
HAITI: AN END TO THE ENDLESS MISERY?

by Fred Donnelly

What’s next for the devastated country of Haiti? A month after the terrible earthquake of January 
2010 its government estimate is over 200,000 dead. Aid is being distributed by donor countries 
like Canada and the United States. We can admire the generosity and, in some cases, the heroism 
of both individuals and agencies involved in these large scale efforts to relieve the suffering of so 
many Haitians now homeless.

As citizens of the developed and donor nations we can do little other than donate money to the 
aid operations. The actual on the ground logistics and emergency services are best left to the 
professionals of the non-governmental organization [NGO] aid agencies and the military.

At the same time our thoughts must turn to the longer term efforts to help Haiti out from its 
status as the poorest country of the Americas. As David Brooks pointed out in a recent New York 
Times article the earthquake was not simply a natural disaster. Its impact was the more 
devastating because Haitians are so poor, so crowded into shanty towns around Port-au-Prince 
and lacking in modern infrastructures.

The experts in long term solutions are lining up to give their advice to governments across the 
planet. We are told Haiti needs a "Marshall Plan" like the multi-billion dollar aid program for 
western Europe after World War II. Haiti also needs relief on its foreign debt, better internal 
security, economic liberalization, more co-operation between outsiders and the country’s 
government, co-ordinated development plans, a re-vitalization of its agriculture with a view to 
exporting tropical produce to the USA, a re-forestation program and a complete re-building of 
much of its infrastructure. Doubtless a great deal of money will be spent to address these issues 
but will Haiti really benefit in the long term from such well-intentioned schemes?

I think the answer here must be a "No" if we underestimate the task at hand. Many of the above 
proposals are worthy of implementation, some have already been tried, but I believe they are not 
enough to allow Haiti to escape its long lasting miserable economic fate. The Marshall Plan 
analogy is particularly inappropriate because Haiti is not post-war western Europe. The latter had 
a war-ravaged infrastructure but its peoples were literate and highly skilled. It was an easier task 
to get their economies back up and running than it will be to do the same for Haiti.

So let’s make a realistic estimate of the task at hand before we leap to implement costly, albeit 
well-intentioned, schemes that won’t work because they are too feeble. I suggest the real 
magnitude of the Haitian problem can be appreciated by examining the following four sectors; 
population, occupational structure, government as well as language and culture.

Population is a fundamental issue because since 1974 the Haitian population has doubled to 
reach its current level of over 9 million. In the same period other Caribbean national populations 
have also grown but most have expanded at a much slower rate. Haiti’s sister nation on the island 

Donnelly — Haiti: an end to the endless misery? — 1 of 4



of Hispaniola—Dominican Republic—has also grown at a rate similar to that of Haiti but it has 
twice the land area and a more vibrant economic system.

For Haiti the positive impact of international aid efforts, economic progress, modernization and 
development schemes will be wiped out if the population continues to grow at its current pace. 
Imagine a Haiti 35 years from now with not nine or ten million but 20 million people. Will it be 
richer or poorer? Unless they discover gold in their hills or offshore oil or a way to convert their 
economy into the Caribbean equivalent of Silicon Valley, they will be poorer.

So the first long term initiative Haiti needs is a national birth control plan to bring its 
demographic situation under control. Ranged against any such policy is a formidable alliance; 
traditional Haitian culture, the Roman Catholic Church and some American Protestant 
evangelical missionary groups. Who or what can stand against such a powerful coalition of anti-
family planning forces?

A second issue concerns the occupational structure of Haiti where two-thirds of those employed 
work in agriculture. This is the textbook definition of an under-developed economy and no back-
to-the-land scheme to export mangoes or coffee to the USA will solve the problem. At the same 
time Haiti could reduce its dependence on importation of more than 50% of its food by 
improving agriculture. Nevertheless the reality is that to have a wealthier, higher standard of 
living country Haiti must have a smaller proportion of its population working productively on the 
land, preferably the minority.

To be more of a developed nation Haiti must "free up" the majority of its population to pursue 
non-agricultural occupations. To do what? Tourism holds out some promise but its relatively few 
and sometimes low paying jobs in the competitive world of the international Caribbean 
recreation industry can’t solve the problem. Without significant mineral resources and an under-
skilled population how can the Haitian economy be re-structured away from its dependence on 
agriculture? Moreover where is the governmental or non-governmental organization able to 
implement the needed 10 or 15 year plan on such a scale?

What is needed is an expansion of Haiti’s small manufacturing sector traditionally limited to a 
garment industry, some furniture making and the assembly of things like electrical switches and 
baseballs. Some other industrial enterprises are needed to modernize Haiti. Can its people 
assemble, for example, solar panels or simple solar ovens for domestic use? The latter would 
have the positive effect of reducing the need for the rural poor to strip the forests bare in search 
of firewood. Small manufacturing initiatives must be expanded so that they employ a far greater 
portion of the population.

