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Endorsements

“Library shelves sag under the weight of books on Haiti. Many are truly 
exceptional studies probing and dissecting the causes of Haiti’s repeated 
failures at sustaining development and good governance: French colonial-
ism, European racism, US failures to plumb its ‘culture of poverty’, eco-
logical devastation – and repeatedly and often mindlessly – the laying of 
historical blame on what is invariably called ‘the Haitian elite’.

All this, of course, is useful preface to understanding contemporary 
Haiti which is presently at yet another of those terrible political impasses. 
The well-documented economic complexity and labyrinthine nature of 
the island’s politics have now been magnified by a devastating earth-
quake, multiple killer hurricanes, and virtually out-of-control urbanization. 
The presence of the UN military peacekeeping and election monitoring 
contingents is struggling to keep the peace. Such conditions require fresh 
analysis, a multifaceted focus by an array of hands-on experts. This is pre-
cisely what this book offers in a straight and unvarnished fashion. Noth-
ing presently in print equals it in terms of analytical depth and breadth. 
Its contents will most probably leave you thinking that solutions are 
not  yet within our reach. This is as it should be if we are to join neces-
sary  caution to an equally necessary hope that a better future is indeed 
possible.”
Anthony P. Maingot, Professor Emeritus of Sociology, Florida Inter-
national University, and past president, Caribbean Studies Association.



“This superb volume reflects the most sophisticated thinking about the 
challenges posed by Haiti and the international community’s response, 
including after the devastating earthquake. The first-rate authors have no 
illusions about the magnitude of the task. Their appraisal of the perform-
ance of the UN and key hemispheric players in helping Haiti deal with its 
profound problems is refreshingly balanced and clear-headed. They chart 
a way forward that tries to align the capacities of international actors 
with realities on the ground. For policy officials and decision makers con-
cerned about Haiti’s future, this is an indispensable guide.”
Michael Shifter, President, Inter-American Dialogue 
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Foreword
Paul Collier

Haiti has suffered a series of recent misfortunes: hurricanes, an earth-
quake, cholera and a discredited election. Unsurprisingly, people tend to 
lose sight of more hopeful developments. Yet, on the day I write this 
Foreword (11 January 2011), The Wall Street Journal is running a story on 
how Haiti has attracted a major investment from Korea: the world’s lead-
ing garment firm will establish a factory that will directly employ 20,000 
people. By far the most difficult investment to attract is the first: firms 
reduce their costs by clustering together. Now that one garment firm has 
invested, others will face lower costs and so are likely to follow. Hence, 
the initial 20,000 jobs are likely to be multiplied. Further, each job in the 
garment industry will create indirect employment as workers spend their 
income locally. And each job can support a family. This is the sort of suc-
cess that Haiti needs to transform its society from poverty and despair: 
waged jobs provide dignity, structure and income for ordinary families.

The Korean decision to invest was not a stroke of luck: it was the end 
result of a coordinated effort by government and international actors. 
The necessary foundation for such investment is security; this is what MI-
NUSTAH has provided. Investment also requires a market opportunity 
for its output; this was created by the US Congress, which, following the 
catastrophe of the earthquake, was persuaded to improve market access 
for Haitian-produced garments. A priority for the Haitian government 
post-earthquake has been to relocate the population from Port-au-Prince 
to places less liable to shocks. The new jobs will be located on a new site 
in the north-east of the country, but for this to be viable required the 
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provision of a range of infrastructure that is complementary to the pri-
vate investment. For example, the European Union is financing the nec-
essary new roads. Manufacturing requires electricity, which in turn has 
required finance from the Inter-American Development Bank and au-
thorizations from the government. These, and similar support from the 
United States Agency for International Development and the Inter-
national Finance Corporation, are a model for of the sort of policy co
ordination that will be needed to transform Haiti from poverty to 
prosperity.

Obviously, jobs are not enough: Haiti needs radical improvements in 
basic social services, and a massive programme to rehouse the popula-
tion. But, as with the story of the clothing factory, international public 
action can be effective as long as it is smart, coordinated and supported 
by timely action by the Haitian authorities. As the essays in this volume 
indicate, these conditions are far from easy. During my work for the 
secretary-general and the government of Haiti, I was impressed by the 
dedication of the United Nations’ team that was valiantly trying to 
achieve them. Many members of this team were killed in the earthquake: 
their fine work deserves to be remembered.

Oxford, January 2011
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Introduction: Haiti’s governance 
challenges and the international 
community
Jorge Heine and Andrew S. Thompson

Haiti clearly is unable to sort itself out, and the effect of leaving it alone would 
be continued or worsening chaos. Our globalized world cannot afford such a pol-
itical vacuum, whether in the mountains of Afghanistan or on the very doorstep 
of the sole remaining superpower.

Kofi Annan, 2004

Haiti may well be the only country in the Americas with a last name. 
References to the land of the “black Jacobins” are almost always fol-
lowed by “the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere”.1 To that 
dubious distinction, on 12 January 2010 the world’s first black republic 
added another, when it was hit by the most devastating natural disaster 
to occur in the Americas, a 7.0 Richter-scale earthquake. The latter, whose 
epicenter was in the Caribbean Sea just outside Port-au-Prince – in a 
shallow area, which made its surface tremors stronger – ripped with 
deadly force through the Haitian capital and its adjoining areas, reaching 
as far as the southern city of Jacmel.

Some 230,000 people lost their lives, 300,000 were injured, 1.5 million 
displaced and 2 million left in need of food assistance. The total value of 
the damage inflicted that day is estimated at US$11 billion. Some 285,000 
homes were destroyed, as were the buildings of the Presidency, the Par-
liament and the Supreme Court and 15 of the 17 ministries.2 The grandi-
ose, domed, white stucco presidential palace – long a symbol of the “Big 
Man”, cut-throat, predatory politics that has dominated Haiti from the 
days of Dessalines and Toussaint L’Ouverture to the more recent ones 
of  the Duvaliers and Jean-Bertrand Aristide – fell on itself, as if in a 
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poignant reminder that an era had come to an end. A vibrant Caribbean 
capital with a rich history was transformed into a tent city, where, in im-
provised field hospitals, doctors and other medical personnel from all 
over the world did their best to save the lives and limbs of those who 
managed to get out from under the rubble.3

The reasons for such devastation are not difficult to fathom. As far as 
earthquakes go, 7.0 is way below many others that have hit in the Amer
icas and the rest of the world and caused less mayhem. In the case of 
Haiti, the lack of proper building codes in an area that had not been hit 
by a quake of that magnitude in two centuries; the lax enforcement of 
whatever codes existed in a country where government oversight of rules 
and regulations is virtually non-existent; and the fact that many bidon-
villes are built on the barren, vegetation-denuded hills that surround the 
Haitian capital, all add up to a recipe for disaster once any natural disas-
ter strikes – be they hurricanes, tropical storms or earthquakes.

