
	  

HAITI: A VOICE FOR THE VOICELESS 

Isn’t it nice to have a voice? Have we lost the opportunity that the earthquake provided us to 
empower the VOICELESS? 

Back to January 12, 2010! Imagine! More than 200,000 dead, thousands more injured and 
maimed, and 1.5 million made homeless in a flash!  

The earthquake affected one-fifth of Haiti’s landmass, but the economic damage was estimated 
at 80% of GNP. For the month of January, 2010, the minister of finance said he was able to 
collect only 20% of projected revenues. To some of us, that scenario underscored the 
centralization of power and concentration of most commercial, intellectual, cultural, political, 
and other activities in the capital of Port-au-Prince. 

The VOICELESS held similar views. To prepare for the March 31, 2010 international Donors’ 
Conference on Haiti at the United Nations, six partner organizations, both Haitian and 
international, conducted a series of focus groups in the 10 Departments, or mini states of Haiti. 
In the course of 156 focus groups, 1,750 Haitian citizens who were not members of organized 
civil society groups –therefore considered VOICELESS-- expressed their views regarding the 
country’s reconstruction and development.  

High on their list of priorities was decentralization and de-concentration of public services 
with increased participation of local management. They were almost unanimous in saying that 
this was the only way to rebuild Haiti better.  

For many of those VOICELESS citizens, this was the first time they were giving their opinions 
on a host of issues. In Creole, they pleaded for participation and an end to exclusion. They 
believed there’s a critical need to invest in people with priorities placed on job creation, the 
building of schools, hospitals, roads, and access to micro credit. They insisted on all Haitians 
being treated equally and with dignity, noting that it was time to correct existing inequalities 
between poor and rich, rural versus urban, and the capital against the other regions. 

Interestingly, the VOICELESS saw the “critical need to focus on support to agriculture in order 
to generate development and create jobs.” This would enable the country to progress and avoid 
the dependency that comes with foreign aid.  (It would be good that at your leisure you read the 
report entitled “A VOICE FOR THE VOICELESS/YOUN VWA POU PEP LA” which is 
included in your package.)  
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In the depth of my sadness on January 12, 2010, I felt a weird and perverse sense of satisfaction. 
I said to myself: What we could never have done ourselves, nature had accomplished in minutes. 
The monstrosity that Port-au-Prince had become over the years has been demolished. Founded in 
1749, Port-au-Prince was conceived for a population of about 50,000. In 2010 when the 
earthquake hit, the city had ballooned to more than two (2) million, with all sorts of constructions 
thrown helter-skelter and built without any consideration to code. 

Some of us thought then that our leadership would have taken the opportunity afforded by the 
earthquake to begin implementing the decentralization of Haiti. Especially since about 600,000 
had fled the capital and moved away as far as the Grand’Anse region, on the southwestern tip of 
the peninsula, to the Northwest region, and to the Plateau Central, Haiti’s highlands adjacent to 
the border with Dominican Republic. In other words, they had fled as far away as possible from 
Port-au-Prince!  

In an interview to Foreign Policy Magazine, April 2, 2010, I said, among other things, “I expect 
to see a movement toward improved agriculture. The fact that a lot of people left Port-au-Prince 
after the earthquake, I think it was a very good thing. I’m suggesting that whatever aid is being 
given now be distributed, for the most part, to the countryside of Haiti.” 

I also said: “I want to see the rebuilding of the Republic of Haiti and not the rebuilding of the 
Republic of Port-au-Prince. If we have to rebuild Port-au-Prince – and I think we will – it should 
be a streamlined city. We should take the lesson of the earthquake to heart.” 

Our voice was ignored. So was that of THE VOICELESS, who had asked for the same thing.  

We are very grateful to all those who rushed to the rescue following the earthquake. I will note, 
however, that aid distribution by the international community, spearheaded by the United States, 
was concentrated in and around Port-au-Prince. In the process, those who had fled on the heels of 
the earthquake returned, at times with newcomers, in search of aid.  

The result is too evident to miss. New shantytowns have sprung up, such as Canaan, bordering 
National Route No. 1, to the north of the capital! And there has been resettlement in structures in 
old neighborhoods that are deemed safe by the authorities!  

