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About the Tambourine Army 
  
The Tambourine Army is a social justice movement committed to uprooting the scourge of 
sexual violence and safeguarding the rights of women and children in Jamaica, through, inter 
alia facilitating the creation of an empowering and enabling environment for women and 
children to live with dignity. 
 
About WE-Change 
Women’s Empowerment for Change is a rights-based, community-based advocacy group 
committed to increasing the participation of lesbians, bisexual and transgender (LBT) women in 
social justice advocacy in Jamaica and the Caribbean towards achieving gender equality in all 
spheres of the Jamaican society.  
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Summary of Recommendations 

The Tambourine Army and WE-Change submit the following recommendations to 
the National Minimum Wage Advisory Commission for the increase of the current 
minimum wage on condition that the Government of Jamaica undertakes 
a Guaranteed Minimum Income (GMI) Initiative for people affected by 
poverty to ensure that Jamaica fulfills its commitment to the sustainable 
development goal of poverty eradication, and to ensure that Jamaica becomes a 
secure, cohesive and just society for all, in keeping with the National 
Development Plan.  
 

1. Implement a J$20,000 monthly Guaranteed Minimum Income for people 18 
years and older who earn $0 to $500,000 per annum. 

2. Create a registration mechanism that will facilitate the application process by 

Jamaicans who qualify for Guaranteed Minimum Income, which should be 
linked to their Tax Registration Number (TRN) or the new proposed National 
Identification System. 

3. Reduce the income tax rate from 25% to 20% to support the implementation 

of the Guaranteed Minimum Income, and introduce a 2% Guaranteed 
Minimum Income corporate tax that will be collected and deposited into a 
Guaranteed Minimum Income Fund from which the monthly Guaranteed 

Minimum Income will be paid. 
4. Create a Guaranteed Minimum Income Fund and establish legal guidelines 

that will outline the purpose for which the Fund can be used, to ensure it is 

used only for the intended purpose and does not become a part of the 
Consolidated Fund. 

5. Increase the minimum wage by 12.91% to bring it to a total of $7,000/week. 
6. Increase the penalty for employers who breach the Minimum Wage Act from 

$100 to $100,000, and an additional $20,000/day (up from $20/day) until 
restitution has been made to the employee, and the employer is compliant.  

  



2	

Background, Contextual Analysis & Justification 
 

Poverty leads to a deprivation of basic human rights. While unemployment is the 
greatest contributor to poverty, there is a large number of people who are employed 
but remain poor due to a minimum wage which cannot take them out of poverty. With 
the prices of basic necessities on the rise and an overall increase in the cost of living, 
the current minimum wage is not enough to graduate a poor family out of poverty or 
enable them to cover daily expenses comfortably and with dignity.  

While medium to large enterprises in Jamaica make increased profits and many 
benefitted from the J$1.5 million tax break which was fully implemented in 2017, those 
who are poorest and vulnerable were left in a ‘worst place’ as they did not benefit from 
the increase in the income tax threshold. Further, these adjustments in tax measures 
have resulted in higher prices for goods and services.  

In January 2016, Audley Shaw proposed1 that the minimum wage for a 40-hour work 
week should be increased to J$12,586 ($314.20  per hour), which would be a more 
realistic, suitable, just and dignified figure.  

The current minimum wage is inadequate and needs to be increased to a figure which 
can benefit those who earn at the bottom of the wage ladder. It needs to offer a 
response to poverty and should present those who are most vulnerable with the 
opportunity to earn enough for a liveable wage. This current review offers the 
opportunity to move beyond the typical review of the minimum wage, which tends to 
favour employers; it presents the opportunity for us to examine the possibilities of 
responding in a substantial way to the plight of the poorest and vulnerable, and those 
who exist at the margins of poverty, barely eking out a living on the current meagre, 
undignified and inadequate minimum wage.     

This Commission must seriously examine strategies which can bring those who exist at 
the margins of poverty and those below the poverty line to a point where they can earn 
a liveable wage. For this reason, our submission introduces the concept of a liveable 
wage and a Guaranteed Minimum Income. It is important to understand that a 
minimum wage is not necessarily a liveable wage. So those Jamaicans who earn at the 
minimum wage are for the most part forced into a life of poverty, and as a 
consequence are marginalised and made vulnerable by their inability to meet their basic 
needs.  
																																																													
1 This was met with opposition as Peter Phillips then Finance Minister said that it could put many low income 
workers out of work as not all employers could afford to pay this weekly. 
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The struggle of the Jamaican worker since 1938 has been one for decent work and a 
respectable wage. Unfortunately, the systemic imbalances which are a legacy  of 
slavery and colonialism have rendered the class barriers in Jamaica almost 
impenetrable. The dream of upward social mobility which galvanized and kept alive the 
hope of an independent Jamaica has been, and is being slowly eroded. One might point 
to the current crime situation as evidence of the fact that more and more Jamaicans 
have given up on the formal economy and are no longer looking to the state to assist 
them to change their circumstances.  

