3
Interviews
These interviews were conducted by James Ferguson in October 1991.

The small farmer
Uriah Williams has a small piece of land in a village in St James parish.
He and his wife, Millicent, also make craft items for sale to tourists on
the north coast. They used to have a stall at the Montego Bay market
and are now participating in a communal farm project in their village.

Farming is a little slow at the moment. We don't have the cash to
move along, so we have to find other ways of making a living.
We've just started up as a group, and we have about half an acre.
That area is a captured [squatted] section of land, so we're
waiting for authority from the government to use it. I do a little
farming around my house for myself. I plant bananas,
sweetsops, soursops, and other fruit like mangoes and pears. We
eat most of it ourselves and give some away. We don't take such
small amounts to the market. What we are expecting to grow on
the joint farm will be to sell in the market. There are other
farmers who'll be working with us. We'll be raising cows and
goats. I used to live in Manchester and did a lot of farming there.
But when I moved over to St James, I did a different sort of
farming, on the hills, near Maroon Town. That was an area where
there's a lot of rain and you can grow anything. Here, you have
to put in short crops such as callaloo, red peas, peanuts and
cabbage. You can grow a little banana, too, but you have to have
water from the pipe to water it since we don't get a lot of rainfall.
We used to have a little shop in the market in Montego Bay.
One of our bigger girls looked after it. She made the things and
took them there to sell. But there was too much competition,
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everybody had the same things. So we had to find another way
out, making things like belts, tarns, rugs and toys. We're trying to
sell these items to tourists.
Sometimes for days on end we didn't sell anything in the
market. So I had to go out and look for a few days' work.
Sometimes I do some masonry or chop wood. Sometimes I even
buy bottles, Desnoes and Geddes or Coca-Cola, and I put them
on my head and carry them to the depot and sell them. At the
factory they pay 20 dollars for a crate of 24 empties. I pay four
dollars per dozen, so I don't make anything much. It might take
most of the morning to do that. If I could get a little van I could
go further around and sell the bottles in Kingston, where you get
a better price. Sometimes when you can't get any work, you can't
bring any money home. Other times, you might get 400 dollars.
This is how we get our wages, not by the week, but by doing
occasional jobs for 100 or 200 dollars. So in a week you might
have 200 dollars to feed the children and send them to school.
You have to pinch and cut all the time. It's tough. We mostly
buy rice and flour and a little sugar. We hardly ever buy meat
any more, perhaps chicken once a week. Chicken costs 15 dollars
a pound and fish is 30 dollars, so we eat a lot of vegetables that
we grow at home like beans and peas. I don't drink or smoke.
The bigger folks can buy a crate of drinks, but the poor people
have to leave that aside. We eat enough to keep alive, but the
children would like to have more milk and cheese. They need
more vitamins and protein from things like fish. One of our
children is giving us problems with her health. She has stomach
cramps all the time, sometimes she's sick when she eats, maybe
she can't stand the hunger.
We have to spend most of our earnings on the children. We
pay 240 dollars to the Secondary and 90 dollars for the little one.
And we have to pay for their books. A book is 130 or 150, and
every year they need a new one as they go into a different class.
If they're sick, we take them to the local clinic. Now it costs 35
dollars for an adult and 25 for a child to register. Then there are
different prices for all the medicines when you get sent to the
pharmacy. The hospital is so rough now that everyone's afraid to
go there.
There's never been a good time for poor people in Jamaica. It
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was better in the 1970s, when the government was doing some
things for poor people. A lot of people are blaming the present
government for the debt problem, but I think you should blame
the people who took the money and spent it. We have to honour
our debts. Each of us, each little baby now owes something like
two thousand dollars. That is why things keep going up. Not
even half of the people got any of the money. It went into
different areas to suit other people's purposes. Borrowing to help
everybody is fine. But when it just goes to certain people and for
yourself, that's no good.
When [hurricane] Gilbert blew, we didn't get any help, we had
to help ourselves. I had a three-apartment house which burned
down completely in 1982. I never got a cent to help me rebuild
my home. I had to take my axe and cut stone to build it again,
and until now no government has helped me. On the day the
hurricane came we were down in the market. We had to rush
home, and there was water right through the house, we had to
sweep all the mud out of the house. But we were so lucky that
our house was made of concrete. We were safe inside, but the
windows and doors blew in. The other houses that were made of
wood were destroyed. Gilbert just took the zinc roofs and tossed
them to and fro. The government helped a few of those people.
But the majority of people who really should have been helped
didn't get anything. When the zinc came, the people who were
handing it out gave it to their own friends. Some of the bigger
ones took it to make fences, but the poor people whose houses
blew down didn't get any. There were also building stamps, to
buy materials with. But you had to be on the right side politically
to get them.
I think helping the small farmer is the best way out of
Jamaica's difficulties. But after the promises it takes so long for
anything to happen that you get frustrated. Farming without
proper transportation for the crops doesn't make any sense. The
roads here are terrible. The crops are there perishing, and you
can't get them into town. I would like to see the government
help the idle boys and girls on the street to get jobs. We need
more factories. Even if the government built a glass factory, for
instance, in Montego Bay, that would help a lot. You could teach
the young people how to make bottles and other things.
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So many things are imported that we can make or grow here.
We can grow red peas, onions, tomato, Irish potato here, yet they
import a lot of these things. Take banana, for example. The ones
that aren't up to the mark for exporting should be used here. You
could open a factory to make flour or chips or anything. I believe
that would be much better, and people would get more work.
But now when you take your truckload of bananas to the depot,
they reject a lot of them. That's no good for the farmers, they can
only eat a few hands of the rejected ones and they have to dump
them. So the farmers get vexed, cut down the banana and try to
plant other crops. But when the other crops come, it's the same
thing, they don't have any market. Why don't we tin things like
carrot or breadfruit? We should have a tinning factory, then we
could tin vegetables and juices and ship them away like that.
Everything's in Kingston. We don't have any cold storage here
for bananas or potatoes. The cement factory is there, so when a
truck has to go there to collect cement you have to pay double
the price for it.
Some Jamaicans are leaving now just to make an adequate
living. Staying in Jamaica makes no sense because our dollar
isn't worth anything, so you have to go where you can get a
bigger dollar. It's only a few people who can do that, the
majority have to stay here and survive.
I believe that the floating of the dollar should be stopped.
There should be a steady rate. The black market always brings
the dollar up, so that even the government can't get the money
to do its business. If I had one American dollar now and I can get
twenty for it on the black market rather than the official rate,
don't you think I would go for the higher rate? That's how the
black market is. You can always find a man out there who'll give
you more than the banks. But this is tearing down the country,
because the government can't get the American dollars to import
the things we need. We have to get things like oil and wheat things we don't produce here.
I was born in 1932, I'm nearly sixty. You get an old-age pension
when you're sixty-two, I think. It's something like sixty dollars a
month. I think you don't get it in cash, but in food stamps. You
go to certain shops and you change them for supplies. As you
can see, it can be pretty tough.
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The health workers
Luris Gayle, Delzie Murray, Donna Kerr and Hyacinth Allen are
community and health workers, involved in some of the most depressed
areas of St James parish. The communities they deal with suffer from a
lack of basic facilities and services, such as sanitation, safe water and
preventive health care. They are also badly affected by high levels of
unemployment.