As if to underscore that nature in its fury spares no one, the 12 January 
Haiti earthquake also caused the largest one-day tragedy in UN history. 
A total of 102 UN employees from 30 different countries lost their lives 
that day, the majority of them at the MINUSTAH headquarters in the 
former Hotel Christopher in Port-au-Prince (MacFarquhar, 2010). Hédi 
Annabi, the mission head and Special Representative of the Secretary-
General, (who was meeting a Chinese delegation in his office at the time 
of the quake); his deputy, Luiz Carlos da Costa and seven of the mission’s 
political officers were among the casualties. The latter included Gerard 
Le Chevallier, an elections expert who played a key role in setting up the 
2006 presidential elections and one of the contributors to this book.

Over the past two decades, the United Nations has taken a special in-
terest in Haiti, often hand in hand with the Organization of American 
States (OAS). The United Nations first became involved in Haiti in 1990, 
when it helped organize the 16 December 1990 presidential elections 
won by Jean-Bertrand Aristide at the helm of the Lavalas Party (Fatton 
Jr., 2002). After the latter’s ouster in a military coup (one of the 34 coups 
Haiti has undergone in its independent history) in September 1991, the 
United Nations returned to Haiti in 1993 in a civilian mission – Mission 
Civile Internationale en Haïti (MICIVIH). The expulsion of this mission 
by the military regime was followed by a 1994 UN Security Council-
authorized peacekeeping operation designed to restore democracy and 
bring President Aristide back to power. After withdrawing its unified ci-
vilian and military mission (MICAH) in 2000, the United Nations re-
turned to Haiti in March 2004 for a mopping-up operation designed to 
restore law and order. Previously, on 29 February of that year, President 
Aristide had been forced to flee the country in the face of the threat of a 
rebel militia descending on the capital from the northern city of Gona-
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ives (Dupuy, 2005). In June 2004, MINUSTAH (The United Nations Sta-
bilization Mission in Haiti) was established by the UN Security Council, 
and finds itself in Haiti to this day, with some 7,000 soldiers and 2,000 
policemen, in addition to civilian personnel (Henry L. Stimson Center, 
2007). This is the first UN peacekeeping mission to have a majority of 
Latin American troops; Brazil, with the largest contingent, has taken the 
lead, also providing the military commander of the peacekeeping forces 
(see Biato, Chapter 11, this volume).

This long-term, sustained UN commitment to Haiti reflects the concern 
of the international community in helping Haiti lift itself by its boot-
straps. World reaction to the Haitian quake was swift and generous. The 
United States, Canada and France were among those at the forefront, as 
were Brazil and Cuba. Presidents Nicolas Sarkozy (in the very first visit 
to Haiti by a French president), Michelle Bachelet of Chile and Luiz 
Inacio Lula da Silva of Brazil visited Haiti, as did Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper of Canada, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, US First Lady 
Michelle Obama, former presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, 
and UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon.

At a time when “donor fatigue” is the byword at many international 
meetings held to raise funds for post-disaster relief, the 31 March 2010 
conference held at UN headquarters in New York was a remarkable suc-
cess. Although Haitian President René Préval had requested US$4 billion 
in cooperation for a three-year period (of which 1.3 billion would be used 
for humanitarian aid in 2010 –2011), the total pledged was more than 
double that amount, at US$10 billion, with the United States (with 
US$1.15 billion) and the European Union (with US$1.6 billion) leading 
the way. Even if there is some slippage, as there tends to be, between 
pledged funds and those actually disbursed and transferred to the recipi-
ent country, this would still constitute a significant sum from which to 
provide a new impetus to Haitian development – not just for the recon-
struction of the old Haiti but for the launch of a new one. As former US 
president Bill Clinton put it at the New York conference, “Haiti could 
become the first completely wireless country in the Caribbean. Haiti 
could become the first completely self-sufficient country in energy.”

Are such proposals at all feasible, or even realistic?

Haiti as a fragile state

This is, after all, a country with a per capita income of US$1,180 dollars, 
one in which 72 per cent of the population lives on US$2 a day, where 
the adult illiteracy rate is 55 per cent, where life expectancy for women is 
58 years and for men 55, and where the AIDS incidence is 6 per cent. 
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Haiti is a country where even before the 12 January earthquake, power 
supply was intermittent at best and the infrastructure in utter disrepair, 
making transport of goods and people both time-consuming and expen-
sive; it is a country where unemployment is estimated to reach 60 per 
cent, yet where the port of Port-au-Prince has the highest charges in the 
Caribbean. Does it make sense to talk about a “wireless Haiti” when a 
regular electricity supply is a scarce commodity?

Until recently, Haiti was largely studied and analysed as a unique so-
cial formation – its special history as the first black republic; the first in-
dependent nation in Latin America and the Caribbean; the land where 
the first successful slave rebellion in the Americas took place; and as a 
French- and Creole-speaking nation surrounded by Spanish- and English-
speaking ones (Danner, 2009). These factors have given rise to an exten-
sive and stimulating social science and historical literature, and to some 
fine scholarship, much of it emphasizing Haiti’s rich cultural heritage, its 
religion, its painters and its music (Heinl and Heinl, 1978; James, 1963).