The government’s social and cash transfer PATH programme does not go far enough to 
tackle the problem of poverty or lifting those at the poverty line (or below it) out of 
poverty. There needs to be some kind of response to the injustice of poverty; those 
who earn at the minimum wage are not going to be able to do this by ‘lifting 
themselves up by the bootstraps’; it will require the intervention of government and 
support from the private sector. Additionally, there needs to be government 
intervention to ensure that those who are economically vulnerable are not marginalised, 
that they are given the opportunity to live more than ‘hand to mouth’.   

Economies do not grow from the earnings of people who live from ‘paycheque to 
paycheque’, we therefore cannot sit and wait ad nauseum for the economy to bounce 
back. This Commission must therefore  examine how the introduction of a Guaranteed 
Minimum Income can potentially change the lives of a number of Jamaicans who 
cannot survive on the minimum wage alone. It is for this reason that we are proposing 
to the Commission, that consideration be given to implement a Guaranteed Minimum 
Income Initiative for people earning J$0 to J$500,000 per annum. In 2014 official 
estimates from the World Bank pointed out that the poverty headcount stood at 20% of 
the population; this amounts to more than 500,000 people living in Jamaica. The 
Guaranteed Minimum Income Initiative would mean that no Jamaican would live below 
the poverty line.  

Unemployment Rate of those Jamaicans Living below the Poverty Line 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) defines unemployment as a chronic issue and 
the Jamaica Labour Force Survey of January 2017 reported that the employment rate 
as at January 2017 was 12.7%. Additionally, based on reports from the IMF the 
unemployment rate for people living below the poverty line stands at an estimated 
25%, which is nearly double the national unemployment rate.   

The unemployment rate for youth is even higher than for people living below the 
poverty line; the latest statistics reveal that  the unemployment rate  for young people  
is 28.6%. The Jamaica Unemployed Labour Force Statistics data showed that as at 
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January 2017 a total of 172,600 people were unemployed and women accounted for 
107,200 of that amount. The total unemployment rate among men is 9%, while the 
total unemployment rate among women is almost double this amount at 17%.   

Women, Children and Economic Vulnerability 

Women who are economically vulnerable are at higher risk of unplanned and unwanted 
pregnancies and are more often than not susceptible to the global pandemic of Violence 
Against Women and Girls (VAWG), including domestic violence; their children are also 
at greater risk for a number of health and wellbeing problems. We are not making a 
claim that poverty is the only variable at play regarding the pandemic of VAWG; we 
acknowledge that several factors contribute to VAWG, which can intensify the exposure 
to the risk that women and children face.  

Women’s Rights Specialists Christine Hughes et al note that poverty increases 
vulnerability to VAWG because it robs women of the ability to realise choices, a position 
supported by the Jamaica AIDS Support for Life who noted that VAWG makes women 
more vulnerable to HIV, because it is more difficult for women to refuse sex in an 
abusive relationship, to get their partners to be faithful, or to get their partner to have 
safer sex. VAWG is about power and control and unemployed women or women who 
earn a minimum wage are more likely to be subjected to these kinds of abuse. 

Further, the World Bank has reported that globally, it is estimated that due to loss of 
productivity an estimated 3.7% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is lost due to VAWG. 
We believe that the economic, social and human development of Jamaica will not be 
realised without a targeted response to poverty and/or without social and cash transfer 
programmes for people affected by poverty, given they account for a significant number 
(over 500,000) of the total population.  