Health is a very big problem under the current circumstances.
It's something we face every day. People are unable to finance
themselves when it comes to medication. So they have to live on
the mercy of other people, or they die. There's hardly any
medication in the hospitals, so if you go to the doctor you have
to find the money to buy your own medication. If you can't find
the money, you know what is going to happen to you!
Most of the kids in the depressed areas are malnourished.
They are unable to buy the basic things such as food. Most
homes are run by single parents, and there is a huge amount of
unemployment. So you begin to see child labour appearing,
because the parents are unable to earn enough to support these
children. There are dump areas, where garbage is disposed of,
and children will go to those areas to find food, to find bottles to
sell to make a living, or other objects to sell or take home.
As community health workers, working in three communities
with mothers and children, what we discover among most of
these families is that the mother is the head. She finds it very hard
to cope with the children. In one of these communities there is the
dump, the official dump for the parish, and that's where these
children earn their livelihood. Children will stop from school for
days. As soon as the garbage truck passes by, they'll run behind
and collect what bottles they can. They even eat the stuff from the
truck. This makes them sick and they end up in hospital. We have
a counselling programme and try to educate the mothers and
children about the dangers of the dump. For instance, we know
that the water source is very poor. Most likely it's infected with
typhoid. So we try to educate them to keep their containers clean
and to boil the water. Sanitation is also very important, since
these people don't have latrines. We've been trying to show them
how to help themselves by digging pits.
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Trained by an Oxfam-supported church organisation, Garnett Poiser now
works in his own community. Oxfam provided funds for latrines like this
one after Hurricane Gilbert.

The second basic need is really education. Some of the parents
are unable to send the children to school because they're not
working. Some of the children live a long way away from school
and so need money for transportation. They also need lunch
money and they can't afford it. Some do not want to go because
they can't read or write, they didn't get a good start.
There's also the problem of nutrition. The St James health
department has given us food supplements, but we don't just
give them out. We also try to educate the people about how to
prepare meals. Because many of these people hardly want to
listen when you're talking to them, not that they are unwilling
to, but their biggest need is that they're hungry. They need the
food, so we try to get the message across as well as feeding
them. We try to get help for them in many different areas. We go
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to the Children's Service Division, which deals with children
who are being abused, who are not in school, and we try to get
them back into school and to get the families together.
There's one area I would really like to emphasise, and that's
the lack of housing. Because of the debt crisis, you find that
people have to live in rented houses and then they go and
capture land so that they can build houses. Now when they go
and capture this piece of land and they start to put up a little
shack with zinc roof and whatever, that's when the sanitation
problem starts. They don't have the money at the same time to
build a latrine.
The housing situation is getting much worse. There are still a
lot of houses available, but the poor people cannot afford them,
not even the low-income housing. That is why most people squat,
capturing a piece of land and building a little shack on it. But
they're afraid to spend their money to put in important things like
toilets because they say 'we only captured the land, we only want
a room'. Sometimes if the land is being sold to private interests,
they'll be pushed off anyway. But if it's really government land
they may be there for years and years. In some areas that we work
in, the land is being surveyed, cut up and people are now about
to pay, a little at a time. But some people, on the other hand,
'capture' land which is right in the tourist areas, on the sea-front.
The private people there do not tolerate them, because they put
up shacks and it depreciates the value of the land.
My community is on private land, owned by several families.
Some are here and some are abroad. And the people have asked
several times for the government to come and buy it, but I don't
know if they'll do it. The main problem we have over there is
sanitation. We also have a few malnourished children and a lot
of unemployment. The young boys are prone to drugs and the
young girls to pregnancies. This is one of the most depressed
communities and people have very low self-esteem. Because of
the name of the community over the years, people are afraid to
move out and seek jobs, because they say 'nobody will look at
us or listen to us'. So they're in a little world by themselves. And
if people do move out and get educated, they want to move to
another community or abroad rather than going back and
building it up.
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But you shouldn't get the idea that people from that
community aren't talented or gifted. It's just that they need help,
and when they go out into the wider community people just
don't want to accept them. Crime and drugs have given them a
bad name. But working in the community, I've realised that if
you motivate them, they'll work as well as anybody. They just
need a chance. Recently we've built seven latrines. It might not
be much, it might be just the tip of the iceberg, but things are
happening. And government, through the Health Department, is
doing what it can. They are monitoring by sending public health
inspectors, nurses and nutritionists who work alongside us. The
public health nurses do immunisation, the inspectors do
sanitation, shops inspection, food handling, that sort of thing.
The programme is making progress.
The crisis will never get better until we stop borrowing. People
will have to learn how to become more self-reliant, more selfsufficient. Only that will help them. And if the people decide that
we don't want the IMF any more, and we want to develop on
what we have, it can get better, it can change. But with the IMF, I
don't see a way out. Many of the things we need, like foodstuffs,
we can produce right here. We have a lot of resources. We have a
lot of people who just sit around doing nothing because we
cannot pay them. We also have the land.
We need to export more to other Caribbean countries as well
as the big countries. We have a lot of tropical fruits, for instance,
and when it's the season there's an abundance and often they go
to waste. We don't can enough, we don't export enough. We
have an abundance of pineapples, mangoes, oranges. If we could
export more of what we grow, that would make life a little more
bearable since almost every Jamaican person produces some fruit
or another. I think we want to export, but the IMF comes in with
so many specifications. They say 'you have to import our apples
and grapes, onions and so on'. So they are clamping down on
our exports and saying 'take our things, we want our money'.
Participation is a problem. One political party builds up, then
the other one comes in for five years and destroys what was
being built up. People need to participate more, not to just look
after their own concerns. If we can learn to share more, to get
involved, we can get on.