In the first decade of the twenty-first century, however, and especially 
after 9/11, the emergence of the concepts of “fragile” and “failed” states, 
something that has taken place largely within the field of political science 
(Rotberg, 2003, 2004), has meant that Haiti suddenly became an alto-
gether different unit for analysis. From being studied by a highly special-
ized category of Caribbeanists, often anthropologists and historians (see 
Leyburn, 1966 and Métraux, 1972), who feel more comfortable discussing 
the distant Haitian past than its conflicted present (as the saying goes, 
“the owl of Minerva flows at dusk”), it has now become a subject for pol-
itical scientists and economists.

In the wake of 9/11 (an undertaking masterminded in Central Asia, 
funded from West Asia and with trial runs in East Africa), the notion that 
in the post-Cold War era the main threat to Western powers no longer 
came from a defunct Soviet Union or from a fast-growing China but 
rather from “ungoverned spaces” across the former Third World gained 
traction. Somalia, Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Yemen, and yes, Haiti, were identified, variously, as “failed”, “failing” or 
“fragile” states, from where all sorts of threats could and did emerge.

According to one definition, fragile states are those “where the state 
power is unable and/or unwilling to deliver core functions to the majority 
of its people: security, protection of property, basic public services and es-
sential infrastructure” (Cammack and Macleod, 2006). Under different 
circumstances, such conditions (taking place, as Joseph Chamberlain said 
of Czechoslovakia in the thirties, “in a faraway country of which we know 
nothing”) might have been of little concern to the Big Powers. During 
the Cold War, such ostensibly “empty spaces” were quickly occupied by 
proxies enlisted by either of the two superpowers of the extant bipolar 
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system. Yet, in the age of globalization, the latter’s “dark side” can quickly 
raise its ugly head. The territory of fragile states can thus become a base 
for activities such as international terrorism, drug trafficking, money 
laundering and the illegal arms trade (Heine and Thakur, 2010).

To identify, classify and rank fragile states thus became one of the 
fastest-growing areas in comparative and international politics. The de-
velopment of a wide panoply of indicators to measure degrees and di-
mensions of fragility, an important prerequisite for “fixing” fragile states 
– that is, providing them with the proper “good governance” institutions 
– was an important part of this exercise (Carment, 2003).

Whereas international interventions in Haiti in the 1990s were largely 
intended to help the country’s transition to democracy and to protect 
human rights, they later evolved into something much more ambitious. 
Matters such as the building of the Haitian National Police (HNP), the 
strengthening of the judiciary and of the penitentiary system, among 
other tasks since 2004 in which the international community through MI-
NUSTAH and other players has been involved, entail a much broader 
agenda, although progress in these areas has been slow (Mendelson-
Forman, 2008).

The relationship between the elected government in such fragile states 
and the international military and civilian missions ostensibly there to 
fix  them is an uneasy one. The public differences that emerged between 
Afghan President Hamid Karzai and the Obama administration in April 
2010 are an example of these tensions, as were earlier ones between 
Iraqi  Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and the Bush administration in 
2008.

The Préval administration

Despite minor questions of emphasis, no such differences have become 
public in Haiti between the democratically elected government of Presi-
dent René Préval and MINUSTAH and Haiti’s leading international 
partners. The very name of the UN mission indicates that its main objec-
tive is the stabilization of Haiti, after 20 rocky years of the region’s most 
difficult transition to democracy (Fatton Jr., 2002; Heine, 1988). This has 
also been very much the goal of Préval – a low-key leader and agrono-
mist by profession, from the small town of Marmelade, who likes quiet 
deal-making behind closed doors than being out in front haranguing the 
crowds, as so many other Haitian party leaders prefer to do (Williams, 
2007). By refusing to raise expectations and by lowering the political 
temperature, Préval is the Haitian head of state who has been longest in 
office since the end of Duvalierism in 1986. In a country where rule has 
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alternated between bloodthirsty dictators in office for decades and weak 
presidents who last a few months, this in itself is an achievement.

After the interim government of Prime Minister Gérard Latortue 
(2004 –2006), with all the limitations of an unelected government and an 
ex officio prime minister, from 2006 to 2010 the Préval administration 
made considerable progress. The security situation improved, with a drop 
in the number of kidnappings; economic activity picked up – in 2007 eco-
nomic growth reached 3.8 per cent; and in 2009, with 2.4 per cent growth, 
Haiti was one of two countries in all the Americas to experience eco-
nomic growth. In a country famous for its corruption, Préval’s personal 
integrity (no one has ever accused him of anything untoward) has pro-
vided the role model Haitians have longed for in their president but sel-
dom got.

This does not mean that Préval, known for his sangfroid when dealing 
with the daily challenges thrown up by a dysfunctional political system, 
has not faced difficulties. In February 2008, international food price 
spikes led to steep increases in local prices (Haiti, as a result of lowering 
its tariffs in the 1990s, under pressure from the international financial in-
stitutions, now imports most of the rice it consumes instead of producing 
it in the plains of Artibonite, as it did in the past). The ensuing riots led 
to the fall of the government of Prime Minister Jacques-Édouard Alexis. 
Later that year, two hurricanes and two tropical storms caused some 800 
deaths and over one billion dollars in damages. Given the emergency 
situation, Parliament, which had been dithering on the confirmation of 
a  new prime minister, approved the appointment to that position of 
Michèle Pierre Louis, a confidante of President Préval, who had been the 
long-time head of FOKAL (La Fondation Connaissance et Liberté), a 
local NGO.

It is a measure of how inured the international donor community had 
become to Haiti’s difficulties that the donor appeal for post-hurricane re-
lief on that occasion found few takers. Yet, Préval’s steady hand, which 
provided continuity and predictability, was starting to pay off. Inter-
national investors, lured by former US president Bill Clinton, appointed 
by the United Nations as a special envoy to Haiti, started to look at busi-
ness opportunities there. By 2009, international chains like Best Western 
were starting to build hotels in Port-au-Prince. It was precisely at that 
point that the next earthquake struck.

A Marshall Plan for Haiti?

