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Overview 

Minimum wage in Jamaica is $155 per hour, for a work week not exceeding 40 hours. That 

works out to $1,240 for an 8-hour workday or $6,200 for a 40-hour work week. There are 52 

weeks in the year, split up across 12 months, so precisely calculating monthly income is a bit 

difficult; it would be $24,800 if we calculate a month as 4 weeks, and $31,000 if we calculate a 

month as 5 weeks. Annual income, when we work out a year to be 52 weeks, is $322,400. 

Dividing this by 12 gives us almost $26,870. 

Minimum wage in Jamaica is extremely low. While being faced with higher prices for food, 

clothing, and other consumer goods, our minimum wage workers are paid extremely lowly 

compared to American workers. 

Comparing our wages to American wages is important for many reasons. Firstly, we import 

many of our goods through the USA, and a significant amount from the USA itself; this includes 

cereals, branded supplies for franchises, and clothing. In addition, a significant portion of our 

people have begun to purchase things online, both material things from online stores in the US, 

and subscriptions to streaming and media services like Netflix, Deezer, Apple Music, Spotify, 

and so on. 

Subscription services for work tools also exist online, things for work-oriented communication, 

project management, data collection, website management, blogging, and so on are listed in 

prices made for American consumers. These may seem unimportant to the average minimum 

wage worker, since a business using such a service would pay for it itself, but these prices matter 

for workers who may be trying to do entrepreneurship on the side, or for students who have low 

incomes or depend on persons with low incomes. These services could be useful for workers 

who are attempting to form a new union, a community-based organisation, or some other sort of 

association. They are used for the most minor things abroad, but are often inaccessible options 

here in Jamaica; do our people not deserve ‘nice things’ as well? 

Raising the amount of disposable income that our workers have would not only allow them 

increased ability to purchase goods and services from abroad, but also boost their ability to create 

demand for those services to be offered locally. This could reduce brain drain, as educated 

specialists in certain fields could stay here to develop these services instead of being pulled 

abroad by the offering of higher earnings. 

The increased spending power of our consumers would be a boost to local businesses in general, 

i.e. both existing businesses and potential ones. We see then that wages are not just about the 

direct earners of the wages, but also about how those wage-earners spend their money. The 
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entrepreneur may not earn a conventional wage, but how would the entrepreneur get money if 

no-one can afford the products or services that the entrepreneur offers? 

Of course, one challenge is that our economy is not making enough money from foreign sources 

than what leaves it to go to foreign economies. This means that a raise of wages could very well 

just mean increased spending power to consume goods from foreign producers only temporarily, 

and then currency devaluation would follow to set things back to how they were before. High 

wages and stronger labour laws would disadvantage us in attracting investments
1
, since their 

main aim is to exploit our people for the sake of maximising their profits. It would also make it 

more difficult for us to export our goods, as foreign consumers feel entitled to maintain a certain 

level of consumption power. 

If no real money is being added to our economy from foreign sources, then there would 

supposedly be no real increase in wages. This problem could be combated if our workers were to 

spend their wages on consuming goods and services that are produced and provided locally. 

They can only do so if they have better wages; right now, many buy whatever is cheapest 

because of the perception of no choice, and that is often a foreign product. Increasing the average 

person’s income could, as mentioned before, stimulate local demand for goods and services. We 

need to find creative ways to ensure that increased spending power is directed to benefit our local 

producers as opposed to flowing to more developed countries. 

Global inequality is not our only problem. The distribution of money in our own society is 

uneven, as some businesses manage to make massive profits while members of our working 

classes struggle to meet their basic expenses. If we addressed inequality domestically first, it 

would not hit us as hard as trying to address the international wage gap, unless the increased 

spending power of our people is directed to increased consumption of imports. 

  

                                                 

1
 Race to the bottom (W 2013) 
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Expenses 

Ideally, if the government expects minimum wage to be a liveable wage, i.e. an amount of 

money that people can reasonably be expected to survive on, it needs to be familiar with the 

expenses that people are faced with. When changing minimum wage figures in the future, it 

would be helpful for the government to show a rough estimate of how it expects minimum wage 

earners to spend their money. 

This would not be dictating how people should spend their money, but instead demonstrate that 

politicians have actually considered the expenses of the average person when deciding that a 

certain amount of money is suitable for someone to subsist on. 