Interviews 51

The church worker
Mike James is the sub-regional co-ordinator of the Caribbean
Conference of Churches in Jamaica. Religion plays a very important
part in the lives of most Jamaicans, and there are a large number of
different denominations present on the island. The Caribbean
Conference of Churches, an ecumenical grouping of churches
throughout the region, has adopted an outspoken position against the
structural adjustment programmes in force in the Caribbean.

It's really pointless to have debt rescheduling while at the same
time you're increasing your debt burden and you're adding new
debt on top of the old. In fact, we were at one point in a position
where the interest on the loans we already had was higher than
the new loans we were getting. You might as well stop the whole
thing at that point, when you're paying out more than you're
getting in.
The frightening thing that we're seeing here in Jamaica, and in
the rest of the Third World, is that you cannot put a face onto the
oppression. Now it's just the rule of the market. It's not
ideological any more; there's no wicked capitalist over here, or
communist over there, no individuals as such. It's just the way
the market is. It's some sort of rule of supply and demand. You
can do nothing about it, and that is the frightening thing. You
have increasing frustration and poverty, but people have no way
of identifying anybody as culpable. It's all been very much
depoliticised.
The situation in the public hospital, for example, is really grim.
The last time I was down there, the doctors were going out to the
corner shop to buy spirits because there was no medical alcohol
available for operations. Those services which are supposed to
be the right of the population as a whole are getting very bad
indeed. Education for the poor in Jamaica has always been an
escape valve. It provides the escape valve through which the
brightest of the poor have been able to advance. Increasingly, as
the education system collapses, and it becomes even narrower,
even that possibility of escape for the poor is being cut off.
Because there's such a gap between the children in the public
schools and those who can afford to pay. At Peter and Paul, a
private church school, you have to pay 2,000 dollars a term, fees
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have gone up by 40 per cent. Compare that to how it is with a
minimum wage. And when it comes to the Common Entrance
exam, where you have 50,000 children competing for 5,000
places, Peter and Paul school gets 98 per cent of its pupils in. The
whole system of school inspectors that used to exist has
completely collapsed. So that there is the whole phenomenon of
street children, and large numbers of children are simply not in
the education system at all. No parent would be prosecuted for
not sending children to school, there's no room in the system for
them. So the number of illiterates is increasing.
In the 1960s and 1970s there was at least the expectation that
the goal of universal primary education was attainable. Now, it
seems as though we're giving up on that. Teachers and nurses
are being recruited by American schools and hospitals. So it's a
vicious circle, where you have limited resources for training
people and those who do get trained are faced with such
dreadful conditions that the temptation to emigrate is really very
powerful. It's a very difficult situation for the country.
Really, the Jamaican government is not running the economy
any longer. It's the IMF and the World Bank. So, it becomes a
dreadful escape from responsibility on the part of our
governments. Whereas in the 1960s and 1970s they felt, and we
expected, that they would be in charge of the economy, now they
no longer are...and they're saying that. Rightly or wrongly,
they're saying 'we're in receivership to the donor nations, and
they really make the decisions about our economy'.
To be honest, the churches here are playing less of a role than
in Latin America, but increasingly they are moving away from
the old Protestant ethic that says if you borrow money, you have
to pay it back. We're beginning to see the issue of debt, of debt
rescheduling and even debt write-off as a moral issue. Some of
us really cringe when we hear leaders of the wealthy countries
talk about 'debt forgiveness'. It's interesting how the wealthy are
now beginning to use theological terms! A concept such as
forgiveness which used to be the prerogative of God now gets
taken on by those who out of their munificence and bounty are
able to forgive debt. Here, when they start taking over
theological language is precisely the moment when the churches
should say 'wait a minute, if you're talking about forgiveness,
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who has to do the forgiving?' Remember Columbus and all the
rest of it! We had a big meeting of church leaders from Latin
America and the Caribbean here last year on the foreign debt,
and we called for the churches to take a united position on the
moral issues surrounding the injustices of debt. Particularly in
terms of who has benefited from the debt and who has paid.
And also in terms of trying to build up, not only at the national
level but also at the regional level, the kind of solidarity that
doesn't exist between governments in the South. When they try
to establish any kind of solidarity they're immediately pounced
on by those nations who themselves always deal with individual
debtor countries as the 'Paris Club'! Here is where the regional
church can, and increasingly does, play an important role.
The issue is not something that would naturally and
traditionally come onto the churches' agenda. But increasingly
the CCC and some individual churches are taking a lead. There's
still a lot more to do. Particularly in rural areas, where in many
cases the church is the one community institution with any
credibility, there's a much more important role to be played in
terms of educating and helping people to understand. We have
access to the media, particularly to phone-in programmes which
are very popular. But even within the churches, there's this
dreadful sense of helplessness, a feeling of 'what can we do?'
One of the criticism that was made of our recent video is that
we're not really coming forward with alternatives to the debt
crisis. Maybe more has to be done on that, but our own
perspective is that the whole process of discovering solutions
comes from a dialogue with the people at the base, who
themselves have something to say in terms of what the solutions
might be. I don't know if that's a cop-out in the absence of clear
solutions. What we want to stress, though, is the regional nature
of the problem. The situation in the Dominican Republic, for
instance, is just a carbon copy of what is happening here in
Jamaica.
How are people surviving? If the middle classes are really
finding it hard to manage, how do people on the minimum wage
cope when bus fares go up by 50 per cent?
What is dreadful about the so-called debt-for-equity swaps is
that you can't restrict it. You come under pressure from investors
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Sugar workers taking part in an open-air church service. Religion plays an
important part in Jamaican life, and now the churches are beginning to
become more politically aware.