Much as nature seemed determined to inflict one setback after another 
on Haiti – we find it difficult to believe that such different natural disas-



Introduction: Haiti’s governance challenges  7
	

ters as hurricanes, tropical storms and earthquakes would hit a single 
country, some of them repeatedly, in the short span of 16 months – in 
early 2010 the international political stars seemed to be aligning with 
Haiti, rather than against it. In the United States, by far the biggest and 
most significant player in Haiti, a sympathetic Obama administration re-
sponded, indicating its unwavering commitment to the post-quake Hai-
tian relief and reconstruction effort. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, 
who has had a long-standing personal interest in Haiti, was equally re-
sponsive, and, as mentioned above, many international leaders visited 
Haiti in the weeks following 12 January.

In contrast to the tepid response to the international hurricane relief 
fund for Haiti set up in 2008, this time the reaction of the international 
community was enthusiastic and open-ended. The enormity of the death 
toll and the damage caused by the earthquake jolted many governments, 
IOs and NGOs into action. It helped that, for the first time in many de
cades, there existed in Haiti a democratically elected government, now in 
power for four years, headed by a leader who was a known quantity and 
somebody who could be depended upon – however weak his government 
may have appeared to be after the earthquake, when cabinet meetings 
had to be held in the down-at-heel quarters of a modest police station, 
since there was nowhere else to hold them.

Yet another reason for this almost overwhelming international re-
sponse was the existence of a specific, well-thought-out plan. Over the 
previous two years a leading development economist, Paul Collier of Ox-
ford University (formerly of the World Bank), had been working with the 
UN Secretariat and with the Haitian government on a poverty reduction 
plan for Haiti, a plan that had been caught up in the various political and 
atmospheric crises that had hit the country in 2008 but that now could 
serve as a blueprint to lift Haiti from the rubble (Collier, 2009). The hur-
ricanes of 2008 also inspired some additional disaster-relief/cum recon-
struction policy proposals that were tabled in the course of 2009. Thus, in 
the immediate aftermath of the January 2010 earthquake, instead of hav-
ing to start from scratch, the Haitian government, international organiza-
tions and partner countries had a plan in hand.

It was in this context that the proposal for a “Marshall Plan for Haiti” 
was made (Collier and Warnholz, 2010). There is an element of metaphor 
here, since the absolute amount involved is much smaller, by several 
orders of magnitude, than that of the original Marshall Plan applied in 
the aftermath of the Second World War to stimulate the economies of 
post-war Western Europe. But the central concept behind the notion is 
not altogether different. Much as countries like Germany, France and 
Italy needed a massive infusion of resources to rebuild their cities, regen-
erate their industries and relaunch aggregate demand, Haiti, where the 



8  Heine and Thompson
	

capital city that housed one-third of its population lies in ruins, needs a 
concerted international effort to lift itself up again. This is especially true 
of a country whose situation, even before the earthquake, was critical and 
lagging far behind the rest of the Americas. According to most indicators, 
Haiti is largely an “outlier” in Latin America and the Caribbean, a region 
that grew at an annual average of 5 per cent from 2003 to 2008, and 
where several countries are now in the middle-income category, though 
none has made the full jump into the status of developed nation.

The diagnosis on which this proposal was based is straightforward, and 
relies on what it considers to be Haiti’s comparative advantages (Collier 
2009; Collier and Warnholz, 2010) as follows:
1.	 Located in a largely peaceful and relatively prosperous part of the 

world;
2.	 Having no deep-seated societal structural problems (i.e., ethnic, ideo-

logical or religious divisions; rebel movements; coup-prone armed 
forces);

3.	 Endowed with a responsible and dependable political leadership;
4.	 Possessing a significant, nearby diaspora (which translates into major 

remittance flows);
5.	 Having considerable political influence in countries such as Canada 

and the United States;
6.	 Having privileged access to the largest market in the world – that of 

the United States – through HOPE II legislation: duty-free, quota-free 
until 2018.

It is in this context that the various policy proposals on building up 
Haiti’s infrastructure and economic security – covering jobs, services, 
food security and the environment – are set forth, exploring alternative 
paths from those taken in the past.

Under the circumstances, and given arguments of long-standing about 
the need to channel international cooperation to those who need it the 
most (rather than, say, countries slightly above the very bottom), and es-
pecially so after a natural disaster so devastating that it killed a quarter 
of a million people and left many more homeless, one would think this 
would be an unobjectionable proposal. Yet, that has not been the case.

The response

Although the reaction of the donor community, as witnessed at the 31 
March 2010 UN meeting in New York, was overwhelmingly positive to 
the “Marshall Plan” proposal, the same cannot be said for the academic 
community. A number of specialists on fragile states, drawing on the lit-
erature on the subject and on their own data bases, have criticized the 
proposal. In more general terms, the very notion of a “Marshall Plan” has 
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been subjected to scathing critiques, as an ineffective approach premised 
on the notion that “throwing money at problems” is the best way to solve 
them, thus ignoring a wealth of evidence pointing in a different direction 
(Naím, 2010). More specifically, the question of whether Haiti would be 
able to make productive use of such massive resources has also been 
mooted (Carment and Samy, 2010a, 2010b).

Rather than focusing on the locational and societal advantages of Haiti 
and its potential, these authors have pointed to the country’s dismal 
record in handling international cooperative efforts in the past and its 
limited state capacity to do so in the present. The argument against a 
Marshall Plan for Haiti, such as the one put forward by economists like 
Paul Collier and Jeffrey Sachs, is based on the particular conditions of 
Haiti and on a more general argument about fragile states. It goes as 
follows:
1.	 Haiti has received a large amount of foreign aid in the course of the 

past half century (up to US$9 billion according to some estimates), 
and it is not evident that it has been put to good use.

2.	 Despite all this aid, Haiti continues to be ranked at the bottom of 
many development indicators: 149th out of 182 countries in Human 
Development and 169th out of 180 in the corruption ranking of Trans-
parency International.

3.	 In some ways Haiti is the ultimate fragile state. Using an “authority, 
legitimacy, capacity” (ALC) framework, Carment and Samy rank it 
among the top 10 fragile states during 1983–1994, among the top 20 
for much of 1995–2003 and among the top 10 again in 2004 –2007.

4.	 In this context, a key question becomes absorptive capacity (Feeny 
and McGillivray, 2009). According to some studies, diminishing returns 
on aid would start when the latter reaches 15 per cent of GDP (it was 
13 per cent in Haiti in 2008), and if anything like a Marshall Plan is 
applied in Haiti, it would vastly exceed that figure.