Minimum wage cannot be an abstract figure; it must be a real figure related to real expenses, 

faced by real people. People do not sit down to look at macro-economic indicators to say 

“Inflation is 2% so our wages should go up by 2%” – they know that they have a limited amount 

of money, and they need to spend a part on rent, a part on bills, a part on groceries, a part on 

transportation, and other things. 

Along with the minimum wage figure, the government should really consider publishing a 

recommended budget that includes daily expenses (transportation, meals, disposable income, 

etc.), and periodical expenses (groceries, property rent/mortgage/tax, utility bills, insurance, 

disposable income, etc.). This would force the government to come forward with realistic figures 

for minimum wage. 

Housing 

Rent tends to be at least $15,000-$20,000 per month for the most basic 1-bedroom space, usually 

an extra bedroom in someone’s house with access to a shared kitchen and other shared space. 

Monthly rent in urban areas tends to cost much more, going in the $40,000 range. Rent would be 

even more expensive for a person or couple with children, as a 2-bedroom apartment can cost 

$50,000 or more per month. Some modest 2-bedroom townhouses near the city centre go for 

above $100,000 per month, while those outside of the city centre can go for around $75,000 per 

month or more. 

Minimum wage is less than $27,000 per month. An individual earning minimum wage would 

spend more than half their income on rent alone, not to mention other expenses. A couple 

earning minimum wage would bring less than $54,000 into the household. A 2-bedroom space
2
 

                                                 

2
 A couple should be able to afford to raise a child. 
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would cost roughly $40,000 per month, leaving them with less than $15,000 to handle all of their 

other expenses for the entire month, including groceries, utilities, and daily expenses like 

transportation. 

In the USA, the standard measure of whether housing is affordable is when it is less than or 

equal to 30%
3
 of a household’s monthly income. By this standard, rent of a very basic space is 

only affordable for an individual earning around $45,000 per month or more, and rent of a 

modest dwelling is only affordable for a couple earning $120,000 or more. This cannot be the 

same Jamaica that politicians expect people to be able to “raise families”
4
 in. 

Of course, raising minimum wage won’t magically make housing affordable. The government 

can consider things like rent regulations to ensure that housing prices are reasonable. Finding 

information for rent prices is in itself quite difficult, which is why no specific source was cited; 

the government could do itself and the people a favour by tracking and keeping lists of available 

rent spaces and how much they charge. Such a registry would allow better understanding of the 

expenses that people face, as well as the true value of certain properties. Depending on how it is 

listed, it could even allow persons to more easily find housing spaces that are offered. 

Food 

Grocery bills may vary based on preferences and diet. A purchased lunch, however, is often 

between $350 and $600, with water or a drink ranging from $50 to $200. A conservative 

estimate of a daily lunch expense would be $450; that is more than a third of daily minimum 

wage. 

Transportation 

Transportation is an expense that almost everyone incurs. A household with its own vehicle has 

to pay for fuel, maintenance, and insurance. A household without any vehicle often has to pay 

public transportation fares. Affordable housing tends to be furthest away from common places of 

employment, and places where persons can access important services; this means that someone 

who pays less for rent would likely have to pay more for transportation, and someone who wants 

low transportation costs would likely have to rent a more expensive place to live. 

An adult pays $120 per trip on a regular bus route
5
, and higher prices for “Premium Express” 

routes. This would be at least $240 per day for some persons. To put this into perspective, 

                                                 

3
 US Census Bureau (Schwartz and Wilson n.d.) 

4
 “Jamaica, the place of choice to live, work, raise families and do business” (Planning Institute of Jamaica n.d.) 

5
 See “Adult fares – Regular Service” (Jamaica Urban Transit Company Limited n.d.) 
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minimum wage is $1,240 for a day; and $240 is roughly 20% of that. Some persons need to take 

2 buses to work and 2 buses to return home; this usually involves taking a bus from one place to 

a hub
6
, then taking a bus from the hub to the other place; this can cost someone $480 per day if 

we only consider buses. $480 is almost 40% of daily minimum wage. Some persons take taxis, 

which are more expensive than buses. In some rural areas, there are places that taxis will go that 

buses won’t, or places where taxis are simply much more common. 

Unlike our politicians, the average Jamaican is not given travel allowance
7
 and a chauffeur

8
. 

Transportation is a significant expense for many low-income earners who have to travel long 

distances to get to work. 

