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Environmental reporting in Jamaica is affected negatively by the 
small country’s libel laws, low pay and Westernization. W

hen I first told people I was going 

to teach at the Caribbean Institute 

of Media and Communication 

(CARIMAC), they acted like I had hit the 

jackpot — and, in a sense, I had. After all, 

I did get to go to the tropics. But when I 

said I was planning to “work” in Jamaica, 

most people treated me like I was going on 

vacation, which became tiresome. Upon my 

return, I hear the same thing: “I’m so glad 

you got to rest while on your Fulbright!”

As a communications specialist, I under-

stand why this is happening: Stereotypes of 

a country are all you have before you travel 

there, and Jamaica is known for a few par-

ticularly infamous labels. It’s the land of “no 

problem.” It’s a tourist vacation destination 

where everyone drinks rum and lies on the 

beach all day. And every Jamaican is a reg-

gae-singing, ganja-smoking Rastafarian — a 

la Bob Marley and Jimmy Cliff — ya mon!  

But Jamaica also has a reputation for being 

one of the most violent countries in the 

Americas, mainly due to poverty. These are 

the realities and stereotypes local reporters 

have to overcome when covering health, sci-

ence and environmental issues.

The bottom line is Jamaica will throw you 

into culture shock, but it’s not the shock 

you expect.  Though small, Jamaica embod-

ies many of the challenges typical to most 

developing nations.  In that sense, it serves 

as a good case study for anyone interested 

in what constrains media coverage of health, 

science and environmental issues in the 

developing world: Westernization, libel laws 

and low pay.

But before discussing the challenges 

Jamaican media and reporters face, one must 

know what kinds of environmental issues 

exist on an island smaller than Connecticut.
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TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN: 
ENVIRONMENT & ECONOMY

Natural disasters play a large part in 
Jamaica’s ability to address its environmen-
tal problems, and attempts at controlling 
Jamaica’s internal debt have been derailed 
by infrastructure damage due to hurricanes 
and floods.

But the threats to Jamaica’s natural 
environment extend beyond the hurricane 
season.  And two of the country’s leading 
sources of income — tourism and bauxite/
alumina production — both create and suf-
fer from the types of pollution found on the 
island, which include:
n Destruction of coral reefs from 

over-development,
n Air pollution from vehicle emissions,
n Deforestation — and, in turn, loss of 

biodiversity — from mining raw materials, 
n Industrial waste and sewage from 

production processes.
The environmental effects of policies 

from the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and World Bank and the increased 
cases of HIV/AIDS are also critical issues 
within the Jamaican socio-cultural land-
scape.

WESTERNIZATION WOES
As Jamaicans say, “When America sneez-

es, Jamaica catches a cold.”
Historically, Jamaica’s indigenous popu-

lation was wiped out following Christopher 
Columbus’ discovery of the country in 
1494.  It has a violent colonialist history 
and 100s of years of slavery to overcome.

Today, Jamaica has become very 
Westernized — it’s inundated with trans-
national corporations and fast-food chains 
and is home to a highly literate upper 
class. But Jamaica is also very underdevel-
oped, prompting scholars to call it an “in 
between” country. Although it’s a prime 
escapist destination, Jamaica is no paradise.

Western influence has had an enormous 
impact on how media operate in Jamaica. 
For instance, World Bank- and IMF-driven 
deregulation of national economies and 
liberalization of domestic markets were 
touted as ways to resolve Jamaica’s enor-
mous foreign debt.  But the negative effects 
of those policies are felt widely throughout 
the country — Jamaica suffers from a high 
unemployment rate, growing internal debt 
and double-digit inflation, according to 
the “2006 World Factbook.” The resulting 
poverty causes media outlets to spin stories 
for a general public concerned with simply 
putting food on the table — and that means 
less coverage of environmental issues. Plus, 
the push toward privatization has led to 
greater competition between media compa-
nies, which, in turn, caused a trend toward 
sensationalizing. 
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Elizabeth Burch, 
third from left in the 
front, stands with the 
students she taught 
at the Caribbean 
Institute of Media and 
Communication.

Clips from Jamacian newspapers attest to the obstacles 
journalists face in this Caribbean country.continued on page 45
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