There is even a brightly painted slum above Pétionville, the upscale suburb of Port-au-Prince! 
That project, for which $1.4 million was allocated, had the lofty title of “Beauty versus 
Poverty.” Indeed, it is a spectacular facelift of a community that has no running water, no 
sewage or electric utilities. It’s like a poster card for tourists. Certainly, the VOICELESS were 
not consulted on the beautification of their hovels.    
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Back to the March 31, 2010 UN Donors Conference! Responding to a question of the Foreign 
Policy Magazine interviewer, I said that “I was very much satisfied,” with the response of the 
international community. “The government was asking for $3.5 billion over the next 18 months, 
and pledges amounted to $5 billion, 168 million dollars.” Better yet, over a 10-year period, the 
pledges surpassed $10 billion. 

Satisfied though I may have been about the pledges, I was somewhat cautious. “Now it’s going 
to be [about] disbursements,” I said. “In the past donors have pledged, and we’ve had problems 
getting the disbursements.”  

As you all know, there is much controversy about what has happened to all the money pledged 
for Haiti in the wake of the earthquake. What has been disbursed and to whom? And what has 
been accomplished with the billions of dollars?  

Among authentic and powerful voices expressing concern was the Congress of the United States. 
After some debates, Congress did pass “The Assessing Progress in Haiti Act,” in July 2014. 
President Obama signed it into law in August.  

In its findings, Congress noted that losses from Haiti’s earthquake were estimated at $7.8 billion. 
Overall, pledges for rebuilding amounted to $10.4 billion. Of that amount $6.4 billion has been 
disbursed and an estimated $3.8 billion had been committed as of September 30, 2013.  

Meanwhile, the Center for Economic and Policy Research, based right here in Washington, 
issued a report in July 2014 entitled “Breaking Open the Black Box: Increasing Aid 
Transparency and Accountability in Haiti.” Of the $6.4 billion that Congress said was 
disbursed by bilateral and multilateral donors to Haiti from 2010 to 2012, just 9% --I repeat 
9%-- went through the Haitian government. And Haitian companies got only 1.5%. (Yes, you 
heard me correctly – 1.5%.) On the other hand, Beltway-based firms—that is companies 
around Washington-- received 62.2% of the money, yes, 62.2% to carry out projects in Haiti.  

What have these companies done in Haiti with nearly $4 billion? 

We are not satisfied with the results. Congress is not satisfied with what has been accomplished. 
That’s the reason for the Congressional Act. It calls on the Secretary of State to present to 
Congress “a three-year Haiti strategy based on rigorous assessments.”  

But the U.S Government had a strategic plan before. Hopefully, this new strategic plan will be 
different from the 89-page strategic plan that the U.S. Government published in January 2011, 
one year after the earthquake. That plan concentrated on three areas, called “corridors” in the text 
–the Port-au-Prince, the St. Marc, and the Cap-Haïtien-Northeast regions.  
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According to the Act of 2014, the Secretary of State must provide quarterly reports on the status 
of post-earthquake recovery and development efforts in Haiti. The quarterly briefings should 
have begun last December 31, and continue to December 31, 2017.  If the Congressional 
recommendations are implemented, Haiti stands to benefit.   

The Congressional Act states: “For Haiti to achieve stability and long term economic growth, 
donor assistance will have to be carefully coordinated with a commitment by the 
Government of Haiti to transparency, a market economy, rule of law, and democracy.”   

It also states that “the legal environment in Haiti remains a challenge to achieving the goals 
supported by the international community.” 

To talk about the “legal environment” is to point to the dysfunction of the Justice system. 
There’s no question that the Haitian Justice system is corrupt and dysfunctional.  

Consider what happened two weeks ago when a judge released two men accused of being the 
leaders of a gang specialized in kidnapping for ransom! I am sure most of you have been 
following the saga of the Galil Gang, whose members were indicted for crimes that included 
murder, kidnapping, and money laundering, among other charges. In a matter of six years, the 
alleged criminals reportedly netted $1.5 million from 17 victims. The release on April 17 of the 
two alleged leaders of the group has become a major scandal. Even the Obama administration 
officially expressed concern. 

