a named source, it is because no source of adequate quality exists and the text says so — the estimates of ganja and scamming earnings, the size of the informal economy, the number of Jamaicans without land title, and the ATF’s posse homicide figure are the main instances, and each is flagged at the point of use.
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Slave Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database. https://slavevoyages.org

Electoral Commission of Jamaica historical returns; IFES ElectionGuide, Jamaica. https://www.electionguide.org/elections/id/4602/

Hope Research Group. Caribbean FMCG Distributor Landscape, 2025. https://www.hoperesearchgroup.com/blog/caribbean-fmcg-distributor-landscape

World Economics. Jamaica informal economy and debt-to-GDP series, 2025–2026. https://www.worldeconomics.com/Informal-Economy/Jamaica.aspx ; https://www.worldeconomics.com/Debt/Jamaica.aspx

Macrotrends. Jamaica crime and homicide rate historical series. https://www.macrotrends.net/global-metrics/countries/jam/jamaica/murder-homicide-rate

Jamaica Stock Exchange market data and company filings. https://www.jamstockex.com

Company annual reports: GraceKennedy Ltd; Seprod Ltd; Musson Group; PanJam Investment Ltd; Jamaica Producers Group; Jamaica Broilers Group; Sagicor Group Jamaica; NCB Financial Group; JMMB Group; Wisynco Group; Lasco Distributors; Kingston Wharves. 2015–2026.



XIV. A note on what is still missing

An earlier draft of this book flagged three gaps. Two have since been closed: the West Kingston Commission of Enquiry report and Anthony Harriott’s two monographs were subsequently obtained and read in full, and Chapters 11, 17, 18 and 21 were rewritten against them. The corrections that resulted were substantial — the Commission’s finding is 69 civilian deaths and three security force deaths, not “at least 69 and one soldier”; police killings peaked at 355 in 1984, not in the range this book originally gave for the 2000s; and the analysis of the 2025–26 murder decline in Chapter 21 now has to answer Harriott’s argument that falling crime figures can signal criminal consolidation rather than state success.

Three gaps remain, and the reader is entitled to know where the account is thinnest.

Michael Manley’s own account. Jamaica: Struggle in the Periphery (1982) was available only as an unsearchable scan. Part Three therefore describes the democratic socialism period without quoting its principal architect at length, which is a real weakness in chapters about a government whose self-understanding mattered enormously.

The economic historiography of the 1970s. Girvan’s Corporate Imperialism and Post’s Arise Ye Starvelings were not consulted directly; the relevant figures in Chapters 1, 2 and 7 are sourced instead to statutes, contemporary accounts and the statistical series. Huber Stephens and Stephens’s Democratic Socialism in Jamaica was obtained and read, and Chapters 7 and 8 were revised against it. There is no FINSAC Commission report to consult, because none was ever written; Chapter 14 uses the Commission’s published archive instead.

Contemporary Jamaican fiscal and social micro-data. The granular tables of the Ministry of Finance Fiscal Policy Papers, the full Jamaica Survey of Living Conditions and the JCF’s divisional series were used through their published summaries and press reporting rather than in the original. The direction of every figure in Part Seven is well attested; the second decimal place is not.