5.	 Accordingly, rather than increase the amount of aid to Haiti and work 
closely with the Haitian government (whose lack of capacity has been 
amply demonstrated), international donors should be more parsimoni-
ous and finicky in its dispensation, should try to channel resources to 
NGOs and, if certain specified goals are not met, just pull out.

This is a very different approach to the Haitian post-earthquake chal-
lenges.

Which way forward?

The first point raised by the critique of the “Marshall Plan” proposal 
for  Haiti relates to the very purpose of international cooperation. At a 
time when aid has been dropping as a share of the GDP of developed 
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countries (it is at 0.31 per cent of GDP among the 23 OECD members 
used to measure it, far away from the 0.7 per cent once targeted as a 
goal), and the income gap between the richest and the poorest countries 
has been increasing, it seems incongruous to argue against more aid for 
one of the poorest countries anywhere, that has just been hit by the most 
deadly calamity in the Western Hemisphere in many decades.

Quite apart from issues such as state capacity, international coopera-
tion primarily serves a humanitarian purpose. The reason that so many 
US and Canadian citizens donated so generously to the Haiti relief fund 
immediately after the quake is because there are several million Haitians 
in acute need of such help. These needs will not go away in a few months. 
It could be argued that a great danger is that the situation at the height 
of what many Haitians went through in the early part of 2010 will “nor-
malize” itself in the worst kind of way – by making makeshift tents their 
semi-permanent or permanent homes. The notion that international co-
operation should be withheld, or, at least, made available more sparingly, 
is at variance with the very rationale for foreign aid and disaster relief in 
the first place. In this initial phase, whether this aid is channeled through 
the Haitian government or NGOs is somewhat beside the point; the main 
point is that it should reach Haiti, and once there, that it is made avail-
able to those who need it.

A second point relates to the distinction between reconstruction and 
long-term development. Once the more immediate relief tasks are taken 
care of, the next question becomes that of reconstruction proper. Given 
the destruction of fixed capital that a natural calamity like the 12 January 
Haiti earthquake causes, merely restoring the situation ex ante is a major 
project in itself. In so doing, of course, one may want to do things some-
what differently, both to avoid the repetition of a comparably tragic oc-
currence and to increase productivity and job creation. This is not a task 
that a state like Haiti is in a condition to take on by itself, and the inter-
national community can and should play a role in it. The post-2004 Asian 
tsunami international efforts in countries like Sri Lanka and the Indone-
sian province of Aceh are proof positive that such efforts can succeed.

This example, in turn, relates to state capacity. Given Haiti’s weak-
nesses, it could be argued that whereas states like those of Sri Lanka and 
Indonesia, no matter what other faults they might have, did have what-
ever was necessary to make the most of international post-disaster relief 
aid, whereas Haiti does not – and that would mark a crucial difference. 
Yet, in many ways this is the real challenge of international cooperation 
vis-à-vis fragile states. A recent study of Haiti (Buss, 2008) concluded that 
one reason international cooperation had failed in the past is because 
donors started from the premise that Haiti is a state like any other, 
whereas it is not. Buss’s conclusions are that, concomitantly with substan-



Introduction: Haiti’s governance challenges  11
	

tive aid programmes that help the Haitian people, it is key to implement 
programmes that enhance the capacity of the Haitian state itself, so that 
it is able to administer external resources, provide services to its citizens 
and otherwise discharge normal state functions.

External assistance alone cannot guarantee economic growth in the 
long term, which is part of the underlying argument of those who oppose 
any grandiose aid schemes for Haiti. But this does not mean that building 
up a functioning state apparatus there is impossible. This is the premise 
on which this book is based. It is about Haiti’s governance challenges and 
the responses of the international community since the insurrection of 
February 2004. It is an attempt to understand the obstacles that are in-
hibiting the emergence of a more prosperous and cohesive society, and 
the ways in which various actors, both domestic and international, are at-
tempting to overcome them. It is also about the ascendency of new actors 
in the Americas since the end of the Cold War.

Traditionally, the main external actors in Haiti have been the “Big 
Three” from the north – the United States, France and Canada – countries 
that, for a whole host of reasons, have a vested national interest in a 
stable Haiti, and which, for better or worse, took the lead in the United 
Nations/Organization of American States (OAS)-sanctioned efforts to re-
store order and democratic rule to the country following the first military 
coup d’état against Aristide that lasted from 1991 to 1994. Since 2004, a 
new grouping of states from the south has risen to the forefront of the 
current UN mission. These are the “ABC countries” – Argentina, Brazil 
and Chile – that have taken on much of the responsibility for ensuring a 
measure of stability in Haiti. Hence, a second aim of the book is to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of their efforts roughly six years after the current 
UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) was established in June 
2004. But more than this, it is an attempt to make sense of the changing 
geopolitical dynamics within the Americas, particularly between the 
north and south, as seen through the lens of the current international re-
construction effort in Haiti.

Haiti’s governance challenges

As Robert Fatton Jr. (2007) has argued, the historical roots of Haiti’s in-
stability can be traced back to the period when Haiti was a French col-
ony. In order to ensure that the plantation economy would be profitable, 
the French established an authoritarian system of rule. Following inde-
pendence in 1804, the country’s elite maintained this system. Haiti thus 
has a history of deep class and racial conflict (those in power tend to be 
mulatto or “blancs”). This conflict has been perpetuated and buttressed 
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by a dictatorial political system of “strong-man rule” in which power lies 
in the hands of one individual, the president. Under this system, violence 
has become the favoured means for “resolving and instigating problems” 
(Fatton Jr., 2006, 2007).

Beginning in 1957, François “Papa Doc” Duvalier and his infamous 
Tonton Macoutes ruled Haiti with legendary harshness. In 1971, Jean-
Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier took over following the death of his father, 
and for a time conditions in Haiti improved. However, Baby Doc’s presi-
dency was marked by a series of confrontations between the military and 
civilian authorities, as well as widespread economic stagnation (from 1980 
to 1986, Haiti’s GDP fell by 15 per cent). Political unrest and economic 
desperation fuelled anti-Duvalier sentiments. In January 1986, a popular 
revolt triggered by the shooting of four school children during a demon-
stration in Gonaives brought the crisis to a boil. Jean-Claude Duvalier 
and his wife Michele Bennett were forced to flee the country on a jet 
provided by the US embassy, and to seek asylum in France.

