
Jamaica
Orientation for Your Upcoming Visit
GENERAL INFORMATION

The largest English-speaking island in the Caribbean Sea, Jamaica is about 160 kilometers (90 
miles) south of Cuba and has an area of 10,990 square kilometers (4,243 square miles) and a total 
coastline of 1,022 kilometers (634 miles). Comparatively, the area occupied by Jamaica is slightly 
smaller than the state of Connecticut. Jamaica's capital city, Kingston, is located on the 
country's southeastern coast.1

History
For centuries, Jamaica has welcomed settlers from all around the world. This small island has 
played host to the Amerindians who discovered it, to Europeans who fought to own it, to Africans 
forced to call it home, and to Asians, Indians and Middle Easterners searching for a better life. 
Each group carried with it a story and tradition, throwing everything into Jamaica's melting pot. 
After centuries of brewing, all have blended together to give the island its rich history and 
heritage - an international smorgasbord of legends, cultures and customs, all displayed right here 
against the background of Jamaica’s beautiful mountains and valleys.
Jamaica’s first inhabitants were the Tainos, an Arawak-speaking people, believed to be originally 
from South America. The Tainos called the island "Xaymaca" meaning "land of wood and 
water”. These peaceful, seafaring people greeted Columbus when he first visited the island in 
1494.
Columbus described Jamaica as "the fairest isle mine eyes ever beheld …" His arrival marked the 
beginning of nearly 500 years of European occupation and governance. Initially, the Spanish 
settled near St Ann's Bay at "Sevilla Nueva" (New Seville), but eventually moved to "Villa de la 
Vega" (the city on the plains), now called "Spanish Town". Their new city swiftly flourished, 
becoming the island's centre of activity.
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During the 1650s, the British captured Jamaica from the Spanish. In a last-ditch attempt at 
defiance, the Spanish settlers freed and armed their slaves, who sought refuge in the island’s 
interior. The Maroons, as these ex-slaves came to be called, continuously defied the island's new 
colonisers. The only army ever to defeat the mighty British, the Maroons still exist in modern-day 
Jamaica.
Under British rule, Jamaica became a busy and wealthy colony. By the 18th century, the island 
was "the jewel of the British crown", producing 22 percent of the world's sugar on large, 
lucrative plantations. This success came at great cost to the African people, thousands of whom 
were forcefully brought to the New World as slaves.
As a result of the cruel and oppressive slavery system, Jamaica had more revolts than other West 
Indian islands. Reports of frequent slave uprisings and other forms of resistance, coupled with 
brutal planter-militia reprisals, troubled the European conscience. In time, anti-slavery 
sentiments grew strong in Europe, culminating in the Emancipation Act of 1834. The Act made 
provision for all slaves under the age of six to gain immediate freedom. All others were to serve a 
period of apprenticeship for four to six years. The apprenticeship period worked well in theory. 
In practice, however, it was little better than slavery. Planters continued to abuse their 
apprentices, and withheld guaranteed provisions and wages. Subsequently, full emancipation 
was granted in 1838, two years earlier than planned.
Eager to sever connections with the symbol of their enslavement, many labourers left the 
plantation, settling across the island. To provide an alternative, affordable workforce, the 
planters recruited indentured workers from China and India. After their period of 
indenture, many Chinese and Indians stayed on the island, adding to Jamaica’s eclectic mix of 
cultures.
After 1838, sugar productivity and profitability declined, forcing Jamaica to diversify its economy. 
Although crops such as bananas and coffee provided sound substitutes, other industries 
eventually became the driving force of Jamaica’s economy, outgrowing agricultural exports.
Like the changing economy, Jamaican politics also transformed with the end of slavery. In 1866, 
the island implemented the crown colony system of government. Under this new system 
promises of education, health care and other social reforms gave hope to a newly freed 
generation. But decades later, social disappointment festered, leading to a spate of incidents of 
civil unrest, and heralding the birth of the trade union movement.
Out of these disturbances arose Jamaica’s foremost labour organisations and political parties. 
Norman Manley's People's National Party and Alexander Bustamante's Jamaica Labour Party 
would go on to dominate Jamaica's political scene into the 21st century.
Two important and significant changes – universal adult suffrage in 1944 and independence from 
Britain in 1962 - set the stage for a people once conquered, controlled and constrained, to 
become themselves the architects of a new nation.2
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Jamaica Travel Hints
1. The team leader will manage the team members’ tickets and copies of all passports and 

applications.
2. Plan to arrive at the airport at least two hours before departure.