A Guaranteed Minimum Income of J$20,000 monthly for those earning J$0 to 
J$500,000 per annum, in addition to the proposed increased minimum wage 
to J$7,000 weekly (J$28,000 monthly) would go a far way to lift a significant 
portion of the population out of poverty with a total monthly liveable income 
of J$48,000 for those who are employed, and a total income of J$20,000 for 
those who are not employed.  
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Proposed Recommendations & Considerations 

Recommendation 1 - Implement a J$20,000 monthly Guaranteed Minimum 
Income for people 18 years and older who earn J$0 to J$500,000 per annum 

A Guaranteed Minimum Income is the government’s decision to give citizens a sum of money on 
a regular basis with conditionalities. In countries such as Brazil where it is in effect, all citizens 
who meet specific criteria receive this specified amount. We submit that this Guaranteed 
Minimum Income be given to those who earn J$0 to J$500,000 per annum.  
 
We submit that the Commission examines our proposal for the adoption of a J$20,000 monthly 
Guaranteed Minimum Income, which, added to the proposed J$7,000 per week (J$28,000 
monthly) minimum wage, would see employed beneficiaries earning a liveable wage of 
J$48,000 monthly. This amount is in keeping with the January 2016 proposal by Audley Shaw2 
that the minimum wage for a 40-hour week should be increased to J$12,586 ($314.20 per 
hour). Unemployed beneficiaries including people between jobs, new graduates, retirees, 
severely injured people etcetera would be guaranteed a monthly income of J$20,000 under this 
Guaranteed Minimum Income Initiative. We submit further that the Guaranteed Minimum 
Income would be a more dignified way to improve the current situation of PATH beneficiaries. 
We also submit that the Guaranteed Minimum Income has the potential to reduce, and possibly 
eradicate poverty, in keeping with Jamaica’s commitment to SDG 1.  

 
The Guaranteed Minimum Income will allow those who are below the income tax threshold to 
benefit from increased purchasing and investment power.  Recent  strategies to put more 
money in the hands of ‘ordinary’ Jamaicans only extended to PAYE employees who were 
earning above the previous threshold; those who earn at minimum wage or those who are 
unemployed did not benefit from the  J$1.5 million tax break. In fact, as was mentioned earlier, 
the measure might have put those who are vulnerable in a worst position, given increases in 
cost of living without the matching increase in wages. 

 
The implementation of a Guaranteed Minimum Income will also benefit unemployed young 
people and particularly young women who are impacted severely by unemployment. It will also 
have a positive impact on the livelihoods of housewives who work without economic recognition 
and would begin a serious conversation on the value of care work in Jamaica.  

Participation in community service and civic pride related work for unemployed beneficiaries of 
this Guaranteed Minimum Income who can work, could also be introduced as a conditionality, 
which can directly enhance or improve rural and urban poor communities in Jamaica. A 
Guaranteed Minimum Income is for the poorest and the most disenfranchised, and such a 
mechanism would help them to graduate out of poverty with dignity. 
																																																													
2 This was met with opposition as Peter Phillips then Finance Minister said that it could put many low income 
workers out of work as not all employers could afford to pay this weekly. 
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Recommendation 2 - Create a registration mechanism that will facilitate the 
application process by Jamaicans who qualify for the Guaranteed Minimum 
Income 

We submit that the Commission should create a process that will facilitate registration for 
Guaranteed Minimum Income, which would be linked to applicants’ Tax Registration Number 
(TRN) or the new proposed National Identification System. This application process could be 
facilitated by mechanisms that are currently in place for citizens to apply for the PATH 
programme, but certainly with more dignity and respect for beneficiaries. Guaranteed Minimum 
Income could be distributed via electronic bank transfers and/or cheques to be collected at post 
offices, postal agencies, Ministry of Labour offices, schools, and any other existing government 
owned or operated entity, or delivered by Poor Relief officers. 
 

Recommendation 3 - Reduce the income tax rate from 25% to 20% to 
support the implementation of the monthly Guaranteed Minimum Income 
and introduce a 2% Guaranteed Minimum Income corporate tax 

We submit that income tax should be reduced from 25% to 20% to support the implementation 
of the Guaranteed Minimum Income. The effect of this would be similar to increasing the 
income tax threshold, and is in keeping with recommendations by the IMF for moving towards a 
progressive income tax policy and a more equitable distribution of taxation. Such a reduction 
would also mean the amount of corporate tax to be paid over by employers would decrease, 
and more money would be in the hands of both employer and employee.  
 
We also submit that a 2% Guaranteed Minimum Income corporate tax be introduced that will 
be collected and deposited into a Guaranteed Minimum Income Fund from which the monthly 
Guaranteed Minimum Income will be paid. We submit that the savings from, or benefit to 
employers from the resulting reduced corporate income tax should be shared between 
employers and the poorest/most vulnerable. This would remove the burden from individual 
employees, while at the same time contribute to the creation of a more equitable distribution of 
taxes. And employers would still have a 3% net benefit.  
 