This transition from authoritarianism (or, strictly speaking, the 
parenthèse, as the Haitians refer to the interlude between two strong-
men) was marred by deadly violence and political instability (Heine, 
1988). The challenge of uprooting (dechoukaj is the Haitian expression) 
the legacy of dictatorship proved daunting. Five different military and 
civilian governments succeeded one another in the first four years after 
Baby Doc’s departure.4 The 1990s proved to be equally difficult. Jean-
Bertrand Aristide’s internationally recognized election victory on 16 De-
cember 1990 brought renewed hope that Haiti had emerged from the 
chaos of the previous half decade to become the hemisphere’s newest 
democracy. But that hope was soon dashed. Aristide’s mercurial and un-
predictable behaviour undermined his standing. The country’s elite soon 
lost what little patience it had for either representative government or 
Aristide’s economic reforms. On 1 October 1991, General Raoul Cédras 
and his Front pour l’Avancement et le Progrès d’Haïti (FRAPH) staged 
a military coup against the newly elected president, forcing him into exile. 
Cédras and his supporters controlled Haiti for three years, during which 
time an overall climate of insecurity cast a long shadow over the country. 
The coup prompted the OAS and the United Nations to intervene, as the 
situation deteriorated to the point that it constituted a threat to inter-
national peace and security. The international community was eventually 
able to restore Aristide to office through a series of coercive measures 
that included diplomatic pressure, economic sanctions and military force, 
but not after much turmoil and hardship.5

Governing in the post-coup period proved difficult. A toxic combina-
tion of domestic political paralysis and a tepid international commitment 
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to peacebuilding, as evidenced by a gradual scaling back of international 
aid and resources to the joint UN/OAS mission, prevailed. The situation 
worsened following Aristide’s re-election in 2000. During his second term 
he relied increasingly on heavy-handed tactics and the use of armed mili-
tias (les chimères) in order to maintain his authority. By February 2004, 
he had alienated many of his supporters and effectively lost control of 
the country. This provided an opening for the insurgents to act.

A new international response?

The February 2004 insurrection negated many of the gains that had been 
achieved during the intervention of the 1990s, forcing the international 
community to “start all over again”. Whereas the intervention of the 
1990s was principally concerned with restoring democratic governance 
and stability, the second has had to focus on addressing the systemic 
human rights and human security problems that have been at the root of 
Haiti’s fragility. The differences between the Security Council resolutions 
of the 1990s and those of the post-2004 era are reflective of wider changes 
in the United Nations’ approach to peacebuilding in post-conflict envi-
ronments.

The first difference is a greater emphasis on security, particularly the 
security of the individual. Security Council Resolution 940 of January 
1995, which formally established the UN Mission in Haiti (UNMIH), au-
thorized a force comprising 6,000 troops and almost 800 police officers. 
Resolution 1048 of 29 February 1996 reduced levels to 1,200 troops and 
300 police officers, while Resolution 1063 of 28 June 1996 cut another 600 
soldiers from the UN force. With Resolution 1141 of 28 November 1997, 
which authorized the creation of the UN Civilian Police Mission in Haiti 
(MIPONUH), the Security Council withdrew the last of the UN’s mili-
tary presence in Haiti, reducing the organization’s security presence to a 
measly 300 police officers.6 These resolutions were also virtually silent on 
the state of the human rights situation in Haiti, and none made mention 
of any problem that could be considered as a threat to human security, an 
emerging concept at the time. They did make reference to the New York 
Pact, an addendum to the 1993 Governors Island Agreement, which was 
the settlement that attempted to establish the terms of the political truce 
between Aristide and Cédras during the coup of the early 1990s. Among 
other things, the pact did call for an end to arbitrary arrests and torture, 
the release of all political prisoners, respect for fundamental freedoms 
and compensation to the victims of the coup. During this time the joint 
UN/OAS Civilian Mission to Haiti (MICIVIH) was actively engaged in 
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human rights monitoring and capacity-building programmes under ex-
tremely difficult conditions. However, as alluded to above, the Mission’s 
ability to operate was limited by budgetary constraints.

Contrast these priorities with those of the resolutions that followed the 
February 2004 insurrection. First, the Security Council appears to have 
learned the lesson that it cannot cut corners when it comes to providing 
security. Resolution 1542 of 30 April 2004, which established the UN Sta-
bilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), authorized an initial force 
consisting of 6,700 troops and 1,622 civilian police officers. Prior to the 
presidential election of February 2006 these numbers were raised to 7,500 
and 1,897, respectively. Six months later, troop levels were lowered to 
7,200, but civilian police levels rose to 1,951.7 Of course, these numbers 
are still insufficient for the size of the population, and there have been 
occasions, particularly during the transitional period, in which the blue 
helmets and police officers in Haiti were accused of violating the stand-
ards for peacekeeping and policing established in international law.8 
Nonetheless, the fact that the levels of security personnel have remained 
relatively consistent since 2004, and have even been augmented since the 
earthquake, suggests that there is an explicit acknowledgement on the 
part of the Security Council that long-term stability can only be achieved 
if individual rights are protected and collective threats to vulnerable pop-
ulations eliminated.