coming in to buy up Jamaican real estate and hotels and so on,
excluding locals who don't have foreign exchange. You just end
up selling your country to outsiders coming in. We've just
privatised the Jamaica Telephone Company, and local investors
could not buy into it because hard cash was needed to meet the
IMF's next monthly payment. So the foreign investors made a
killing, because they knew even better than the local investors
how badly the government needed the money and that they'd
sell it for a song. They're planning to sell off Air Jamaica as well,
and the outsiders are expecting it to be almost given away. It's
not that we want to exclude foreign investment, we just don't
want to sell off the country.
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The Free Trade Zone workers
Lloyd O'Connor, ]oan Creighton, Doreen Hall, Sharon Grey, Una
Young and Myrtle Lewinson are all former workers in the Free Trade
Zones in Kingston and Montego Bay. The Free Trade Zones offer
foreign companies attractive tax exemptions to set up offshore assembly
plants, exporting clothing and electrical goods to the US and European
markets. Wages are notoriously low.

....I used to work for a company down in the Free Zone. They
only employed men, about 120 of us. We made switches and
plugs. In a week we put out about 60,000 switches. The flat rate
pay was 180 dollars. We used to start at eight and work through
until four. One day they had a sort of opening with the
Production Minister and a Member of Parliament. The
management said that if we had anything to say to them, we
should write a letter and hand it to the management before the
official could see it! I couldn't keep smiling because of all the
things going on there, so they were planning to fire me. So I just
resigned.
....I had a similar experience. We went to work from eight until
four thirty. We got a flat rate of 120 dollars. They used to take
National Insurance, NIS, but we didn't ever get our NIS card and
they took away all that money from the 120 dollars. You also pay
income tax and education tax, and after all the deductions we got
something like 90 dollars. I worked at Montego Medical, making
shorts mostly. They had one or two men, but the majority of
workers were women.
....I used to work at XL Garments, over in Trelawny. The owner
was a Jamaican, and at one point he needed financial help and
went into partnership with a Canadian firm. That was when we
had to start work at seven-thirty. At first it was seven o'clock, but
we got together and said no, we couldn't start at that time
because some of us lived miles away from the factory. This
Canadian firm came in and taught us a lot about production. We
appreciated that. They also recognised who the people were who
were prepared to speak up on behalf of the other workers, so
they would appoint them as supervisors. They tried to bring you
into the management structure so that you would keep your big
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Workers leaving the Free Trade Zone, Kingston.

mouth shut! There were workers who were on a piece rate, like a
dollar and ten cents for ten pieces. Some workers were lazy and
would just go home with 90 to 100 dollars. When all the taxes
were deducted from the 100 dollars, you might end up with 48
or 50 dollars. You have workers who cry out at that point. But
management would say, if you can't accept that, we'll close the
factory, you go home and we'll see how you survive. Trade
unions are not allowed. Any plant under the 807 and JAMPRO
programme [Free Trade Zone government schemes] doesn't
allow trade unions. If you don't like it, you have to get out.
....I started working in the Free Zone for 120 dollars per week.
I was doing quality checking. You check and you check all day
long. We were doing shorts and I had to check hundreds of pairs
each day, looking inside at the elastic and the stitching. The
people on the line would curse us if we sent shorts back for
repair. They wanted to kill us! At the same time, the
management were saying 'we need better quality, we've got to
have quality'. We got a ten-minute break, and as soon as you got
a cup of tea or soup you had to go back. Sometimes you had to
throw it away. Lunch was half an hour, and you had to stand in
a line to buy your own lunch, since they provided nothing. You
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had to pay your own transport fares as well, and when the prices
go up you just have to pay in order to reach your work. If you're
late, they send you home, they clock you out, they say 'listen,
don't bother, go home'. So you have to start at twelve o'clock
and you miss half a day's pay. You just have to be here, it doesn't
matter how far you're coming from. If there's a day when you
have a transportation problem, they say 'it's not our problem'. If
your machine breaks down, you have to stay an extra half hour.
People faint over their machines sometimes, it's so hot and full
of dust. People start having problems with their nerves, they
start going to the doctor every month. There's a lady they call
'the pharmacy' because she's always got her bottle of pills.
You're expected to be a hundred per cent worker, and if they
find five defective pieces in a day from you they put it on a
graph. If the graph goes down below a certain point, they say
you're not needed any more because you're not a hundred per
cent worker. There's no future in all that. I couldn't stay.
....My last experience was in June. I did what they call on-line
auditing. I was like a slave-driver, so they paid me 200 dollars a
week. But I had to stand for the eight hours I worked. It's like
misery. You have to turn the garment right around, and
management said you can't sit down to do that. So I had to
stand. When one foot was tired I stood on the other one, then
that one began to burn. When you go to the bathroom, you have
someone calling you, asking why you're taking so long. There
were three of us doing the on-line auditing and a fourth woman
who was in charge of us. She always found more faults than we
did, so management would complain to us, saying why hadn't
we found as many faults as her? If we did find faults, the
workers would be mad at us, because we had to send back a
whole box with as many as twelve bundles to be done again. I
couldn't take the pressure, so I left.
....The worst thing right now is the high prices. Take milk, for
example. Condensed or powdered milk is essential if you have
children, to make porridge and other things. A pack of milk used
to cost 50 cents, now it's four dollars, and a tin of milk used to be
5.50 but now it's 10.50 at the lowest. So when you go the
supermarket at the weekend your little pay can't buy much. By
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Monday or Tuesday you don't have anything left. You're
frustrated, you don't know who to turn to, you don't know what
to do. We'll soon be having real malnutrition problems, because
our pay just can't buy food any more.
Medicine costs a lot of money. When you go to the hospital
you pay to register before the doctor will see you. When you go
to casualty you pay, you have to pay for everything - a blood
test, an injection, anything. After the doctor has prescribed, you
go to the pharmacy. Now maybe you've been prescribed three
items and sometimes they give you one, the cheapest one, and
they send you to the pharmacy to buy the most expensive ones.
Right now I've got two prescriptions in my bag, which are very
important for my children, and I can't pay for them.
Housing is a major problem. The houses they're building are
called low-income housing, but nobody in our financial situation
can have a house like that. Right now they have a housing
scheme in an area next door to me. It's supposed to be lowincome, but you have to pay 40,000 dollars to get one. You have
to do it through the bank, and pay something like 1000 dollars a
month. Where would someone who's working for 150 dollars a
week get that sort of money? Not even nurses, policemen or
teachers can afford that.
The problems really started in the late seventies and early
eighties. We started borrowing and depending on borrowing. In
the seventies we used to be more self-sufficient. We had a lot of
farming. We used to have this company that took the food from
the fanners, the AMC. When the other party came in, they closed
down the AMC and the farmers got frustrated and stopped
planting. So from the seventies through the eighties there's been
chaos because of borrowing all that money. We don't know
where all that money went. We're not benefiting from the loan.
The young have it worst. Maybe older people are luckier,
because their parents might have left them a piece of land or
something else. But consider when the parents don't have
anything to give to their children. They turn to prostitution or
anything like that. They hustle and they thieve. And some kids
get hold of ganja and they sell that to get cocaine, and they mix
that up with other things and just go crazy. Everyone's just
trying to make their bread.
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The problems of single mothers
Daphne Binns is a community animator, working specifically with
single mothers and their children in an urban area near Montego Bay.
Women without skills have been particularly affected by rising food
prices and deteriorating social services. The community animation
project aims to teach otherwise unskilled women means of selfemployment and also to create stronger forms of community
organisation which can press for better facilities and services.

