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Introduction 

LANDS is a political organisation which has kept a low profile; we are less than 2 years old and we 

are still organising ourselves properly before we decide to enter the national political scene. Even 

when we enter the national political scene, we may not immediately decide to contest elections. 

As a political organisation of persons with our own vision for the country, we find ourselves 

concerned with matters of legislation and policy. Our members have expressed these concerns in 

dozens of meetings since late 2016. We had already made and presented a submission to a 

parliamentary committee, a written submission to the PIOJ, and a written submission to the 

Ministry of Labour. These were all done over a year ago. 

More recently, some other concerns emerged and were thoroughly discussed in our meetings; we 

have had over 40 meetings since the start of the year. This paper is a series of short notes on these 

more recently expressed concerns; it focuses on general economic matters. It was reviewed by our 

Economic Policy Committee, consisting of Rayon Cameron, Kirk Douglas, Jonathan Orgill, and 

Christophe Simpson.  

We ask that you take our concerns seriously; accept them with an open mind and trust that we 

have the best interests of our country at heart. Our intention is not to bash the government; where 

we express concerns or critique, it is with the hope that the government takes them into account 

when developing policies or making decisions. 
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Wage Negotiations 

One of the first things we want to do is to congratulate the current Finance Minister on 

concluding wage negotiations, particularly with teachers and nurses. We have been watching the 

wage negotiations actively, but from a distance. We were originally pessimistic, so we are 

impressed to see that things have been resolved for now. 

We want to note, however, that the NAJ president said that “the package isn’t satisfactory, but her 

members understand the economic climate facing the government.”1 We note this for 2 reasons, 

the first being that the dialogue was productive enough that there was some compromise; the 

government got the nurses to understand its limitations and agree to sacrifice, rather than taking a 

callous and heavy-handed approach of imposing sacrifices on them. 

The other reason we note what the nurses say is that our attempts at engaging the government 

intend to come with a similar tone; we understand that we are not a developed country and that 

we have a small economy that is often at the mercy of global economic dynamics. Politicians have 

repeatedly given high-in-the-sky promises that everything will be great, because honesty about our 

position in the world doesn’t seem like what people want to hear, but do the people feel better 

when they feel deceived? 

Admitting that things are a bit rough because of limitations beyond our control, while we still do 

everything we can to navigate these conditions to make life better for ourselves, is a message that 

all of Jamaica is in this together. On the contrary, constant talk of the economy improving – while 

workers and average Jamaicans have experiences that convince them otherwise – will give the 

impression that the government is disconnected from the people. Going forward, the government 

must listen to the workers, especially its own workers; if our economy is truly improving, their 

lives must be improving as well. 

  

                                                 
1 Nurses Agree to Wage Increase & Benefits Package with Gov’t (Nationwide 2018) 
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Fiscal Council 

One major area of concern is the proposal to have an independent Fiscal Council. The word 

“independent” sounds nice to most, but some may interpret this as the Fiscal Council being 

unaccountable to our people. We are very concerned about the structure of this body, how much 

power it will have, and its relationship to other bodies of authority. We lack clarity on the specific 

details of the composition of this body. 

We understand the positive effects of having independent bodies as opposed to ones that are 

political, but the dangers of this should not be ignored. The parliament and its politicians are 

supposedly the representatives of the people whose legitimacy comes from elections. What is the 

basis of the legitimacy of the Fiscal Council when its decisions may impact the average people? 

Will the average people have any say in its appointments? 

We get the impression that the Fiscal Council will consist of technocrats who are appointed for 

permanent, or at least long, terms. Who will be responsible for appointing them? How will 

political bias be eliminated from their initial appointment if the intention is to keep them politically 

neutral? How will they be held accountable? 

If a political party achieves a landslide election victory because of a promise it intends to carry out, 

like dropping GCT to 10%, raising subsidies for tertiary education, or anything else that may not 

seem fiscally prudent, what will the Fiscal Council do? Can/will it overrule the will of the people 

and their elected representatives, or will it serve as an advisory body that can delay or force 

modifications of the policy rather than blocking it entirely? 

If politicians take unpopular decisions, they are at risk of losing elections. If the Fiscal Council 

takes very unpopular decisions in general, what can the people of the country do about that? We 

want to know how the Fiscal Council will fit into the political system that is supposed to have 

mostly democratic elements. 

