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Chair,

It is our honour to engage the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) during its 108th Session, regarding Jamaica’s 2019 Report. The delegation will participate in a hybrid format. Delegates participating in Geneva include:

· Her Excellency Ambassador Cheryl Spencer - Permanent Representative of Jamaica to the United Nations and other members of the team in Geneva;

· Miss Sherise Gayle – Senior Assistant Attorney General, Attorney General’s Chambers;

· Captain Natalie James – Human Rights Specialist, Ministry of Legal and Constitutional Affairs; and

· Mrs. Laleta Davis Mattis – Chair, National Council on Reparation.

Joining virtually, are representatives of the Ministry of Culture, Gender, Entertainment and Sport; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade; and the Attorney General’s Chambers.

We express appreciation to the CERD and its Secretariat, for the dedication to this important process, even during the COVID 19 pandemic.

The combined 21st, 22nd and 23rd Report, is the product of a highly collaborative and consultative approach across Government. We regrettably received no responses from Civil Society to the call for submissions. 

Jamaica reiterates its long history of strong advocacy in the fight for the elimination of racism and racial discrimination globally. We have stood at the forefront of liberation struggles and inspired disenfranchised peoples to secure and sustain equal treatment and upward development. This holds true for our fight to eradicate inequalities in our own society. 

In 1962, a newly independent Jamaica, brought focused attention to the establishment of an international human rights landscape with agreed principles, guaranteeing fundamental rights and freedoms for all peoples. Success in its advancement came when the year ‘1968’ was declared by the UN as the international year for human rights. We stand on our contribution to the international human rights architecture and to the fight for equality for all, no matter their race, creed, or class. 

Jamaica is a State Party to seven (7) of nine (9) core international human rights treaties, a signal of our defending and promoting the human rights of all its citizens.  We attach a high level of importance to this dialogue with the CERD.

Many countries, including Jamaica, are still addressing the challenges caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The phenomenon brought to the fore, glaring inequalities pervading the world today. Access to vaccines by countries like Jamaica were chief among them. Thanks to critical partnerships with countries and multilateral institutions, Jamaica made vaccines available to all its citizens, privileging the elderly and most vulnerable, and then distributing to residents, the diplomatic community and other non-nationals. Roll-out was a high priority with no issue of discrimination of any kind. 
During the crisis, the digital divide was highlighted, with universal access to inclusive education through technology, seeming elusive, exacerbating pre-pandemic socio-economic challenges. However, the Government adopted innovative, inclusive, and human-centred approaches. Accelerated roll-out of broadband and structured media partnerships helped significantly, in bridging the gap.

The Government also provided relief for all eligible citizens, including:

·  a $25 billion stimulus package to boost economic activity in Jamaica;

· decreased taxes by 1.5%, targeting $14 Billion in the hands of consumers; 

·  a $1billion Micro, Small and Medium Enterprise (MSME) tax credit to support these businesses; 

· COVID19 Relief packages to entertainers and creatives; and 

· A new COVID19 Allocation of Resources for Employees (CARE) programme.

We are, as our National Motto states, “Out of Many One People.” A strong, productive and resilient people, determined to not only survive but thrive.  

Nevertheless, we grapple with the socio-economic impact of unaddressed historical crimes against our people; the economic plunder of the country; and underdevelopment of the majority - all the legacy of colonialism and slavery. We have a population of 92% persons of African descent, with over 6% of mixed race and minority groups - Whites, Indians, and Chinese, the 2011 census records. We have enshrined in our Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, the principle of non-discrimination. 
Jamaica remains unequivocally determined to root out, any remnants of bias and discrimination, to live up to the ideals of our Constitution, the bedrock of our 60-year-old democracy.  As we complete the work of an independent people, the Government enacted the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms with reforms compatible with the provisions of the CERD, and explicitly states in section 13 that all persons enjoy the right to freedom from discrimination on the ground of race, place of origin, social class, colour, religion or political opinions. We are a land with a robust though still imperfect legal architecture, and with enforcement that still seeks after attaining uniform optimal application. 
Through the combined efforts of various arms of the Government, NGOs and civil society, appropriate legislative and policy mechanisms have been formulated and promoted to prevent racial and other forms of discrimination. Indeed, we act in concert, with our local and global partners towards claiming and sustaining a common destiny of equality, equity, diversity, inclusiveness, security, justice, peace, and prosperity. 