a. Team members should get in line at airport immediately with itineraries and 
passports.

b. Keep carry-on bags separate; they will not be needed at check-in.
c. Be sure your luggage has your name, address, and GB luggage sticker on it. 
d. Remind airline agent to check your luggage all the way through to final 

destination. This way you will not have to claim it at stops along the way. Keep 
your luggage claim ticket available to claim your luggage at final destination.

e. Be sure to wear your team T-shirt.  This will help identify team members at the 
airport.

f. On the plane to Jamaica the flight attendants will distribute two forms. One will 
be a Customs Declaration Form.  If you are traveling with family members, only 
one card will need to be completed for each household. The second will be the 
Jamaican Immigration Form.  Each member will need to complete this form.  
These are easy to complete, but there are a few areas on the individual tourist/
visitor form you might question.  **

i. Purpose of visit should be listed as vacation.
ii. You will be residing at the hotel. Your team leader or team host will have 

this information for you prior to the trip.

** You will need this information. Please carry it with you on the plane.

3. Upon your arrival in Jamaica each team member will go through immigration one at a 
time.  Each team member will need to show his/her passport and turn in his/her tourist/
visitor card.  Immigration will keep a copy of each tourist/visitor card and return one to 
team members along with their passports.  Be sure to keep this copy with your passport 
and don’t lose it.  It must be turned in to Jamaican authorities upon departing from 
Jamaica.  

4. After clearing immigration, you will go to the baggage carousel and claim your luggage. 
Allow ample time for your luggage to come in before determining luggage has not 
arrived. 

a. If all luggage has arrived you will go through customs lines, and you may be 
asked to open your luggage.

b. Sometimes we are authorized to bypass inspection.   It is a good idea to assign 
one or two people to wait in one place with the carry-on bags while the rest of the 
group locates the checked bags.  Once your luggage is located, then the group 
can begin going through the customs/inspection line together.

c. After all bags are inspected by customs, the skycaps will help you get your bags 
together and take them outside.  Before leaving the baggage area, all claim 
checks and matching stubs will have to be taken off luggage to verify that the 
luggage has arrived.
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d. If some of the luggage does not arrive, you will have to match claim tickets to 
luggage to determine which claim check is the missing luggage.  (This can be 
done by process of elimination.)

e. If missing luggage occurs, you must take the time to file a claim in customs.  The 
MVP host will assist you in this process.

f. The MVP host will designate the skycaps to be used and will also pay the correct 
skycaps.  If you allow another to handle or touch your bags, more expense will be 
incurred.

5. In Jamaica we will review travel procedures for departure from Jamaica and arrival back in the 
United States.

6. When leaving Jamaica to return home, you will check your luggage to the final destination.
7. When returning to the United States you will have to claim your luggage and carry it through 

customs. This will take place at the first airport you land at in the United States. (e.g., Miami, 
Houston, Atlanta, etc.)  Once you have cleared customs you will drop your luggage off at the 
airline luggage check station (usually immediately after you pass through customs). 
Remember to follow customs laws: no fruit, animals, etc. may be carried into the United 
States.

When traveling, the unexpected can happen.  Even though you have prayed for protection, 
do not “tempt God” by exposing yourself to unnecessary danger.  Listen to the MVP 
representatives and team leaders and take their suggestions.  Never wander off alone or 
without permission from a mission representative.  If confronted by a superior force, use 
your head.  Do not fight, surrender valuables.  Remember, nothing is more important than 
human life.  Team members would do well to keep the three-crisis rule in mind for all foreign 
travel and large group activities.  The rule is simply this:  Assume that three things will go wrong 
no matter how well you plan.  Be prepared for any contingencies that may be necessary. Someone 
may become ill, the bus may break down, or the rooms at the hotel may have been given away.  
When you begin with this attitude, you are preparing to be flexible as well as facing the fact that 
you cannot always be in control or trust in your strength.

Luggage: Each airline has different rules when it comes to how many bags you can take.  Please 
check with the airline website before packing to see how many bags you are allowed.  One 
suitcase or carry-on may be needed to carry supplies and materials for the mission trip.  In some 
circumstances personal belongings may be limited to one suitcase or carry-on.  Each suitcase can 
weigh no more than 50 pounds and not be larger than 62 linear inches.  A parachute bag from 
any army surplus store works well.  The carry-on can weigh no more than 40 pounds and not be 
larger than 45 linear inches and should include any prescription medication and one complete 
change of clothing in the event your luggage should become lost.