We fear a situation like that of Puerto Rico, where an unpopular Fiscal Board2 hands down 

austerity-based policies and directives without much consultation with the people. This has caused 

widespread protests and instability, and has diminished the confidence of the people – especially 

university students and vulnerable groups – in its decisions. The Fiscal Board is even sometimes 

hostile to public agencies. Its harsh decisions have led to many persons losing access to public 

services, including education. We are not assuming that the Puerto Rican model will be followed, 

but we lack clarity on what will be implemented. 

                                                 
2 It is also called the “Fiscal Oversight and Management Board” 
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On the other hand, Nicaragua has practised a model that Jamaica could look at and consider 

aspects of it which may suit us. There is a committee which consists of representatives of the state, 

the private sector, and the workers. Our Fiscal Council can include representatives from the 

private sector3 and the labour unions4. We are not suggesting that Nicaragua’s model be copied, 

but we can look at aspects of it and other models and consider pieces of them to influence the 

model we implement in Jamaica. 

We understand that the model that the government wants to implement in Jamaica is one 

grounded mostly in Technocracy, where experts guide fiscal discipline. We still believe, however, 

that there needs to be some middle ground between that and the people’s concerns, because great 

fiscal health and a ‘good’ economy only matter to the extent that the people are benefitting. Our 

Fiscal Council, if it must exist, can consist of mostly technocrats, with representatives from bodies 

which are most affected by fiscal policies. 

Workers are affected by fiscal policies in general, as they pay taxes; income tax affects some of 

them, while fuel and consumption taxes affect all of them in some way or another. Public sector 

workers are the most directly affected by fiscal policies, as spending cuts can mean delayed wage 

increases or even job cuts. 

Students are also heavily affected by fiscal policies. Representatives from the National Secondary 

Student Council and the tertiary student unions should have seats at the table to engage the Fiscal 

Council, and in turn be educated about stances that it is taking and why it is taking them. Spending 

cuts/increases affect students because of tuition fees, funding of educational institutions and their 

facilities, and social programmes like PATH. Measures like taxes on fuel may impact the cost of 

transportation and consumer goods5, especially in rural areas. 

Even if the representatives of these social sectors don’t necessarily have quantifiable votes, they 

should at least have a voice. If they will have quantifiable votes, it can be based on the number of 

persons they represent or how directly they are affected rather than being equal; unions with more 

public sector workers should get more representation in such a scenario. 

Whatever the case is, we urge the government to consider institutionalising consultative 

mechanisms; we don’t want to rely on good faith that the Fiscal Council and/or the government 

will be consultative; consultation should be institutionalised in the structure somewhat. We make 

no accusations; we are expressing concerns. Please consider what we have raised.  

                                                 
3 For example, the PSOJ, the Jamaica Chamber of Commerce, and the Jamaica Manufacturers’ Association 
4 For example, the Jamaica Civil Servants Association, the NWU, the BITU, the UAWU, etc. 
5 Students buy snacks, beverages, and lunch from school. 
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Currency Value 

Our understanding of currency value is that we don’t have any direct control over it. We don’t 

blame the government for the recent dollar slide, nor do we expect the government to be able to 

have any sort of ability to simply determine the value of our currency in relation to other countries. 

Our understanding is that we are at the mercy of international economic dynamics, and that we are 

not unique in this situation. We understand that there are factors which have impacts on our 

currency, with some strengthening it and some weakening it. The main determinants of currency 

value, in our understanding, hangs in the balance of the demand for Jamaican goods and services 

versus Jamaica’s demand for foreign goods and services. 

We have a major trade deficit and are therefore at a constant disadvantage with currency value; our 

people demand more goods and services from abroad than the value of goods and services that 

foreign sources demand from us, so there is a somewhat constant flight of capital as our desire to 

spend money exceeds our ability to accumulate. We know that a low currency value can benefit 

exporters by making their exports more competitive, as it does the opposite of ‘Dutch Disease’ – 

but the trade deficit means that many Jamaicans are taking a hit from rising prices without seeing 

any major increases in earnings. 

There is not much that the government can do about the international economic dynamics behind 

these problems, and we understand that. Unfortunately, politicians from both parties have used 

the currency for opportunistic talking points; the JLP did it while it was in opposition, and the 

PNP is doing it now. 