With this objective, our Prime Minister, the Most Honourable Andrew Holness, established at the beginning of this year, a new Ministry of Legal and Constitutional Affairs, to signal our reform agenda. This new arrangement is a boost, in particular, to the work of the Ministries with portfolio responsibilities for justice, security, education, health, housing, labour and social security. These Ministries stand at the forefront of the provision of the most critical services - and also to my own Ministry, with the cross cutting portfolios of culture and gender, which sit at the centre of Government and is the cradle for the hearts and minds of the people, where all true and enduring change must be secured.

Jamaica has confronted its own actions that have negatively impacted our valued cultural communities. Some of these have been placed before this sitting of the CERD. Rastafari leaders and followers were arrested, imprisoned, even sent to the asylum. Leonard Howell, widely regarded as the founder of the faith, was imprisoned and his Rastafari commune at Pinnacle permanently dismantled by 1954.  In April 1963 the Coral Gardens Incident occurred, where Rastafari, civilian and police lives were lost, and the rights of approximately 150 members of the Rastafarian community infringed, as they were blamed for the initial disturbance which set the horrifying events in motion. On April 3, 2017, on the 54th commemoration of the Coral Gardens Incident, the Prime Minister gave an unprecedented apology to the community of Rastafari, with regret and sorrow for a ‘chapter in our national life … characterised by brutality, injustice and repression. (It) was wrong and should never be repeated.’ 

Whereas the Public Defender recommended compensation to survivors of no less than Ten Million Dollars for the victims, the Government established a Coral Gardens Trust Fund with over One Hundred and Thirty-Two Million Dollars to date. Seven lots at Howell’s Pinnacle will have the designation “National Monument” in keeping with the provisions of the Jamaica National Heritage Trust Act, 1985. Through my Ministry, we have established, and, we fund an Interim Elder Care Facility, for survivors most in need of shelter and medical support, with medical services provided to other survivors of the Coral Gardens Incident. 
We work steadfastly to repair this decades-old breach with lingering inequities, and to forge a new relationship built on recognition, mutual respect, and trust. We engage Rastafari on wide ranging intellectual property issues, through the Jamaica Intellectual Property Office primarily. Safeguarding Rastafari intangible cultural heritage is also a focus. Funding support of significant celebratory events continue, and the Government recognised Mr. Leonard Howell, posthumously - awarding the Order of Distinction in the Rank of Officer for pioneering the development of Rastafari in Jamaica; the only new religion of the 20th Century. At the time of our 2011 census, Rastafari accounted for 1% of our population, yet this cultural community continues to have a super-sized impact on the conscience and consciousness of our people and has a remarkable global footprint.

Support is given on an annual basis to the Maroon communities of Jamaica, particularly Moore Town and Charles Town, Scott’s Hall, and Accompong Town, in support of their festivals and development initiatives. This year, we honoured two outstanding members of the Maroon community who promote and preserve Maroon heritage, with National Honours. They join others before them who have been so recognised and in the tradition of our only female national heroine, Queen Nanny of the Maroons. 

The Government, in consultation with the Maroon community, secured inscription of the Maroon Heritage of Moore Town, to the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation’s List.  The Blue and John Crow Mountains, home to trails, burial grounds, sites of memory and ritual spaces of the Maroons, were declared a World Heritage Site in 2015.  All culture agencies maintain a strong relationship with both the Maroon and Rastafarian communities – both of which are indigenous cultures. 
More recently, members of the society who identify themselves as Taino through the Yamaye Guani Council (the Council) were engaged, primarily through the Jamaica National Heritage Trust, who, through historical and archaeological research continues to unearth and to preserve, protect and promote our heritage.  They have established and promoted Taino Day throughout Jamaica and engage the Council and its membership. 
The Trust will undertake the necessary work attendant on identifying the appropriate historical location of the Council and its membership within the tapestry of our heritage. This is in step with the process of ‘revisionism history’ undertaken by distinguished local and Caribbean historians that has led Jamaica to declare days in the name of liberators, previously designated criminals by colonial powers. This process promotes our corrected history, with specifics of liberators’ African origin and chronicles their contribution to building our great nation and beloved people. We have passed legislation exonerating Freedom Fighters, including our National Heroes – it is the continuing work of a displaced and previously oppressed people.