•Be sure to pack your razors, nail clippers/file, pocketknives, or any other sharp objects in 
your check-in luggage.  You are not allowed to carry any sharp objects in your carry-on 
luggage.

•Check with each respective airline to determine carry-on liquid allowances prior to 
departure.

We recommend when traveling with large sums of cash that you strap it discreetly to you, using 
money belts or a hidden pouch.  Do not be obvious with your money.
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Communication
Let’s discuss unspoken communications. The hand gestures used in the United States don’t 
always have the same meaning in other countries. A well-intentioned “peace sign” might mean 
something insulting and distasteful, as former President George H. W. Bush discovered in 1992. 
Here are just a few unique gestures you might find useful in Jamaica.
Personal space is not always the same in other countries as it is in the United States; therefore, 
conversations may take place in a much closer proximity. Backing away from an individual you 
are conversing with might be interpreted as rejecting them.
It is not uncommon for a man in other cultures to touch the shoulders or hold the arm of another 
man. To pull away when in this situation is also seen as an insult.

Knowing what to talk about also says something about you and can either add to or take away 
from the impression a national might have of you. Jamaicans are very warm and social people. 
Great topics to bring up in conversation include your family, your job, historical and tourist sites, 
and sports (especially soccer). Try to stay away from topics like politics and unrest in Jamaica.

As in the United States, an appropriate greeting defines how the nationals view you. Jamaica has 
a great deal of American influence in its culture. Shaking hands is the customary way to greet 
someone. When attending a party or group event, it is customary in Jamaica to shake the hand of 
every person in the room.

Because the United States has influenced Jamaica so greatly, it is important to not lose sight that 
Jamaica is not a commonwealth of the U.S. Some traditions are very specific to Jamaica.

Arrangments
Housing is dependant upon where in Jamaica your team is serving. 
Transportation on the ground is provided for the team as well as their luggage and any 
equippment. At no time are team members allowed to operate vehicles on the field.
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Climate/Dress and Personal Itemes Needed
1.HOT and HUMID!  The climate is tropical, around 100 degrees during the summer 
months; 80-95 degrees during the winter months.  Keep this in mind while packing 
clothing.  Occasionally a light jacket may be needed in January and February.

2.Conservative, casual attire is recommended for both men and women.  Pack 
comfortable, durable shoes that will protect your feet well.  Assume they will get dirty.

a.Ladies: Lightweight cotton skirts, jumpers, Capri pants, or casual dresses.  
Pants and knee-length shorts are not allowed in worship areas, but are 
acceptable for shopping and at team house facilities.  Please, no halter-type 
dresses or tops or shorts above the knees.  No tank tops outside of hotel 
grounds.  Remember modesty is the key.

b.Men: Casual slacks, jeans, short-sleeve shirts or T-shirts are acceptable.  Any 
clothing resembling the military is not allowed.  Knee-length shorts are not 
acceptable at worship services but are acceptable for shopping or at the hotel.  
No shorts above the knees at any time during your trip.  No tank tops outside of 
hotel grounds.

c.Do not wear your best clothing for the entire trip.  They may get soiled.
  

d.Bring enough clothing for the entire trip.  Personal laundry is not allowed, as 
laundry facilities are available but are for laundering team towels, washcloths, 
and bed linen only.

For more information on Jamaica go to www.gbimissions.com. Follow the World tab to Field 
Facts for information on our various fields.

3.The following items will be needed and/or are recommended for your trip.

" " a. Airline ticket, passport, photo ID (such as drivers license), blood type
" " b. Bible and prepared devotions
" " c. Notebook or journal and pens and pencils
" " d. Work clothes (see above), including cotton work gloves
" " e. Nicer clothes for worship services
" " f. Boots, tennis shoes, work shoes, etc., comfortable for working and walking
" " g. Shorts
" " h. Caps or hats
" " i. Suntan lotion/sunscreen

j. Insect repellent such as Deep Woods, Off, Skintastics, etc., and ant/roach 
spray of some type (should contain Deet).