Education 

Minimum wage earners are often blamed for their economic status, as most are assumed to be 

unskilled workers. Persons do not choose what level of education their parents are able to afford 

for them, and it is ridiculous to expect persons to be able to work a minimum wage job and 

attend university at the same time when the minimum wage is so low. 

Tuition at UWI, for example, is roughly $9,200 per credit
9
. A degree usually requires 90 credits. 

A full-time student does 15 credits per semester, which is 30 per year, and finishes in 3 years. 

Studying part time allows someone to do up to 9 credits per semester, a cost of almost $83,000 

per semester. Miscellaneous fees are around $15,000 per year. Someone could do 2 semesters 

per year in addition to courses offered during the summer. With the 2016-2017 tuition fees, that 

would be roughly $181,000 for 2 semesters or roughly $264,000 if it is 2 semesters and summer. 

Doing 2 semesters without summer would take 5 years to complete the degree, as that would be 

18 credits per year. Doing 2 semesters and summer would give someone the opportunity to do up 

to 27 credits or 9 courses for each academic year, which is still less than what a full-time student 

does. A university education is basically unaffordable for anyone earning minimum wage, as it 

costs more than half their annual income. 

Is it that minimum wage workers do not deserve the opportunity to send their children to school? 

Is it that students whose parents can’t afford to send them to school do not deserve the 

opportunity to earn a reasonable wage so that they can send themselves to school? 

                                                 

6
 A hub can be the Halfway Tree Transport Centre, a small bus park, or wherever someone changes buses 

7
 “$1.2 million in travel allowance per year” (RJR News 2016) 

8
 “All MPs are also entitled to a chauffeur” (RJR News 2016) 

9
 2016/2017 Tuition Fees (University of the West Indies 2016) 
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Total 

Conservative estimates of daily lunch and daily transportation, at $450 and $240 respectively, 

would together be $690; this is more than half of daily minimum wage, which is $1,240. More 

than half of what some workers earn is spent on transportation to/from work and on a meal while 

at work. Rent prices are already more than half of monthly income. Someone should not be 

expected to survive on minimum wage without living with extended family, or without 

depending on someone else who earns more or has home ownership. This means that working 

individuals are being denied economic independence. 
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Workday Length 

Apart from the general issue of wages themselves being low, workdays are a bit long. Workdays 

could be cut from 8 hours to 6 hours. Businesses that usually open for 8 hours could be 

encouraged to be open for 6 or 12 hours, where they would use 1 shift of workers if they choose 

to be open for only 6 hours, or hire 2 shifts of workers if they choose to be open for 12 hours. A 

24-hour business could have 4 6-hour work cycles instead of 3 8-hour work cycles. 

Security guards usually work for 12-hour shifts; this can be cut to 8-hour shifts, where there 

would be 3 per day. Back-to-back/double shifts would then last for 16 hours instead of a full 24 

hours. 

Our organisation is currently working on a full paper that makes a case for the reduction of hours 

in the workday. It would benefit both the workers and the businesses, as it takes persons into 

account as both earners and spenders of money, i.e. most persons are workers and consumers. If 

invited to speak on the issue, we will give more information on this.  



Jamaica LANDS  Page 10 of 11 

   

Recommendations 

We recommend that the necessary steps be taken to: 

 Reduce the number of hours in a workday; 

o The regular work week would be 30 hours instead of 40 hours. 

o Overtime for regular workers would start after 6 hours instead of 8. 

o A security guard’s shift would last for 8 hours instead of 12. 

 Increase the hourly minimum wage by at least 35%; 

o At this figure, the daily wage would stay the same when the work day is cut. 

o This figure is a minimum; ideally, minimum wage should be increased by more 

than this, in addition to cutting working hours. 

o The figure could be raised to $215 per hour for now, which would be a 38.7% 

increase. 

 Consider supplementing wages with coupons or stamps; 

o These would be in addition to existing wages, not accompanying a reduction of 

wages. 

o There could be restrictions for these, like only allowing them to be spent on 

locally-produced goods. 

 Create a recommended budget; 

o This should demonstrate whether the minimum wage can truly afford the 

expenses that our people are expected to incur. 

o This could be a reference for which people can juxtapose their spending habits. 

o When real spending habits don’t match the government’s recommendation, the 

government can re-assess the recommendation to see if it is feasible or acceptable. 

 Create a registry of workers and how much money they earn; 

o This will allow information to be available on exactly how many workers earn 

minimum wage. 

o If information on consumer expenses is collected, the government can see 

whether wages are able to match expenses. 
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