While we can’t do much, we recognise that the BOJ has at least been doing something. At most, 

however, monetary policy can only manipulate the local trading rates; this is unsustainable. The 

BOJ can sell foreign currency reserves to bring the price of the USD down, and make it more 

available to importers. To sell reserves, the BOJ needs to have reserves; to have reserves, the BOJ 

needs to buy reserves, and buying reserves has driven up the price of USD. The buying and selling 

does little to impact the actual value of the currency; it only manipulates it by either undervaluing 

or overvaluing it on our local markets; this can affect the prices of imported consumer goods or 

make earners of foreign currency benefit or lose, but it doesn’t really change the larger dynamics of 

our ever-sliding dollar. This view was expressed in some of our meetings and in conversations we 

had with persons outside of the organisation. Not long after, Dennis Chung wrote an article6 

where he expressed similar sentiments; this allowed us to have confidence in our understanding 

and stances regarding the matter. 

                                                 
6 “Any reliance on purely monetary policy fixes, while desirable in the short term, is not sustainable” (Chung 2018) 
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We need to take long term steps to reduce our trade deficit, whether that is cutting imports, 

increasing exports of goods, beginning to export professional services7, improving our Tourism 

product, or whatever else it may take. We recognise, however, that this would have to be a long-

term transformation of the economy rather than something a government can get up and do in a 

single term. 

We neither bash the government for the currency devaluation nor fully absolve it of any blame for 

the recent panics. We believe the government could have made a greater effort to get people to 

understand the fluctuations. Instead of just saying that the currency is fluctuating as it should, the 

government could have defined a band of fluctuation to influence the market and reduce panic. 

For example, it could have said “the US dollar should stay between 125 JMD and 140 JMD in this 

quarter” just as a prediction or some sort of advice rather than a concrete policy. That way, when 

the dollar approaches 140 JMD, less persons would engage in panic buying; some persons would 

think that it won’t get much higher and be incentivised to sell the USD that they have. This 

prediction could have been backed up with a policy or plan to sell USD once it reaches too close 

to 140 JMD and start buying it up again if it trends close to 125 JMD. 

Instead of this prediction or signalling, persons had no idea when the price of USD would stop 

rising, and they saw the USD hit a new high on multiple days; this gave the impression that it was 

out of control. Right after the Prime Minister said that it would be counterintuitive to do so8, the 

BOJ ended up selling USD reserves9 to prevent 1 USD from reaching 140 JMD. This seemed to 

be10 a last-minute intervention in response to a crisis, rather than a policy. 

Arguably, the absence of the predictive/signalling measures allowed speculation and panic to 

grease the path of the dollar to help it to slide. The BOJ’s intervention may not be able to reverse 

the effects of the panic-buying as quickly as panic-buying had an impact on the exchange rate. The 

government and the BOJ need to be more careful in the future. 

  

                                                 
7 Locals who are skilled in art or technology can offer services to foreign clients. 
8 “Whenever there is a movement in the dollar, the immediate temptation is to put the reserves into the market. This 
is counterintuitive. When you reduce your reserves you weaken the country’s ability to defend itself in the case of a 
national emergency & sustain its external trade.” (Holness 2018) 
9 “On Friday, the BOJ offered millions of US dollars for sale as it sought to calm some of the jitters that have been 
causing the Jamaican currency to slide.” (Collister 2018) 
10 Note we say it seemed to be a last-minute decision, not that it definitely was a last-minute decision. 
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Customs and Tariffs 

We understand the importance of customs and tariffs, including both the specific need to protect 

local industries and the general need to reduce the outflow of money from the country. 

Sugar 

We are pleased with Audley Shaw’s expression in support of a tax on imported granulated sugar. A 

policy allowed sugar to be imported duty-free so that the manufacturing sector could keep its 

prices down; this would have hopefully led to our manufacturers being more competitive since 

they could access cheaper sugar. However, Shaw says that imported granulated sugar is finding 

itself directly on the local market and competing with the local sugar industry. 

This prompted Shaw to threaten to revoke duty-free imports11 on granulated sugar, a position he 

has since backed down12 from. Shaw’s next move is a smart one; manufacturers would pay duty 

for the imported sugar upfront, then be reimbursed for it13; this should allow for them to continue 

to keep their production prices low while cutting the illegal duty-free imports of sugar by retailers. 