A third serious concern is the government of Haiti which is a part of the problem. Its 
incompetence was everywhere in evidence in the wake of the January earthquake. Moreover 
historically Haitian governments have been corrupt exploiters of their own people and at times 
the representatives of a small elite controlling a disproportionate share of the national wealth. 

Donnelly — Haiti: an end to the endless misery? — 2 of 4



The literature on governance in Haiti is dominated by two expressions; "a predatory state" and a 
"kleptocracy". In short this country has evolved a system of government that robs its own people.

Meanwhile other nations, Canada and the USA included, the United Nations, the NGOs, the 
churches and the charities all want to respect the sovereignty of Haiti. All profess a desire to 
work with the Haitian authorities to rebuild the nation. This was clearly in evidence at the 
international conference of foreign ministers on the Haiti crisis held in Montreal on January 25, 
2010. There a modest agreement was reached to have some arm’s length oversight for aid by 
ministers of donor nations who are to co-operate with Haitian authorities. The gesture I fear is 
too weak for the task at hand.

Everyone wants to rebuild that troubled nation. Yet here is the conundrum. The government of 
Haiti is a significant part of the problem, past and present and probably in the future. The 
persistence of Haitian economic backwardness too often results from the great brake put on any 
efforts by its government. Who or what has the vision of a different course of action that will 
extricate Haiti from its never-ending misery and yet not reduce it to an occupied territory or 
some new form of aid-dependent colony of the international community?

Finally, there is the very difficult matter of culture, meaning specifically Haiti’s language and its 
literacy level. With a basic literacy rate of about 53% Haiti is well behind most other Caribbean 
nations although it should be noted these figures are in dispute as data collection in the country is 
so inadequate.. So a significant part of the re-building of Haiti must encompass a mass literacy 
program, compulsory schooling, no excuses, all inclusive policies.

Then again in what language shall Haitians become more literate? Here there is a basic problem 
of a heritage of cultural isolation. Haitians speak a local Creole while the elite also speaks French 
and English. Suppose we could make Haitians literate in Creole. Since the 1970s there has been 
some success in Haiti in expanding literacy by teaching elementary school children to read in 
Creole. This was an attempt to overcome the diglossic problem of education in French while the 
vernacular language was Creole.

Then what? With whom would do literate Haitians deal, converse or trade in that language in our 
increasingly digital world? A problem of linguistic isolation remains as Haiti is surrounded by a 
Spanish and an English-speaking world. The nearest French-speaking territories in the 
Caribbean, Guadeloupe and Martinique, are small islands with a combined population of less 
than one million. Moreover they are overseas French territories enjoying some benefits from 
their association with a mother country as well as a well-developed tourism industry.

The objective of a greater proportion of the Haitian population engaged in employment in other 
than agricultural, touristic and governmental occupations runs right up against the language 
problem. In what language, for example, will Haitians work over the Internet, download 
instruction manuals or operate call centres? Shall we make the task more difficult by trying to get 
[French] Creole-speakers to become bilingual in Spanish or English? Who or what has the plan 
and the power to implement it to overcome Haiti’s linguistic solitude?
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The conclusion of this analysis has several aspects. At one level those of us fortunate to live in 
the developed world of the donor nations should be skeptical of aid schemes proposed by 
governments, NGOs, charities or self-proclaimed experts that typically underestimate the 
magnitude of the Haitian problem. Simple "bricks and mortar" reconstruction projects, for 
example, even if they incorporate earthquake resistance standards, do little more than restore the 
inadequate status quo ante Such initiatives are doomed to failure, no matter how well-
intentioned, because what they propose is too insignificant to have much of a positive impact on 
the majority of Haitians. Such plans may make their participants and promoters feel better 
because they are doing some good to relieve the immediate situation but leave Haiti much as it 
was before the earthquake struck in January 2010.

Taking into account the true dimensions of Haiti’s problems there are two possible responses; 
one pessimistic , the other optimistic.

The pessimistic response is to recognize that Haiti’s essential economic problem is 
insurmountable. Given our reluctance to interfere with the too sensitive cultural and internal 
affairs of a sovereign state, outsiders will never be able to do enough to solve the problem. We 
will have to reconcile ourselves to putting Haiti on a permanent international aid life support 
system always requiring our help but periodically needing extraordinary assistance when the 
place is hit by the next earthquake, hurricane, flood or bout of civil unrest. In this analysis we are 
left with a sister nation in a permanent state of dysfunction with an ever-miserable population.

The optimistic analysis surely is to recognize the true scope of the Haitian economic problem, 
then to devise, fund, and implement policies to solve the matter. Such an approach doubtless 
must involve interventions in Haitian life, culture and indeed the very sovereignty of that nation 
that few at present are prepared to recommend. For the optimist the question is: How drastic an 
intervention in Haitian affairs will that country and the international community accept?
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