Unlike the resolutions of the 1990s, the post-February 2004 resolutions 
place human rights and issues that generally fall under a human security 
framework at the heart of the UN’s presence in Haiti. Security Council 
Resolution 1542 (2004) is particularly telling. Passed on 30 April 2004, 
Resolution 1542 authorized the creation of MINUSTAH. Interestingly, 
MINUSTAH’s legitimacy centred on its ability to bring an end to the 
rights violations that were taking place as a result of the insurrection, and 
make “a State based on the rule of law and an independent judiciary . . . 
among its highest priorities”. Section III, which is dedicated entirely to 
human rights, authorized MINUSTAH to do the following: support the 
promotion of human rights; “monitor and report on the human rights 
situation, in cooperation with the Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, including on the situation of returned refugees and dis-
placed persons”; and assist with the investigation of human rights viola-
tions, again in cooperation with the Office of the High Commissioner, in 
order “to put an end to impunity”. Resolution 1542 also makes reference 
to the “human security resolutions” of the early 2000s which gave the 
Council the authority to include the protection of vulnerable populations 
in the mandates of UN missions. These include Resolution 1325 (2000) 
on women, peace and security; Resolutions 1379 (2001), 1460 (2003) and 
1539 (2004) on children in armed conflicts; and Resolutions 1265 (1999) 
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and 1296 (2000) on the protection of civilians in armed conflicts. Resolu-
tion 1542 also authorized MINUSTAH to work with the Transitional gov-
ernment in creating a nationwide Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Rehabilitation (DDR) programme, and it even lists sensitizing peace-
keepers to the need to control the spread of HIV/AIDS and other com-
municable diseases as a priority. Since then, subsequent resolutions have 
also emphasized similar human rights and human security priorities, and 
in some cases the language used in them is even stronger.9 Taken to-
gether, the result is an extremely robust and ambitious agenda for en-
gagement in Haiti.

To what can this shift in focus between the interventions of the mid-
1990s and post-2004 period be attributed? There are probably several ex-
planations, but the most obvious one is that the intervention of the 
mid-1990s is really a model of how not to intervene in a fragile state. The 
general consensus is that the United Nations left Haiti prematurely be-
fore any meaningful reforms could take hold, and that long-term stability 
is contingent upon the elimination of collective threats, both physical and 
economic, to the Haitian population.

Still, since its establishment in June 2004, MINUSTAH’s presence in 
Haiti has at times been problematic, even divisive. Some, although not all, 
of the problem has stemmed from its weak mandate. Despite the atten-
tion to human rights and human security, Resolution 1542 requires that 
MINUSTAH work alongside the Haitian National Police (HNP) on all 
issues involving policing. As such, it has never been given the authority to 
engage in independent policing activities, although it does have power to 
“vet and certify new and existing HNP personnel for service”.10 Because 
of this, a number of questions have been raised about its neutrality, as it 
is seen to be in league with some of the more abusive elements of the 
HNP. Compounding this legitimacy deficit is that UN forces initially 
struggled to provide security for all sectors of society. More specifically, 
peacekeepers were slow to confront the gang violence. The first major 
initiative to neutralize those located in the slums of Cité Soleil took place 
only in early 2007.

Fixing Haiti

In the backdrop of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti and the international 
response to the crisis, this volume seeks to put the country’s current chal-
lenges in context. The majority of these chapters were originally pre-
sented at a conference held by the Centre for International Governance 
Innovation (CIGI) in September of 2008 entitled “Haiti’s governance 
challenges and the international community”. The chapters have been 
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updated to take into account the devastation that the earthquake has 
caused. The volume is set out in three parts.

First, “Haiti’s Governance Challenges” examines the structural and 
governance difficulties that afflict the country. Amélie Gauthier and 
Madalena Moita discuss both how Haiti’s fragility and vulnerability is 
exacerbated by external shocks, and what can be done to insulate the 
country from future shocks.

Robert Fatton Jr., one of the more eminent political scientists writing 
on his native Haiti, follows this discussion of the absence of a sense of 
constitutionalism among Haitians, and the impacts that this has on the 
state’s ability to respond to crises such as the 2008 international food 
crisis – which as a result of the political crisis and massive street demon-
strations triggered by the rise in price of basic food staples brought down 
the government – and the 2010 earthquake. Moreover, as Mirlande Mani-
gat, a respected constitutional scholar, a former senator and an eminent 
political leader in her own right (and the candidate who won a plurality 
of the votes in the 28 November 2010 presidential elections) describes it, 
Haiti’s 1987 constitution complicates the ways in which the country’s 
government must operate. Haiti has ended up with an odd hybrid be-
tween presidentialism and parliamentarianism, an unmanageable elec-
tions calendar that puts an enormous strain on the nation’s budget and a 
large number of local government assemblies which do much the same. 
Most observers agree that constitutional reform to streamline this system 
is needed. Yet such efforts are viewed with suspicion by many Haitians, 
some of whom consider them nothing but sinister plots designed to ag-
grandize presidential powers to recreate the Big Man, strong-armed pol-
itics of the past, in which leaders would do anything to get to occupy le 
Fauteuil (the presidential chair), and once there, attempt to rule as kings. 
Similarly, Patrick Sylvain, from Brown University, places the Préval gov-
ernment and international community’s responses to the earthquake in 
the larger context of Haitian history by drawing parallels with the equally 
destructive earthquake of 1842, which led to the demise of the Jean-
Pierre Boyer government and left Haiti in a state of “structural chaos”.

If constitutional and political reforms have not made much progress, 
security sector reform has. The abolition of the Haitian armed forces in 
1995 by the government of Jean-Bertrand Aristide has been an unmixed 
blessing, eliminating the possibility of military coups, of which the coun-
try has had 34 in the course of its independent history. This puts a special 
burden on the shoulders of the national police. In fact, since 2004, the 
creation of a viable and respected Haitian National Police (HNP) has 
been one of the main objectives of MINUSTAH and the international 
community more generally. Although various studies showed that, given 
Haiti’s population, the minimum size of such a force would need to reach 
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14,000, and the goal was to reach this number by 2011, in early 2010 the 
HNP had not reached beyond 8,000. The complexities of the vetting pro-
cess, the length of the training time needed for new police cadets and the 
steady loss of serving policemen for a variety of reasons (77 of them died 
in the 12 January earthquake, which also destroyed almost half of all po-
lice stations in Port-au-Prince) are adduced as reasons for this delay. 
However that may be, this is one of the yardsticks along which MINUS-
TAH’s performance is being measured. In the concluding chapter to the 
section, Timothy Donais analyses this process in some detail, and makes 
the case that a “community-based” approach to policing is essential if 
Haitians are ever to achieve a sustainable peace.