Since the 1970s all the governments that have come to power
have done so with the support of the poorer class. What they did
when they got in, though, was to borrow all this IMF money, and
poor people say that they used it to do their personal business.
And so the economic crisis keeps getting worse every day. The
poorer class tends to suffer more, because, for instance, there's a
really serious housing problem in Jamaica, so that people have to
go and 'capture' government lands to live on because they can't
afford to pay rent. There are no jobs for them.
There needs to be more education about family planning.
Many men may have two or three girlfriends and they get them
pregnant. Then they move to another area, and the women have
to be both mother and father towards the children without any
help, and that's very hard for them. So you have a whole lot of
unwanted children on the street, who sometimes turn into
criminals.
Single mothers like those do day work, wash clothes for other
people perhaps. They might make 50 dollars, which isn't enough
to buy food, buy clothes or pay the rent. It's really rough. Only
God knows how they survive. The programme I'm working in
shows them how they can be self-employed, how they can help
themselves and their children to go to school. We do dressmaking, embroidery, crochet, stuffed toys and all these things.
We charge them 10 dollars a month for the training, and what we
do with the money is to pay someone to look after the women's
children while they're training. Sometimes the women can't find
the money, but we don't turn them away. We make them feel just
at home as the ones who can pay. We just want them to achieve
something.
Most of the women don't work at all. They are totally
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dependent on men. They become victims all the time, since the
men have control over them, knowing that they depend on them.
So they know they'll do whatever they tell them to do. It
becomes very miserable and heart-aching, because sometimes
they quarrel and then it's the man who leaves, and the woman
has to become the bread-winner. Some of the women who are
completely abandoned become prostitutes. Their man has left
them, they have their children to look after, they don't have a
skill, and so they think of a way to get money. They go to the
hotel areas, where there are foreigners, and that's how they make
their living.
With the new General Consumption Tax there are certain basic
items of food in the supermarket where the tax isn't put on, but
they still raise the prices. For instance, the poor class in Jamaica
cannot do without rice, flour, sugar and cornmeal. Especially
those who have a whole lot of children use the cornmeal to make
porridge. You also need skimmed milk. You used to get a small
packet of skimmed milk powder for 55 cents and it's now four
dollars. A tin of milk used to be 2.50, now it's 10.60. A mother of
four or five children cannot buy the tinned milk for her children,
and she can't even afford the skimmed milk powder. Now there
are no controls. The shopkeeper can sell these things for
whatever he wants to. If you go to small communities, the
shopkeepers there have to go out and buy their goods, and
whatever they spend on transport they add to the price of the
goods. Cornmeal used to be really cheap. It used to be the only
thing that people could run to, to give their children porridge in
the morning. Now it's over three dollars a pound. Poor people
cannot buy it.
If I took a hundred dollars to the market, what I buy might
only last for three days. Rent has gone up, water rates have gone
up, the light bill has gone up. It's very hard. If you had a
refrigerator you could say 'I'll cook today and serve the same
meals today and tomorrow.' But I can't buy a refrigerator which
is over 10,000 dollars. And if I cook a little meal today, maybe
tomorrow I won't find the money to do the same. So there are a
lot of people who go to bed without dinner. That's why you find
a lot of thieves. Because people are hungry, they're not just going
to sit down and die! They think of how they can get something
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to eat. If I have a bunch of bananas there, as night comes down
it'll just disappear.
The crisis affects women more than men because they carry
the burden at all times. A mother cannot disown her child, but a
man can. So we are the ones who feel it even more than the men.
There may be a few men who really stand up to their
responsibilities, but a lot of them just run away and it's the
mothers who have to shoulder those problems. So there's a lot of
frustration, and sometimes they take it out on the children. A
child may say 'my mother's too rough on me' and he goes astray.
A lot of children end up on the street, causing problems, and
some become criminals. The strains are much more on the
mothers. They're the ones who carry a really heavy burden.
I can't really recall a time when things were better. Our parents
used to complain about how hard things were. But they weren't
as hard as now. Because in those days there were a lot of people
who farmed. But nowadays those people are leaving the
countryside and going into the town areas, where you have to
buy every little thing. If we put more into farming, producing
our own food, things would be better. The government is
importing the same things as we can produce. If you go into the
supermarket, you'll see American red peas there. People leave
the local produce and buy that. So we're helping to devalue our
dollars, because when we buy foreign things, the government
imports more. In the Kingston area there are people who buy
imported water from America! The best water you could think of
is from Jamaica. If we had fewer imported goods and bought
more of our own things that we produce here in Jamaica, we
would find that things got better. Our dollar is frazzled right out,
it's worth nothing. That's how the black market comes in.
What we need now is more unity. People need to come
together more. If you've ever seen crabs in a pan, you'll see how
they get together to escape. What they do is they form a line and
climb on each other's backs until they reach the top of the pan,
and the ones who reach the top pull the other ones up until
they're all gone. If we do things like that, we'll find that things
get better in bur country.
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The higgler
Dunstan Whittingham is General Secretary of the Jamaica Vendors,
Higglers and Market Association. This organisation was established in
1986 by traders from the informal sector as a response to the
government's plans to 'clean up' the centre of downtown Kingston. The
Association defends the rights of higglers to trade openly and legally
and stresses their growing importance as the economic crisis drastically
raises consumer prices controlled by the formal sector.

