Jamaica Independence Message 2006
Today, August 6, 2006, marks the 44th Anniversary of Jamaica’s Independence. On behalf of the Government and people of Jamaica, it gives me great pleasure to extend warm greetings to their Majesties the Emperor and Empress of Japan, as well as to the Government and people of Japan. As we celebrate another milestone in our history, I would like to convey my Government’s gratitude to all the Jamaicans in Japan and the numerous friends of Jamaica for their ongoing commitment to the promotion of mutual understanding and goodwill between the peoples of Jamaica and Japan. 
 The commemoration of the 44th anniversary of Jamaica’s independence takes place at a new and significant juncture in the history of Jamaica and the Caribbean region. 
On January 1, 2006, the members of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), a regional organization uniting the countries of the English-speaking Caribbean, Haiti and Suriname, excitedly launched the long awaited dream of the (CARICOM) Single Market (CSM). This was a milestone achievement for the CARICOM Integration movement and a critical step in the growth of the Caribbean society, as it will assist in advancing economic integration and stimulate sustainable growth, job creation and social development in countries in the region.
The following month on February 15, 2006, His Excellency Professor Kenneth Hall, a former Pro-Vice Chancellor and Principal of Jamaica’s main tertiary institution, the University of the West Indies, Mona was sworn in as the fifth Governor General (the Queen’s representative) of Jamaica. His installation followed the retirement of Sir Howard Cooke who had served in the post continuously for fifteen year. 

A little more than one month later on March 30, 2006 the Most Honourable Portia Lucretia Simpson Miller, a former vice-President and newly elected President of the ruling People’s National Party, was officially inaugurated as Jamaica’s seventh Prime Minister and the first female Prime Minister in the history of Jamaica. The new Prime Minister succeeded the Most Honourable Percival James Patterson who had the distinction of being Jamaica’s longest serving Prime Minister having served for fourteen years and four consecutive terms of office. In her inaugural address, the Honourable Prime Minister pledged to inter alia maintain respectful and harmonious relations with all states and to work to build a world of peace, justice and a better quality of life. 

Jamaica also witnessed the re-shuffling and swearing-in of new Cabinet Ministers and Ministers of State, including the new Minister of Foreign Affairs and Foreign Trade Senator the Honourable G. Anthony Hylton who has replaced the former Minister K.D. Knight who resigned from the Cabinet. Minister Hylton is no stranger to Japan, having visited on a number of occasions, most recently in October 2005, in his then capacity of Ambassador and Special Envoy with responsibility for Energy, to discuss the importation of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) to Jamaica. 

The smooth and democratic manner in which these changes have taken place, undoubtedly reinforced Jamaica’s long standing commitment to building a stable parliamentary democracy and a prosperous nation.