" " k. Sleepwear and slippers or shower shoes
l. Toilet articles: toothbrushes, shampoo, deodorant, antiseptic baby wipes, 

soap, etc.
" " m. Cameras, extra memory, and battery charger
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" " n. Sunglasses
" " o. Flashlight and extra batteries

p. Drinking bottle (with your name on it) (plastic, insulated sports bottle) used at 
worksite

" " q. Snacks and gum, if desired
r. All items needed for your area of work: VBS materials, sermons, Bible studies, 

craft items for ladies’ Bible study
s. Any medications you require (malaria, prophylaxis, chloroquine, may be 

recommended)
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Jamaica
Caribbean

Area 10,991 sq km. The 3rd largest island in the 
Caribbean after Cuba and Hispaniola. Mostly 
mountainous with only 17% arable land.
Population Ann Gr Density
2010 2,729,909 0.46% 248/sq km
2020 2,834,321 0.34% 258/sq km
2030 2,873,362 0.05% 261/sq km

Jamaicans have emigrated in large numbers (more than 2 
million) to North America, UK, and increasingly 
elsewhere. 80% of Jamaicans with higher education live 
abroad.
Capital Kingston 582,000. Urbanites 53.7%. Pop 
under 15 yrs 29%. Life expectancy 71.7 yrs.

African Caribbean 96.0%. Jamaican 93.7%; Haitian 
2.0%.
Asian/Afro-Asian 3.0%. East Indian 1.7%; Chinese 
1.2%.
Euro-American 1.0%. British 0.4%; American 0.3%.
Literacy 87.6%. Official language English; 
97% of the population speak Jamaican Creole. All 
languages 7. Indigenous languages 3. 
Languages with Scriptures 1Bi 1w.i.p.

Tourism, remittances, the mining of bauxite, 
and agriculture are the main revenue sources. 
High debt servicing, frequent hurricane 
damage and rising crime rates can be added to 
the normal financial challenges of 
underemployment, inflation and foreign 
competition. Servicing the large public debt 
takes up much of the GDP.
HDI Rank 100th/182. Public debt 116.3% of 
the GDP. Income/person $5,199 (11% of USA).

Originally inhabited by the Taino Indians. 
Spanish “discovery” and rule from 1494 
followed by British rule from 1655 until 
independence in 1962, when Jamaica became 
a parliamentary democracy. Notable political 
stability has not always translated into the 
social, criminal or economic spheres. Gang 
rivalries and warfare for “turf ”, illicit drug 
dealing, alignment of political parties and the 
dubious dealings in granting construction 
contracts all blend in an unsavoury mix to 
allow for a rise in crime, corruption and 
violence.

Freedom of religion.

Religions Pop % Population Ann Gr
Christian 82.91 2,263,368 0.4%
Ethnoreligionist 10.20 278,451 0.7%
Non-religious 4.65 126,941 1.1%
Other 0.90 24,569 2.9%
Hindu 0.65 17,744 2.1%
Muslim 0.30 8,190 4.2%
Baha’i 0.20 5,460 0.5%
Chinese 0.18 4,914 2.9%
Jewish 0.01 273 -2.5%

Christians Denoms Pop % Affiliates Ann Gr
Protestant 53 36.05 984,000 0.8%
Independent 106 10.20 279,000 1.2%
Anglican 1 3.66 100,000 -0.2%
Catholic 1 4.25 116,000 0.2%
Orthodox 1 0.10 3,000 -0.6%
Marginal 9 1.95 53,000 3.6%
Unaffiliated 26.70 729,000 -1.1%

Churches MegaBloc Congs Members Affiliates
Seventh-day Adventist P 600 210,000 265,000
NT Church of God P 800 75,000 165,000
Catholic Church C 93 67,442 116,000
Jamaica Baptist Union P 315 38,000 108,680
Anglican Church A 266 50,000 100,000
Ch of God of Prophecy P 300 28,000 70,000
NT Church of Christ I 158 31,500 69,930
Ch of God (Anderson) P 106 5,000 50,000
United Church P 200 17,500 47,000
Methodist Church P 170 17,400 44,000
Jehovah’s Witnesses M 205 16,538 43,000
United Pentecostal Ch P 240 26,000 39,000
Revival Zion I 318 17,500 30,625
Apostolic Church P 36 9,000 27,270
Moravian Church P 55 6,300 25,000
Other denominations[156] 1,942 170,842 334,238
Total Christians[171] 5,804 786,0221,534,743

Caribbean Sea

Jamaica
Kingston

Bahamas

Cuba

Haiti
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TransBloc Pop % Population Ann Gr
Evangelicals
Evangelicals 28.0 764,733 1.4%
Renewalists
Charismatics 20.7 564,541 1.8%

Pentecostals 15.9 433,675 1.6%

Missionaries from Jamaica
P,I,A Approximately 100 in 18 agencies from 
26 countries.