In Jamaica you have a formal sector, like the established stores,
which are downtown, and you have also the banking sector
which is also part of the formal sector. Then you find the
informal sector, made up of higglers who do the trading. There
are higglers, vendors, small traders and informal commercial
importers. The informal commercial importers are mainly people
who go overseas and buy in places like Panama, Curacao, Haiti
and the Cayman Islands, Miami and as far as New York. They
bring back dry goods like clothes, shoes and cosmetics and
sometimes electrical appliances. This has brought about an
increase in the numbers of people involved as distributors and
traders on the sidewalk. We estimate that higglers and vendors
make up about 70 per cent of what is classified as the informal
sector. The small business sector, small entrepreneurs such as
barbers, dressmakers, small club operators and so on, only make
up about 30 per cent.
Over 100,000 people are directly involved in our trade. And a
report has shown that at least 350,000 people are involved
directly or indirectly. You have to consider the informal taximan,
the informal travel service, the informal bag handlers and
cartmen. If you go to the airport, you'll see how many people are
involved, from the customs officials downwards. Higglers
always have big families, too. I've got seven kids, so you can see
how many people depend on the sector. Most people who work
in the trade are women, maybe 65 per cent.
Another side of the trade is the export dimension. The higglers
have been doing a lot of exporting, but in an informal way. We
take in agricultural produce and use the money to buy more
things to bring back. The best place for selling is the Cayman
Islands because of the limited land space and the fact that all food
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is imported. We take things like yam and sweet potato. We have
farmers who supply us or we go to a wholesale market such as
Coronation. We get a very good price in Cayman Island dollars.
You always have people to assist you in the other countries.
When our Haitian friends come here we can accommodate them
in our homes because often they don't have enough money to
stay at a hotel. And when you go there they help you by taking
you around. You need assistance, because you might end up
walking somewhere you're not meant to and get robbed. In
Panama, for instance, the level of theft is very high. But there's
more and more crime in all the territories because of the
economic situation and high inflation.
Higglering isn't just a Jamaican question, it's a regional and
international question. In a country like Brazil, for instance, the
GDP isn't created by the private sector, but by the informal
sector. In Jamaica the informal sector is becoming more
diversified. We are moving into pharmaceuticals and medicines,
auto parts and so on. We bring these things in based on orders.
Sometimes there's the problem of competition between the
formal sector and the informal sector. They often complain that
we're a traffic hazard, preventing pedestrians from moving on
the sidewalk, they claim that we create shabbiness with our
shacks. They accuse us of dumping cheap goods on Jamaica. But,
at the same time, most of us are becoming shoppers for the
established merchants. A lot of the goods in their stores aren't
obtained by them going overseas but by us supplying them. And
this is bringing about an understanding between us as higglers
and them as established merchants. So the level of competition
gap has now narrowed, since we've turned ourselves into
wholesalers. Even including airfares, duties, transportation and
everything else, our prices used to be lower than theirs. When
we work at the wholesale rate, we make about 33 and a third per
cent profit. When we sell our goods on our own we make up to
60 per cent, that's the margin, but that margin includes the time
it takes to sell those goods. And we don't have an environment
where we have a roof over our head, so the sun burns out the
goods, and we have to find some canvas to cover them.
So the wholesaling has helped a lot of people who were
unemployed, underemployed or unemployable to find work.
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As unemployment has increased, more and more people are earning their
living in the informal sector as street traders.