The speedy trial and release of Woodly Ethéart, nicknamed Sonson LaFamilia, and of Rénel 
Telfort, called “The Rock”, flies in the face of Justice. Sonson LaFamilia owned a high class 
restaurant in upscale Pétionville which was a favorite of the Chief of State. Such a man, a friend 
of the President, shouldn’t be left to rot in jail as many – mainly the Voiceless-- who wait for 
years for their case to be heard.  

The Minister of Justice has dismissed the prosecution team that handled the case. The judge who 
ordered the release is said to be close to the President. Reportedly, he’s being investigated. And 
the case is being appealed to the Supreme Court.    

Cynically, Haitian cartoonists and commentators assert that the actions of the Minister of Justice 
–after the fact-- is a call to close the gates after the goats have escaped.    

I have dwelt on this case because it is so blatant and instructive of how Justice operates in Haiti – 
subservient to POWERFUL VOICES and susceptible to CORRUPTION.     

Through the years the reputation of Haiti’s leadership, with rare exceptions, has been detrimental 
to the country’s development. Thus, following the earthquake, Non-Governmental 
Organizations, the famous NGOs, descended on Haiti and bypassed government and its red tape.  
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They fanned out throughout Greater Port-au-Prince into multiple missions of mercy without any 
coordination.  

It is widely agreed that the initial mission of rushing to rescue and aid the helpless after the 
earthquake was commendable. But the follow-up left much to be desired.  

The absence of coordination among the angels of mercy and the disengagement of the 
government are to blame for the lack of substantial realizations.  

In its section on policy, the Congressional Act points out that the “sustainable rebuilding and 
development of Haiti” should be carried out in a manner that “respects and helps restore 
Haiti’s natural resources, as well as builds community-level resilience to environmental and 
weather-related impacts.” 

Obviously, this language of the Act targets THE VOICELESS citizens who, too often, are left 
out of decisions concerning their well-being. If Haiti is to know real development, the rural 
communities must be empowered as partners in their own development.  

That means quality education in the Creole language and State commitment to sustained 
agricultural development. After all, rural Haiti still represents more than 60% of the population. 
The peasants must be accompanied by the State in their renewal of agriculture. 

Speaking about environmental degradation, Haiti has only two percent (2%) tree coverage. Thus, 
reforestation of the land becomes an emergency.  

That cannot be undertaken only with slogans and by spectacular air drop of seedlings without 
participation of the citizens, the Voiceless in Haiti’s countryside.  

A popular idiom says: “PUT YOUR MONEY WHERE YOUR MOUTH IS.” How committed 
is the Government of Haiti to the VOICELESS? Consider the allocations made of the $2.87 
billion national budget for the fiscal year 2013-2014. According to figures released by the 
Ministry of Economy and Finance, only 5.7% was allocated to the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Natural Resources and Rural Development. For the Ministry of Environment it was 1.5%. 
Meanwhile, the political sector got 15.6%. Figures don’t lie. How true!  

Don’t these figures confirm the priorities of the Haitian government? A budget reform is 
long overdue to redress the wrongs done to the VOICELESS. 

Some enlightened VOICELESS citizens are making themselves heard. Consider what happened 
to the project of transforming Ile-à-Vȃches into a major tourist destination.  

Ile-à-Vȃches, an island 8 miles long by 2 wide, is a jewel that sits in the pristine Caribbean Sea, 
six and a half miles from the coast of the city of Cayes, in the Southern Department.  
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In the summer of 2012, the Haitian government declared the 20-mile square island eminent 
domain, and announced that it will be developed for tourism. Not a bad idea, especially since 
Haiti plans to make tourism a major pillar of economic development!   

Certainly, Haiti could aspire at regaining its footing, if not preeminence, in tourism. Considering 
how Haiti won its independence on the battlefield, the country is unique as far as war fortresses 
are concerned. Besides surf and sun, Haiti has a rich history and culture waiting to be exploited. 

In the 1940s and 50s, Cuba and Haiti were the leading destinations for North American tourists. 
With a right wing dictatorship in Haiti and a left wing one in Cuba, in the early 60s the tourists 
found more tranquil beaches in the Bahamas, Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, and elsewhere. 
With the new policy of rapprochement between Cuba and the United States, American tourists 
will soon flock to Cuba only 90 miles from Florida shores. What about Haiti? 