Over the last year, the Jamaican economy faced many challenges due to soaring oil prices, the unprecedented numbers of hurricanes and almost continuous rainfall. Although some of these hurricanes did not directly affect Jamaica, the damage caused to countries in North America had negative repercussions on our island. 
Despite these challenges, the economy performed creditably with inflation and poverty levels trending down and a recorded growth of 2 ½ percent in Real Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The Survey of Living Conditions (SLC) for 2005 indicated that poverty declined to 14.8 percent in 2005, down from 16.9 percent in the previous year and with a reduction in poverty levels in each geographic region, compared with 2004. The island was also given a ‘B’ rating by the US based Standards and Poor, for its ongoing commitment to fiscal discipline and debt reduction, amid severe external shocks.
The construction and installation industry grew by 7 percent while mining and quarrying grew by 2.8 percent. Significant progress has also been achieved in terms of the expansion and modernisation of our island’s infrastructure including upgrading of roads and ports. In this regard, I wish to express appreciation to the Government of Japan for the financial assistance provided to support the development of the Kingston Metropolitan Area Water Supply Scheme and Rehabilitation Project, as well as the Northern Jamaica Development Project.
Jamaica is currently experiencing record levels of investment flows and a robust business environment thanks to the implementation and coordination of various Government’s policies and programmes. Our island is now regarded as the Caribbean’s investment mecca with a World Investment Report ranking of 17th in the world, in terms of foreign direct investment, 12th place in terms of technology transfer and 10th place in terms of ease of regulations in doing business. The world-class facilities at the Port of Kingston, and its strategic location in the centre of the Caribbean has contributed to its ranking as 56th in the World’s Top 100 Container Ports while retaining its position as the leading transhipment port in Latin America and the Caribbean.
In the area of tourism, Jamaica achieved a record high in 2005 with 1.48 million stopover arrivals, representing an increase of 4.5 percent over 2004. Cruise passenger arrivals recorded a 3.3 percent increase in 2005 bringing the figures to 1.136 million. Between January and May 2006, a total of 733,736 persons visited our island. Earnings also grew by $11.55 billion, an increase of 6.5 percent over the previous year. This record increase has been attributed to the addition of more than 1,000 rooms, increase in airlift to the island and enhanced marketing and public relations programmes. Tourism figures are expected to increase into next year with Jamaica’s co-hosting of the Cricket World Cup, as well as the development of culture-based industries. 
 Jamaica, regarded as the gem of the Caribbean, is ranked among the top five favoured destinations in the world and is a popular tourist destination in Japan, particularly for honeymooners. Efforts have been made to increase the number of tourists from Asia through various campaigns and the introduction of more direct flights to Jamaica. American Airlines now offers same day connection service between Dallas Fortworth and Montego Bay and we anticipate that with this new schedule an even greater number of Japanese tourists will be able to visit our tropical paradise and experience the warm Jamaican hospitality and friendly smiles of our people. We invite persons wishing to travel to Jamaica to contact the Jamaica Tourist Board at 03 5367 8430 or visit their websites at: www.visitjamaica.com (English) or www.visitjamaica.jp (Japanese) for more information.   
Japan continues to support Jamaica’s development efforts and has consistently provided assistance in the form of grant aid, loans and technical cooperation. The Japan International Cooperation Agency maintains its regional office for the Caribbean in Kingston and provides valuable assistance to Jamaica through its Overseas Volunteer Cooperation Programme and other technical cooperation activities. More than twenty Jamaicans were accepted for training in Japan in 2005 under the JICA programme.
Jamaican teachers continue to actively participate in the Japan Education and Teaching Programme (JET) working as Assistant Language Teachers in various regions of Japan and helping to promote cultural understanding between our countries. This year we welcomed ten new Jamaican JET participants, bringing the the total number of Jamaican participants on the programme since 2000 to ninety-five. 
Japan remains an important trading partner for Jamaica. For the fiscal year ending March 2006, Japan’s exports to Jamaica were valued at approximately US$127 million with the main items of export being new and used motor vehicles and spare parts, electronic and domestic appliances, machinery and heavy equipment, photocopiers, iron and steel.  Jamaica’s exports to Japan were valued at US$19.8 with the main items being coffee and cocoa beans, alcoholic beverages, records and tapes and electrical appliances. The decline in the value of Jamaica’s exports to Japan is attributed to the damage caused to the Jamaican coffee industry as a result of hurricane Ivan in 2004.
The countries of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), of which Jamaica is a member, have been engaged in a process of cooperation and consultation with Japan since 1992, which has served to strengthen the relationship between both sides. The Eleventh CARICOM/Japan Consultations was held in Tokyo in February 2006 and provided an opportunity for our region to express its appreciation for Japan’s commitment to the cooperation programme, exchange views on project implementation and formulate a new Joint Action Plan for the next five years. 
The promotion of friendship, tourism and cultural exchange has been facilitated by the organisation of various events across Japan. Last year, Jamaica’s attractively designed booth at the JATA World Travel Fair generated the interest and curiosity of thousand of persons who wanted to learn more about our country.  In June 2006, the second One Love Jamaica Festival was staged at Yoyogi Park with the support of the Embassy of Jamaica, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan, the Jamaica Tourist Board and the Association of Jamaicans in Japan. The two-day event attracted over 30,000 persons who were able to feel the spirit of Jamaica through the food, art and craft and the pulsating rhythm of reggae music. The highlight of the entertainment was the Bob Marley Songs contest in which aspiring Japanese artistes performed Bob Marley songs for an enviable prize trip to a luxurious resort in Jamaica. Jamaica’s reggae music remains popular in Japan with Jamaican dancehall artistes making frequent tours to Jamaica and Japanese reggae lovers attending popular musical events in Jamaica.
In closing, I wish to acknowledge and convey my appreciation to the many individuals, associations and organisers of these cultural events who have seized every opportunity to promote Jamaica interest. I wish to commend and express sincere gratitude to Mr. Takeo Hiranuma Chairman of the Japan-Jamaica Parliamentary Friendship League; Mr. Tatsushi Ueshima, Chairman of the Japan-Jamaica Society and the Association of Importers of Jamaican Coffee, as well as the Honorary Consul of Jamaica in Kobe; and Mr. Hiroshi Sato, Chairman of the Japan Used Motor Vehicles Exporters Association who have all extended the hand of friendship to Jamaica over the past year. 
Once again, I commend the Association of Jamaicans in Japan and the numerous friends of Jamaica for their unwavering efforts at promoting Jamaica’s interest and in strengthening the bonds of friendship between Jamaica and Japan. 
On this, our 44th anniversary, I salute the Japan Times and its wide readership and extend my sincere wishes for peace, prosperity and further strengthening of mutual understanding between both our countries. 
H.E. Paul Robotham 

Ambassador of Jamaica
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