Answers to Prayer

q Jamaica has a wonderful Christian heritage. Praise God that many leadership 
positions have transitioned from foreign workers to national leaders, enabling the Jamaican 

Church to come into its own.

wThis nation has a rich but little-known mission sending history. Praise God for those 
rediscovering this spiritual legacy and remobilizing Jamaica to once again become a sending 

powerhouse. Increasing numbers of mission agencies are operating branches out of Jamaica.

Challenges for Prayer

qThe country finds itself in the midst of moral and social collapse. Powerful South 
American drug cartels, using Jamaica as a transshipment point for cocaine destined for the 

USA, wield great influence. This fuels violence, putting Jamaica fourth globally for murders per 
capita. Rape and domestic abuse are widespread. As part of an anti-corruption drive, the 
government has invited greater participation from churches. Pray that government and church 
leaders may reject compromise. Pray for courage, moral integrity and determination to turn the 
country back to God. The National Leadership Prayer Breakfast brings church leaders together 
with leaders in politics, business and the security forces to address and pray for these issues.

w Jamaican Christianity needs reformation and renewal. It enjoys one of the world’s 
highest number of churches per square mile, but the majority of self-proclaimed Christians 

in Jamaica neither attend church nor lead a Christian life. Networks – such as the Jamaica 
Council of Churches, the Jamaica Association of Evangelicals and the Jamaica Pentecostal Union 
as well as many ministers’ fraternals – seek to address and combat the political and social ills while 
working for unity and true Christian faith and practice in the Church.

eWith the most evangelicals and the best-resourced churches in the Caribbean, 
Jamaica can and should be a spiritual leader in the region for evangelism and mission, 

training and unity. Pray that the 15 Bible schools and seminaries in Jamaica as well as the 
Keswick teaching conferences, which serve the whole Caribbean, may be powerhouses of 
biblical theology, practice and vision.

rYoung people. OAC has reached over one million in its 20-plus years of evangelistic 
outreach to school assemblies. CCCI has a presence on both university campuses in the 

capital. CEF ministers through Bible clubs, camps and devotions in schools. IFES and SU have 
a combined ministry (SCFSU), producing Bible reading materials and witnessing in over 200 
schools and 20 tertiary institutions. Pray for effective evangelism and discipling of young people 
that will prepare them to cope with the many challenges of life.

tThe less evangelized who need prayer:

a) The very poor have little exposure to the gospel except by radio. There is a large underclass, 
including the pseudo-orphaned “barrel children”, among whom mostly Catholic and 
Anglican ministries work. These gospel-neglected people have little by way of moral 
foundations; pray for the whole gospel to touch their lives and communities.
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b) The Rastafarians began as a protest movement that mixed Christian beliefs with Black 
consciousness ideas and deified the Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selasse I. They are well known 
for their reggae music and use of ganja (marijuana), as well as for their non-violent “peace 
and love” philosophy. They have considerable influence in Jamaica and have spread to Europe 
and North America. In recent years, a few prominent Rastafarians have professed Christ as 
Saviour and become active evangelicals. 

yChristian help ministries – many serving the whole Caribbean.

a) The Bible Society, based in Kingston, channels Scriptures to most of the mini-states of the 
region. The Society has a strong vision of making Scripture accessible to young people in 
particular.

b) Christian bookstores. Source of Light Ministries operates six Christian bookstores in 
Kingston and runs the region’s largest Bible Correspondence Course. CLC has a notable 
ministry through three bookstores.

c) Christian broadcasting. Radio is broadcast in English by TWR (from within Jamaica) and 
by others from outside, totaling 77 hours per week. In the country itself, there is also a 
religious radio (LOVE FM) and TV station.

d) The Student Christian Fellowship and Scripture Union (SCF/SU), as well as Jamaica Youth 
for Christ and Jamaica Child Evangelism Fellowship, do valuable work among the younger 
generation. Many outstanding Christian leaders serving globally or in Jamaica are products 
of these ministries.

Jamaica
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