It is unfortunate that he has backed down from his original position and that there are alleged 

threats on his life14 for having such a position in the first place. Capital flight is a serious issue 

which has plagued the economies of countries like ours for decades, as cheaper imports eliminate 

local industries. The promise of ‘cheaper consumer goods’ doesn’t mean anything to persons who 

can’t find a job after losing their existing livelihoods. 

We hope that no other members of cabinet soon come under threat for the signal that sugary 

drinks may be taxed15 and/or made less available16 in schools, as the same entities that have a 

problem with paying duties on sugar may have a problem with that. There is public support17 for 

sugary drinks to be taxed18, and there would be public support for whatever measures are 

necessary to protect the sugar industry if the people knew the impacts19 of allowing it to collapse. 

                                                 
11 “Tax On G Sugar!” (Serju 2018) 
12 “Shaw Backs Down!” (Serju 2018) 
13 “Manufacturers who import white sugar will now be required to pay the duty up front and be reimbursed by the 
Government within 30 days.” (Smith 2018) 
14 “Shaw says he received warning his life could be at risk over sugar stance”  (Jamaica Observer 2018) 
15 “non-governmental organisations' partners have been championing the call for a tax on sugary drinks, pointing out 
the policy success in other jurisdictions” (Clarke 2018) 
16 “the Government will implement a policy to restrict certain types of sugary drinks in schools and public health 
institutions.” (Patterson 2018) 
17 “there seems to be significant public support for a tax on sugary beverages” (Nationwide 2018) 
18 For health reasons, not economic ones. 
19 Jobs will be lost, and money that used to circulate in the Jamaican economy would start leaving it. 
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Chicken 

Jamaica already experienced a collapse of our dairy sector in the 1990s; we are lucky to still have 

dairy producers today. Another sector that needs to be watched right now is poultry, as American 

brands have their eyes on our markets. Many Jamaicans are involved in the production of chicken 

meat, as large producers set up contracts with small farmers and entrepreneurs20. 

The American companies tried to penetrate our market in 201621, and we are glad to see that the 

current government had been resisting22 their efforts earlier this year. Enough chicken is produced 

for the local market, and there is no need to put the livelihoods of many Jamaicans at risk by 

allowing American producers to dump their excess goods here to ruin our local industries. If we 

become more reliant on imports for food, we will be more vulnerable to price shocks during times 

of international crisis; we would have less food security. 

Customs Charges on Individual Items 

We understand the importance of limiting the outflow of money, even on goods that we don’t 

produce locally like smartphones, cameras, laptops, and other similar things. However, some of 

these things are used by professionals to earn money or increase their productivity in doing so. 

Farmers get exemptions for importation of certain types of vehicles; what options exist for 

persons who use their computers for their academic careers or research contracts, or creatives who 

do photography, produce music, etc.? We are not saying that options don’t exist, but we don’t 

know of them. If such options exist, are they available to self-employed persons? 

Additionally, high customs charges in general are an incentive for persons to find ways to ‘go 

around the system’ to evade them. We believe that lower charges would lead to greater 

compliance, with more persons being willing to pay customs charges rather than making efforts to 

bribe or circumvent officials. A simple 10%-20% charge applied to all goods, regardless of price, 

would work better than having no charges for items under a certain price and then having 

ridiculous charges once items pass 50 USD; commercial quantities are a separate matter. 

There needs to be serious revision of customs/duty charges, after consultation with different 

sectors of the society. Alongside this, there needs to be effort to get people to understand the 

point of customs/duty charges in general. 

                                                 
20 “approximately 30 per cent of the local poultry industry is small farmers” (Davis 2018) 
21 “even a small import window could have disastrous consequences for the local industry” (The Gleaner 2016) 
22 “A lobby group representing American broiler companies is pushing Jamaicans to buy more poultry and eggs from 
the United States, but the agriculture ministry is not keen on the pitch, saying Jamaica is already self-sufficient in those 
products.” (Collinder 2018) 
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Conclusion 

These are our general positions on matters of economic policy in 2018; we may develop more 

specific positions and in-depth proposals in the near future, but this outlines the direction of our 

line of thinking. We hope that our concerns are taken seriously and addressed in some way. We 

will continue to try to engage the government when we find it necessary to do so, and we wish to 

have higher quality engagements with the government when given the opportunity. 
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