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BACKGROUND PAPER: CRIME
Research on the relationship between crime and the economy in
Jamaica found two key links. One is that crime directly retards
economic growth. The second is that the high rate of violent crime,
apparently connected to high levels of interpersonal trust and low levels
of confidence in the organs of the state – the police and court system –
heightens transaction costs and thereby diminishes economic activity.
Given the apparent connection between violent crime and the loss of
confidence in the state, an effective strategy to tackle crime thereby
necessitates a restoration of this confidence. Sixty-two percent of
respondents in CaPRI’s survey on perceptions of corruption in the public
sector (September 2006) believed the public sector to be corrupt.
Although such a strategy could pose political challenges, its actual
content has now been fairly well established in a substantial body of
research. In short, we know what needs to be done.

At the heart of the Jamaican crime problem are organized crime and
the related high murder rate. Organized crime is the main problem
because it has made a business of crime, has professionalized it, made it
transnational, generated huge income streams from drug trafficking
and extortion, and made the criminal networks powerful players in a
number of inner-city communities in the cities and some of the major
towns of the island. According to the Economic & Social Survey of
Jamaica 2006, 32.5%, almost one-third, of all murders were connected
to gang disputes. Moreover, the organized crime networks have formed
alliances with selected politicians and have become important players
in local and national politics.1 They use their money and power to
corrupt critical institutions of the country, including the very police force
that is supposed to repress them. CaPRI’s own survey on corruption in
References to the alliance bet ween politics and crime abound, including
Carl Stone’s 1986 “Class, State, and Democracy in Jamaica”, Praeger
Publishers; Anthony Harriot (2007), “Organisational Crime and Politics in
Jamaica”, Canoe Press; and the Political Tribalism Report- Government of
Jamaica Constitutional Reform Unit (1997).
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the public sector (September 2006) showed that 81% thought the police
force was corrupt. In short, organized crime in Jamaica demonstrates
that crime pays and is a viable route to social success.

Organized crime has some common roots with violent crime. The most
rigorous empirical research on the Jamaican homicide problem
indicates that the key determinants of the homicide rate are:
• The high rate of youth unemployment (and
underemployment)
•

Inequality, which finds expression in the
concentration of social problems in the so-called
inner-city areas of Kingston and Montego Bay, that
is, the marginalization of the urban poor. Many now
lack the basic education and social skills to make
them fit for employment.

•

The ineffectiveness of the criminal justice system.
The sources of this ineffectiveness vary from
institution to institution, but in the case of the police,
they include incapacity, incompetence and
corruption. One outcome of this ineffectiveness is
the low conviction rate for serious crimes, including
murder. Another is the low level of confidence in the
institutions – which in turn becomes a factor for
ineffectiveness. The interactive processes involving
the above factors have set in motion the vicious
cycles in which we are now locked.

Organised crime feeds on these three sources and processes, but in
addition, it is facilitated by official corruption – primarily in the political
system and the criminal justice system.
It must be emphasized that the above are root causes. There are also
important proximate causes that must be taken into account in
completing one’s understanding of the problem and thereby
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elaborating a response. Among these proximate causes are the
attractiveness of the drug trade and access to firearms. Any response to
the problem ought therefore to be informed by the above specification
of the problem and should therefore include place-specific social
violence prevention programmes which are designed to reduce youth
unemployment in the high violence areas. This would require skillstraining (including social skills) that would make youth more employable.
There is an important debate as to how best to pursue this issue of
dealing with the high levels of chronic youth unemployment. One line of
reasoning is that the first stream of investments should be directed at
upgrading the underemployed and those who are already trying to help
themselves and who already have the social skills, discipline and
general attributes that are required for success. They would then
become models for the others. The logic is clear and this may be the
most sustainable approach, but it must be recognised that the crime
prevention returns on this strategy are not short-term. The alternative is a
more direct approach that tries to soak up the unskilled, anti-social
youth who are most prone to crime. The difficulty here is that this would
require great investment of state resources and may not be sustainable
– that is, unless there is rapid growth in construction and other sectors of
the economy that are able to absorb unskilled and undisciplined labour.
The first approach, of upgrading skills levels, will be more likely to
succeed if it is accompanied by a wider, more comprehensive
programme that seeks to upgrade, and better integrate selected innercity communities, particularly those in which murder ‘hot spots’2 lie.
Ideally, any such programme would also include degarrisoning the inner
cities. If this is agreed, than a strategy for degarrisoning should be
elaborated and an implementation plan – with key deliverables that
allow for monitoring and reporting -- agreed to.
In addition, tackling the crime problem will also require an acceleration
of the programme of criminal justice reform. The programme of police
reform is now over twelve years old, but the results are at best mixed.
2 A hot spot is a condition indicating some form of clustering in a spatial
distribution i.e. a place where a significant number of murders occur, relative
to the surrounding community’s other spaces.
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Better methods of bench-marking, evaluating and measuring progress,
and of holding the institutional leaders to account, are needed. A similar
need exists in the justice system. In 2007, the Task Force report on reform
of the justice system was completed. It should form the basis of
systematic corrective action.
Finally, there needs to be an effective move on corruption prevention
and control. The available data suggests that corruption is a major
developmental problem in Jamaica, and as noted above, it is a
facilitator of high-end crime. Legislation is now being drafted that should
empower a new agency that would have responsibility for investigating
corruption. This presents an opportunity to ensure greater effectiveness.
Better coordination of the various existing agencies and improved
resource allocations to these agencies are conditions for greater
effectiveness. Any new arrangement should solve these problems.
In summary, there are three main legs on which crime prevention and
control should stand. These are inner-city upgrading and integration
(including targeted youth employment); reform; and corruption
prevention and control. These should have as their primary targets
organized crime and the murder rate. With these in place, other
supportive programmes such as community-peace-building, preventing
youth and school violence, and public order initiatives that are
designed to bring some discipline to the use of public spaces in the
major towns, may then have greater impact.
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