Our National Council on Reparation (the NCR) pursues the reparatory justice mission, in alignment with the Durban Declaration and Plan of Action and the Caribbean Community’s (CARICOM’s) Ten Point Plan.  A Reparation Policy being developed, will comprehensively address the subject, under the theme of the UN declared International Decade of People of African Descent: “Recognition, Justice and Development”. The NCR has a webinar series facilitating global conversations relative to race with experts from across the world and with involvement of High Commissions in our country and organisations such as UNESCO and the Organization of American States. 

Similarly, the Ministry of Justice is conducting island wide sensitisation on restorative justice and the provisions of the governing laws, and the Ministry Of Legal and Constitutional Affairs will be launching on Human Rights Day, a public education campaign and stakeholder engagement, heightening awareness of rights guaranteed by Chapter 3 of the Constitution - the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms.  

The State in protecting and preserving the rights of its citizens, and providing equal access to public services, has also enabled other agencies to enforce the basic elements of human rights.  This includes the Independent Commission of Investigations; the Office of the Public Defender, the Legal Aid Council, and the Office of the Children’s Advocate. The Office of the Public Defender offers support to those seeking redress from the Government where they consider they have been wronged. Legal Aid assistance is available to our citizens who are in need of such aid, throughout Jamaica.

As part of our repair, the Ministry of Culture has completed hearings and a full review of dress and grooming requirements for access to public spaces, including schools, which are now deemed by society, to be out of step with our culture, and have served to at times, restrict access to institutions, including our schools.
In 2021, a new Social Pension Programme was introduced for persons over 75 years, who receive a social pension benefit despite no prior contribution. This is available to all vulnerable Jamaicans. 

Jamaica established an Inter-Ministerial Committee on Human Rights (IMCHR), in 2018, chaired by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade - facilitating dialogue with a wide range of stakeholders, including civil society representatives, on the implementation of Jamaica’s obligations under various human rights treaties and related reporting activities to treaty bodies. 

Jamaica ratified the UNESCO 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions in May 2007, and implements same in pursuit of peace; to protect and promote the rights of all -  and also, the diversity of our cultural expressions. 

The Statistical Institute of Jamaica will enhance its capacity to collect data, statistics, and qualitative information more effectively, and to disaggregate data where necessary, recognising that evidence-based data presents new opportunities to measure progress in the implementation of this and other Conventions.
In addressing matters of race and rights in our curriculum, we have re-introduced Civics across age groups, and the teachings of Garvey in schools -  as Garvey best articulated, “a people without knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots”.  The celebration of Jamaica Day and Africa Day in schools and even nationally, augurs well to reinforce the primacy of self and cultural identity. During Heritage Week, we focus on people of all races and ethnicities within Jamaica, promoting diversity and inclusiveness as core values of our society.

We highlight our focus on critical matters of access - access to housing, jobs, and beaches among them.  Significant strides have been made to enfranchise the vulnerable through the work of the National Housing Trust.  The housing stock has significantly increased from the time of its forming in 1976 and financial support provided, for access to housing for all strata of society, particularly, the most vulnerable in Jamaica who wish to build, maintain, repair, or improve their homes.  There is the New Social Housing Programme launched in 2019, which provides housing solutions for the most vulnerable citizens at no cost to them, with regard only to their dire circumstance and need. This complements the work of the National Land Agency in correcting the legacy of informal arrangements regarding land. The Land Administration and Management Division addresses issues of tenure and regularisation of these, through registration of these lands. The National Environment and Planning Agency protects the environment for current generations and those to come, and also regulates the use of beaches in our beautiful island, with a view to striking a balance between economic development and access by the people of Jamaica.

As we surge forward into a sustainably prosperous future, we are again guided by the teachings of Marcus Garvey:
“There is nothing more dangerous than to build a society with a large segment of people in that society who feel that they have no stake in it, who feel that they have nothing to lose.  People who have a stake in their society want to protect that society, but when they don’t have it, they unconsciously want to destroy it”
We work therefore inclusively, towards the full realisation of our commitments under the CERD and look forward to our dialogue over the next two days.

Thank you Chair. 
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