Neither the government nor the private sector is in a position to
create that number of jobs. In this trade there are doctors,
lawyers, policemen, soldiers, teachers. They do both their formal
work and their informal work, because although they are
employed their wage cannot carry them. The flock of higglers
you see today comes from unemployment. A big number started
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with the IMF crisis in the late 1970s when there were a lot of
redundancies.
The Tax Compliance Certificate has made it more difficult to
get into higglering, but it's brought more decency into the trade,
because before almost anyone could get into higglering. You can
only obtain foreign exchange from the bank if you have a Tax
Compliance Certificate and you need it to clear your goods at the
airport. It means that your income tax, your National Insurance,
your education tax have to be up to date to the last month. What
the government is doing is dragging us in from the informal
sector into a formal state. We pay all the same taxes that the
formal sector pays. We also employ many people. Some major
wholesalers might have five or six people working with them in
the distribution chain. We also create more jobs in the formal
sector, like in travel agencies.
The new foreign-exchange liberalisation isn't helping the
Jamaican economy. It's very hard when a trader has to find
20,000 Jamaican dollars in order to buy 1,000 US dollars. Even
with 3,000 US dollars you can't go to Panama as a wholesaler to
shop; you need at least 5,000 or 10,000. So you've got to put up
100,000 Jamaican dollars up front. Despite the liberalised system,
the local banks can't supply the local demand. You have to wait
up to a month if you want 500 US dollars. People who get hold
of foreign exchange now just keep it for themselves in their own
accounts.
We believe in a free-market system, but not a system where
you liberalise some parts but hold on to others. There's still a
barricade against us. For example, Grace Kennedy have a tin of
cooking oil at almost 1,000 dollars. We higglers found a way of
bringing in that same four-gallon tin of cooking oil and when
they were selling it for 600 dollars, we were selling it for 400 and
something. Immediately, a protection barrier was installed at the
airport, and when they saw they couldn't stop it from coming in,
they went as far as to go the supermarkets which had already
bought it and locked them up and took it away! Just to force
people not to buy from us. If we can bring something into this
country and sell it much cheaper to the consumer, then why
should the government try to stop us? Is it liberalisation for one
sector and not for another?

66 Jamaica: Debt and Poverty
We are saying that the small entrepreneur must be
encouraged. When the country was in crisis in the 1970s, when
the government and the IMF policies were failing in the last part
of the 1970s, when everybody was running away, it was these
people who stayed behind. Whether sun, rain or storm, the
higgler is always working. Even if the formal sector tries to take
over our export business, they'll fail. Because the importers in
places like the Cayman Islands believe in us small traders. When
a flight is going there you don't find many formal businessmen
on it. It's full of higglers, and each one is carrying five or ten
boxes of agricultural produce into the Caymans. So there's a
regular weekly supply.
We have to tackle the drug question. Some people are looking
for a short cut, rather than trading in the normal way. Some of the
goods coming in from Panama and Curacao have to be enforced.
We're becoming a trans-shipment point between those territories
and Miami. We have to stop our people getting involved with
this, because it gives higglering a bad name. In Miami and New
York there are a lot of people involved with drugs, some of them
behind bars. As an organisation, we don't want to deal with these
people. But we have to admit that some people in this trade do
get caught up with drugs. They want a house in Beverly Hills or a
new Nissan, but without working for it.
The debt is not going down, but going up. The same two
governments have been playing with us for years. Between 1980
and 1989 the debt went up from 980 million dollars to five billion
dollars. This is more money than the people of Jamaica have ever
had since Christopher Columbus discovered the island! The
money's been used to keep one government in power or to get
another one in. Billions have been invested in projects that have
never been finished. Now we're told that we, the traders and taxpayers, have to pay it back. It's not us as individuals who created
the debt, but irresponsible governments who people still look up to.
Goods are on the shelves, but people just can't afford them.
When a man has to pay J$1Q.2O for a loaf of bread, it's serious.
When you look at a family of 10 or 15, you're talking about
malnutrition and suffering. We are traders, but we have our
brothers' and sisters' interests at heart. Because if they don't
consume the goods we have, we'll get nowhere.
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The teacher
Donaldson Bernard is Principal of the Port Antonio Secondary School
in Port Antonio, Portland. It is a school for those children who fail the
Common Entrance examination at the age of twelve, and specialises in
vocational training. Portland is one of the poorer rural parishes in
Jamaica, where services and infrastructure have traditionally lagged
behind other areas.

In theory at least, education in Jamaica is available to all children
from the age of six up to the age of twelve. At that point we find
quite a lot of them stopping their education, although they
should move either into the All Age Schools or into a Secondary
School like this one. Those who have passed the Common
Entrance go to the High School. Those who don't come to a
Secondary School, and this is one of our problems here because
the parents feel that the children have already failed and are less
willing to devote the resources to their education.
In some areas you may find the level of achievement at the
Secondary School comparable to that at the High School. But the
big difference is that we specialise in vocational skills. Some of
the brighter children are prepared for examinations such as the
GCE and CXC, but that isn't our main focus. Our students are
expected to sit the Secondary School Certificate, the exam that
has been designed for the students in the new Secondary
Schools.
From the outset of the economic crisis in Jamaica schools have
received very little in the way of new equipment and we have
been unable to maintain existing equipment. For example, here
we do a lot of woodworking, metalworking and auto-mechanics,
but not all of the lathes in those sections are functioning. New
equipment is out of the question, not just expensive items such as
that, but also basics. For years I've been asking the Ministry for
desks for the school office, and we haven't got proper
typewriters. When we have a lot of typing to do we have to
borrow machines from the business education department.
Another area is building. It means that new buildings are not
provided, even though we're running out of space here and need
additional classrooms. There is also the problem of maintenance.
The grant doesn't grow, but costs are rising and it becomes more
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and more impossible to maintain buildings and fittings. We have
a serious problem here, because when this became a Junior
Secondary School it had about 800 students. Now we have about
1,500 students - it was up to 2,400 at one time - and we still have
the original toilet facilities. These are completely inadequate and
repairing them is a constant problem. Before hurricane Gilbert
struck, many of our roofs were leaking and sometimes we had to
close the school during bad weather. The school has been
refurbished since the hurricane and there has been some
improvement.
We receive less money each year to provide class materials
although the cost has gone up. In the old days the Ministry used
to employ a per capita formula in allocating resources to schools.
Now I don't know on what basis they decide how much each
school should get. Last year we got about 55,000 dollars for some
1500 children, and that includes all stationery, repairs to any
machinery in the different departments, anything the teachers
might need. For example, the business education department
needs about 20 new typewriters, but all we can do is keep
repairing the old ones and some of them are beyond repair. We
also need sewing machines, but the only one we have got was
from a charitable organisation.
I was aiming here for a class size of about 35 to 40. In fact,
there are some classes with fewer than 35 students. But there are
other classes which have 40-odd, and last year we had a class of
49 students. This arises because we have been trying to stream
the students, and what we found this year was that more than
half the children who came in at Grade 7 needed remedial
attention. So, although on paper one can work out an average
class size of under 40, the fact is that the remedial groups have
been larger than we wanted them to be. But at this level, even a
class size of 40 is too big. Teachers face real discipline problems,
especially with the lower achievers. These are the hardest ones to
control. There is also the problem of different ability levels in
large classes.
Now we have to insist that the parents make contributions. We
can't force them to, but we put a lot of pressure on them to make
the contributions because that is the only way that we manage to
do anything at all. But the ability of parents to do this has been
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Salaries have failed to keep pace with rising prices and many teachers are
forced to take second jobs to make ends meet.