Back to Ile-à-Vȃches! Land has been cleared for an international airport. At the same time an old 
airport on the mainland, less than 15 miles away, is also being transformed into an international 
airport. Very extravagant for poor Haiti! A Dominican firm was contracted for road building and 
began work on a thoroughfare through Ile-à-Vȃches. A marina, more than 1,500 promised hotel 
rooms, and other amenities supposedly will make Ile-à-Vȃches an attractive hideaway for the 
well-heeled tourists.  

But the citizens of the coveted island, considered VOICELESS, organized themselves to resist 
the land grab. In December 2013, they launched Konbit Oganizasyon Peyizan Il a Vach 
(Working Association of Ile-à-Vȃches peasants) and began to demonstrate against the project.   

The government retaliated by arresting their main leader, a former police officer who operated a 
local radio station. After months in jail at the National Penitentiary in Port-au-Prince, Jean 
Maltunes Lamy was released last December when the government was forced by major 
demonstrations to release political prisoners that supposedly did not exist. For months, the 
project was brought to a standstill. Potential investors shied away from a project that puts them at 
odds with the local population. 

I would like to point out that the peasants added the word Konbit to Oganizasyon. A Konbit is a 
Creole terminology used for a work force, when peasants get together to accomplish a task, 
usually preparing the land for planting or harvesting.  

Konbit evokes Togetherness, a sort of cooperative. I would also note that the folks at Ile-à-
Vȃches don’t mind being called Peyizan. Peasants they are, and as such they demand respect 
when decisions are being taken about their land for their so-called well-being.  
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Of course, the authorities claim that the development of the island as a tourist playground would 
be a bonanza for the people. But the inhabitants of Ile-à-Vȃches are not sure. Their properties are 
seized, their coconut trees are cut down, and their gardens uprooted. The government should 
have anticipated the reaction of the people and included them in the planning from the outset. 
Just because they are peasants doesn’t mean they can’t provide an input. Discussion about the 
project and proper compensation for the land seized no doubt would have lessened opposition to 
it.    

There are ways to empower the VOICELESS. I offer Smallholder Farmers Alliance in the 
Artibonite as an example.   In late 2009, a Canadian-American and a Haitian conceived a project 
to plant trees in Haiti. They agreed that farmers are the logical ones to plant trees. But they need 
a financial incentive in order to plant the trees. Their agricultural productivity was at an all-time 
low, the combined result of deforestation and no technical support from the Ministry of 
Agriculture. 

In February 2010, Hugh Locke and Timoté Georges launched the organization. The farmers were 
encouraged to plant trees as a way to earn specific benefits that would increase their crop yields. 
These benefits included better seed, tools, training and funding. Locke and Georges calculated 
that after three years the operation could be self-financed. 

Now the Alliance has more than 3,200 farmer members, half of whom are women. The first 
cooperative, near the city of Gonaives, with 2,000 members, became independent and self-
sustaining after three years. Two satellite operations nearby added 550 members. Now the 
organization is working on a cooperative in the farming community of St. Michel de l’Attalaye 
where it already has 650 members. In three years that operation should reach the 2000-member 
mark. 

Farmers’ crop yields have gone up 40 to 50%. Their net income has also risen as much as 50%. 
In terms of tree planting, the farmers are growing one million trees a year and at the same time 
have worked themselves out of extreme poverty. (For the sake of full disclosure, I am on the 
board of the Small Farmers’ Alliance.)  

With proper financing, these small farm cooperatives should be extended throughout Haiti. Food 
production should be high on the list of priorities for Haiti.  

Soon after the earthquake, Florida-based Haiti Originale, a public-private partnership, began a 
pilot project under the name Agri-Success. With government and Inter-American Development 
support, Agri-Success endeavors to renew banana production in Haiti.  
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Meanwhile, the government launched the Agritrans Project with 3,000 farmers in Trou du Nord. 
Reportedly, some two million seedlings of organic banana have been planted on a 2,500-acre 
farm. In July –that’s in three months-- the President said the first containers of organic bananas 
will leave for Europe and other parts of the Caribbean. Haiti is returning to an industry that was 
very prosperous in the 1940s. Properly done, this should empower the VOICELESS. 