Recommendation 4 - Create a Guaranteed Minimum Income Fund and 
establish legal guidelines that will outline the purpose for which the Fund 
can be used 
 
A Guaranteed Minimum Income Fund should be created by the Ministry of Finance and the 
Public Service and the Ministry of Labour and Social Security. Both ministries should be tasked 
with establishing the legal guidelines that will outline the purpose for which the Guaranteed 
Minimum Income Fund can be used, which should be payment of Guaranteed Minimum Income 
only. It is important that funds collected from employers and deposited to the Fund, and is not 
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absorbed into any previous funds such as the Consolidated Fund. It should be used only for the 
purpose for which it was collected and should not be subject to relieving government of debt. 
 
Recommendation 5 - Increase the current minimum wage by 12.91% to 
bring it to a total of $7,000 per week 
 
We suggest a 12.91% increase to the current minimum wage which would see an increase to 
$7,000 per week. Typically, the regular increase to the minimum wage is estimated at 13%, 
which is usually in line with inflation and accounts for any devaluation of the dollar that might 
have taken place since the last review. In many respects therefore, the increase merely 
accounts for a loss in the dollar value and does not consider real prices and the purchasing 
power of citizens. This increase plus the proposed monthly Guaranteed Minimum Income of 
J$20,000 would give more purchasing power to citizens, and enable us to live with dignity, with 
a total monthly income of J$48,000. 

 
Recommendation 6 - Increase the penalty for employers who breach the 
Minimum Wage Act 
 
The current penalty for not paying minimum wage demonstrates that the government is not 
serious about ensuring that its citizens earn what is owed to them. With a J$100 penalty for 
breaches and a further J$20 per day for continued breaches, it is less costly for employers to 
breach the law and pay the fine associated with such an offence. This contributes to an 
atmosphere of impunity as the current penalties do not do enough to hold those who breach 
accountable. We submit that the penalty for non-compliance to the Minimum Wage Act should 
be increased to $100,000 and a further $20,000 per day for each day an employee is not paid.       
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International Obligations & Concluding Remarks 
 

Jamaica is signatory to a number of international treaties and conventions which lay out the 
nation’s commitments to the international community of states and to its citizens. Each of these 
treaties and conventions outlines the expectations and agreements that Jamaica is party to, and 
the nation is expected through its government, to create the systemic and legislative framework 
to ensure they are realized.  

A number of these treaties and conventions indicate a clear communication by the Jamaican 
state to do the necessary work to ensure that the economic rights and wellbeing of the 
Jamaican citizen are being protected.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) articulates clear principles for economic 
progress and rights. Article 23 of the Declaration demands that ‘everyone has the right to work, 
to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection 
against unemployment.’ It goes further to state that ‘everyone, without discrimination, has the 
right to equal pay for equal work and that everyone who works has the right to just and 
favourable remuneration ensuring for self and family an existence worthy of human 
dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection.’  

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 2015 to 2030 to which Jamaica 
has committed to achieving, also makes a case for the recommendations put forward to the 
Commission in this submission. In fact, SDG 1 clearly articulates that by 2030 extreme poverty 
should be eradicated. We note further, that in accordance with the SDGs, we are reminding the 
Commission that the Government of Jamaica has made an international commitment to its 
citizens to ‘ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages; achieve gender 
equality and empower all women and girls; reduce inequality within and among countries; make 
cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable; and promote sustained, 
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work 
for all.’ 

We are also reminding the government of the Social Policy Convention 117 [C117] of the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO) to which Jamaica became a signatory in 1966. C117 
demands that ‘all policies shall be primarily directed to the wellbeing and development of the 
population, and to the promotion of its desire for social progress.’ It further recommends that 
the ‘improvement of standards of living shall be regarded as the principal objective in the 
planning of economic development.’ 
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Commitment to Vision 2030 - Jamaica’s National Development Plan demonstrates that the 
Government of Jamaica is intent on creating a Jamaican society that is secure, cohesive and 
just. While the idea of a just society is one which warrants discussion, it is clear that critical to 
the development of this just nation is securing economic rights, eliminating poverty, and 
providing access to a decent liveable wage. And we all have a role to play to ensure that all 
Jamaicans can live and work #WithDignity. 
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