reduced over time. We're currently asking for 100 dollars per
child per year. It's less than at other schools, but in this parish
parents have not been accustomed to making that type of
contribution. Though it may seem a small amount, we don't
manage to collect it from many parents. We also operate a tuck
shop, where we sell drinks and snacks. This is what we're using
to try to buy typewriters. At the rate we're going, I hope that
every two months we should be able to buy one typewriter. We
have other fundraising efforts from time to time; sometimes we
rent out the school buildings for meetings and other events, and
we charge a fee.
Teachers' salaries have definitely fallen behind the cost of
living. A trained teacher has a salary scale between 24,426 and
27,018 dollars per year, and a teacher with a diploma has a scale
between 29,046 and 31,716. At the top scale, a teacher with a
degree and training gets between 32,685 and 35,910. You don't
find many teachers with degrees in the primary school sector,
but there the salaries are the same. We've just accepted the
government's offer for the forthcoming year, so principals and
vice-principals will receive a 10 per cent salary increase, and
other teachers will receive a 15 per cent increase.
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Because of inflation and the rising cost of living, real salaries
have been left behind. This affects the quality of new teachers
and the morale of those already in the profession. It also affects
the amount of time that the teacher spends with the students.
When I was a junior teacher it was commonplace for a teacher to
remain behind after school to give extra assistance to a child or
to help with extra-curricular activities. Nowadays, especially in a
shift school like this, the morning teacher finishes work and goes
out to try to do something else. We had a teacher - he's no longer
with us - who used to go and work at a supermarket,
supervising sales in the wholesale department. There are others
who teach part-time at another school. There are teachers who
also do some higgling, who go to Miami and bring things over to
sell. It means that the extra-curricular activity at this school is
practically non-existent. Teachers are too busy trying to do
something else to supplement their salary to give the children
that sort of attention. We even have problems with absenteeism.
I had one teacher who was regularly absent on Thursdays, and I
found out that he was going every Thursday to Ocho Rios to do
something connected with the cruise ships.
This is the worst aspect of the problem. After all the
deprivation that children in this type of school suffer, coming
from poor homes and suffering from low expectations on the
part of their parents, they don't get the support which they need
from their teacher. It's a shame.
Here, teachers were once considered middle-class - and still
are - but the fact is that the teacher lives a lower-class sort of life
despite education and aspirations. Most teachers cannot
consider taking on a mortgage, even for housing specifically
built as low-income accommodation. Some get round it by
making joint applications and sharing housing. Apart from those
who are able to supplement their salary in some way, teachers
cannot afford to buy cars. I am a principal, but my car is now 19
years old and I can't seriously consider buying a new one.
Since the petrol crisis in 1974 things have been going from bad
to worse. But in recent times there has been a noticeable decline
in people's quality of life because of the sharp fall in the value of
the Jamaican dollar. The situation has been deteriorating over
time, but recently there has really been a discernible decline.
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I don't think that teachers as a whole discuss the reasons for this
enough. The main teachers' organisation, the JTA, doesn't deal
with this as an issue on which teachers should take a stance. The
other teachers' union, the NUDT, makes statements as to how
the government should treat IMF conditionality and so on, but I
don't think that teachers deal with this question enough,
perhaps because it is seen as politics.
We need to restore a certain minimum quality of life to the
teacher, because everything starts with the teacher. Even given
inadequate materials, a good, dedicated teacher will achieve a
lot. But right now, the whole profession is so demoralised that
even given new buildings and equipment, not much can be
done. We also need a better system of monitoring, and here
again the whole economic situation has made things worse,
since the Ministry of Education can't send out its education
officers often enough. They do not have the resources with
which to travel around and monitor activities within the schools.
This is a vital part of the whole system.
Our children go on work experience, and they are placed in
various work environments for two weeks to see what it is really
like to work. They're not paid a salary but they get that
experience. Sometimes they actually get jobs during that time
and we have problems persuading them to remain at school.
That's true, for instance, of those who do catering and are placed
in the hotels. So we do have some kind of success with some of
our students. Those who do catering are the best off, but others,
such as woodworking students, go off and start their own little
furniture-making business. Sometimes they come back to school
to use the lathes and the teachers help them out. This is the kind
of thing I would like to see us develop more. The children are
going to have to create their own jobs.
We need to know exactly what needs there are on the job
market and adjust what we do in school accordingly. I think that
we have to develop the kinds of skills that the parish needs and
make sure that our vocational training will help the children to
find a job when they leave. This will also form part of the whole
development process.
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Nursery class, part of a multi-purpose centre at Port Antonio, supported
by Oxfam.

Lenford Mattis trained in horticulture
with Oxfam help, and now runs a
successful tree-nursery. He demonstrates (left) a technique for grafting a
high-yielding variety of mango on to a
native stock. Fanners benefit from the
improved quality of fruit they can
produce.