I would like to mention another experiment. The proliferation of artificial lakes in Haiti is an 
inspiring example of empowering the VOICELESS. That movement predates the earthquake. A 
visionary Catholic friar, Franklin Armand, was disturbed by the loss of all the rainwater that falls 
on Haiti.  

In 1976, he founded the Congregation Les Petits Frères et Soeurs de l’Incarnation (The Little 
Brothers and Sisters of Incarnation), an organization that later would help with the dream of 
saving water for fish farming and agriculture.  
 

In 1987, Friar Armand began a little experiment of catching rainwater in a pool dug in the 
ground in Pandiassou, near Hinche in the Plateau Central. Today, there are 190 artificial lakes of 
various sizes throughout the country where fish are produced, while the surrounding land is 
being irrigated. 

Projects like those mentioned, which attend to agriculture, will help solve Haiti’s problem of 
importing about 60% of its foodstuffs.   

I would betray the aspirations of the VOICELESS, if I were to keep silent about how they 
are politically disenfranchised. The 1987 post-Duvalier Constitution sought to give rural 
communities a voice by providing for elected officials at the local level.  

When all local officials are appointed by the central government, as has been done since 2011, it 
is a step backward to an era of complete control from Port-au-Prince.  

Haiti now counts only 11 elected officials, including 10 Senators and the President. That’s an 
affront to the citizens, who have been made VOICELESS at the national level.  

Will the elections promised for later this year rectify this situation? One would hope so. But will 
those elections be free, honest and democratic? What can be accomplished with a multiplicity of 
so-called political parties, most of them set up in the past two years?  

Imagine! From 192 political parties registered, the Electoral Council approved 166, which have 
been reduced to 129. But that’s still very cumbersome. Thus, pressure is building up to force 
many of those so-called parties into alliances to reduce their numbers. Tell me, what would a 
ballot look like for all those parties?  
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If those elections are held, as promised, it will be a miracle to be applauded. But if the authorities 
fail to hold them, as in the past four years, Haiti will be mired in instability. Usually, it is at such 
time that the VOICELESS are manipulated and exploited to do the bidding of those who have 
powerful voices.   

There is a glimmer of hope for the future. A public-private partnership agreement signed on 
April 14 by Haiti, Canada and Switzerland provides for “a system to finance agriculture and 
entrepreneurs to re-launch agriculture, to create more jobs in that sector and to sustain 
food security in the country.” Implemented as designed, this accord should empower the 
VOICELESS.     

Also there is an awakening among some of Haiti’s elite who have spoken boldly. This was 
evident last week at the 5th Summit of Finance and Applied Technology, at the Karibe Center in 
Pétionville.  

In his opening remarks, Kesner Pharel, of the Group Croissance, which sponsored the event, 
pleaded for inclusion of Haiti’s mostly rural counties into the financial grid. Of the 144 
communes, or counties, of the country, fewer than 50 can boast of a banking outlet, he said.  

Mr. Pharel noted that “the development of a country is realized with solid financing. Access 
to financial services is a must. People who have access to financial services are more likely 
to get out of poverty.”     

Organizations like Fonkoze have been working on that for many years. But the government with 
its resources must address the need of the VOICELESS who need financial resources. 

Meanwhile, on the second day of the Summit, Charles Castel, Governor of the Banque de la 
République d’Haïti (the Central Bank), called for Haiti’s financial elite to get involved in the 
development of the country.  

He concluded his speech by borrowing an image from Dany Laferrière, the Canadian-Haitian 
recently inducted in the prestigious Académie Française. 

“L’élite haïtienne est comme un voyageur en première classe qui ne se soucie pas de la présence 
d’une bombe en classe économique”. (The Haitian elite are like a traveler in first class who 
doesn’t worry about a bomb found in the economy class.) 

It is time for a national awakening, beginning with those who have POWERFUL VOICES, 
because whether we are aware of it or not, we are all in the same boat with the VOICELESS. 

RAYMOND ALCIDE JOSEPH 

Washington, D.C., 30 April 2015 