In the second section, the volume focuses on the involvement of the 
United Nations and its MINUSTAH mission. Gerard Le Chevallier, a 
former legislator from El Salvador, oversaw the electoral system for MI-
NUSTAH during Haiti’s 2006 elections, and along with 101 other mem-
bers of the MINUSTAH mission, died in the January 2010 quake. In his 
precise, no-holds barred prose, he dissects what the UN mission in Haiti 
had achieved and what it had failed to do from 2004 to 2008. He was up-
dating an edited version of his chapter when the quake struck. Although 
his chapter does not address developments since January 2010, his in-
sights remain poignant nonetheless. Haitians have a love-hate relation-
ship with MINUSTAH. On the one hand, quite understandably, they do 
not like to have a 9,000-strong foreign military and police force in their 
own country. Haiti does have rather traumatic memories of previous such 
occasions, such as the US occupation from 1915 to 1934. On the other 
hand, they are aware of the continuing internal security challenges the 
country faces, and, if anything, one widespread criticism of MINUSTAH 
is that it is not forceful enough in clamping down on Haiti’s criminal 
gangs, though some progress has been made (Dziedzic and Perito, 2008). 
Many Haitians also realize that MINUSTAH cannot simply leave, al-
though they would like to see them laying the ground for making that 
possible.

General (R), Eduardo Aldunate, of the Chilean Army, who served with 
Le Chevallier as a member of MINUSTAH, takes on the subject of how 
best to engage the local population during a stabilization mission. Al-
dunate’s chapter highlights that force alone will not solve the problems 
that the country is facing, and that it is important to understand the ac-
tual needs of the Haitian people and to respond to them proactively. Al-
dunate, one of Chile’s leading military thinkers and a former professor of 
strategy at Chile’s War Academy, served during an especially difficult 
time as the Deputy Commander of the UN peacekeeping forces. His 
tenure overlapped with the repeatedly postponed presidential elections 
(whose success was such an important part of MINUSTAH’s mandate), 
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finally held on 7 February 2006, as well as with the tragic death of 
General Bacellar, his immediate superior, and Commander of the blue 
helmets.

Johanna Mendelson Forman, a leading specialist on peacekeeping, who 
has often visited Haiti, focuses on how the engagement of significant 
numbers of Latin American troops in Haiti’s United Nations Peacekeep-
ing Operations (UNPKO) marks the beginning of a new era of regional 
cooperation in Latin America and the Caribbean. She pays special atten-
tion to the shift this also signals in civil–military relations in the region, 
and the implications this has for a new domestic role for the Latin Amer-
ican armed forces within their own countries, as they leave behind their 
praetorian past and focus on the sort of professional duties that will mark 
the twenty-first century.

In this context, the chapter by General Juan Emilio Cheyre is particu-
larly valuable. As a former commander-in-chief of the Chilean Army, 
Cheyre was responsible for deploying the bulk of the Chilean troops that 
were dispatched to Haiti in March 2004, and later overseeing, from San-
tiago, the mission of Chilean Army personnel there through 2006. From 
this unique vantage point, Cheyre, today one of the region’s leading de-
fence strategists, and the founding director of the Centre for International 
Studies at the Catholic University of Chile, sets MINUSTAH in the 
broader context of the participation of Latin American units in UN 
peacekeeping operations around the world, the domestic conditions that 
have made this possible and the implications this has for the professional 
growth, modernization and development of Latin American armed  
forces.

In the final section titled “Hemispheric players”, José Raúl Perales ex-
plores how engagement with Haiti, and Haiti’s position in the Western 
hemisphere, affects regional cooperation. As Brazil becomes an increas-
ingly vocal player in international affairs, its transition from a regional 
middle power to an emerging one with global aspirations is becoming 
evident. Marcel Biato, an adviser to Brazil’s president Luiz Inacio Lula 
da Silva, uses this country’s engagement in Haiti as a lens through which 
Brazil’s new regional role can be framed. By taking on a leadership 
mantle in Haiti, Brazil is showing its commitment to stabilizing the coun-
try and discharging its international civic duties.

Stephen Baranyi moves the discussion to the far north by focusing on 
Canadian policy towards Haiti. Canada has many connections with its re-
gional neighbour to the south, including a large Haitian community 
(many in Montreal) as well as the visibility and prominence of Michaëlle 
Jean, Canada’s Governor General from 2005 to 2010, and a native Hai-
tian, who gave a tearful appeal for aid for Haiti in the wake of the 2010 
earthquake. But Baranyi is critical of Canadian policies, which he sug-
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gests have been both generous but also damaging, and have contributed 
to Haiti’s “condition of fragility and dependence”.

The section concludes by examining Haiti’s relationship with the larg-
est player in the hemisphere, the United States. Robert Maguire com-
pares the George W. Bush administration’s policies towards Haiti to 
those of the Obama administration. He argues that there has been a 
“new” and more progressive approach to Haiti by the Obama adminis-
tration, one that emphasizes democracy and human rights promotion, 
poverty alleviation, and confronting narco-trafficing, but warns that much 
more needs to be done to include Haitians in the implementation of 
these aims, not just for Washington’s sake, but for Haiti’s as well.

Looking ahead

In light of the January 2010 earthquake, this volume examines the chal-
lenges that the country will face moving forward. Haitians’ attitudes to-
wards MINUSTAH and international engagement have been mixed. On 
the one hand, there is a general acknowledgement that chaos could once 
again erupt if the United Nations and other actors pulled out. On the 
other hand, there is resentment and even a sense of humiliation among 
many Haitians who have been forced to accept that, at least for the im-
mediate future, they are not in complete control of their own destiny. 
This is deeply frustrating. For Haitians, the concern is not that MINUS-
TAH leave Haiti; rather, that when it does leave, the conditions are such 
that it does not have to return.

Still, there remains a widely held view within the international commu-
nity that Haiti’s problems are intractable. Previous attempts at nation-
building, particularly those of the 1990s, produced few lasting results, so 
much so that Haiti has often been described as a “graveyard of aid 
projects”. For their part, donor nations have, in the past, developed “Haiti 
fatigue”, and have withheld development aid, in part because of a lack of 
hard evidence that their investments had born any fruit. In doing so, a vi-
cious cycle arose: the absence of progress prompted a reduction in aid, 
which in turn hampered progress and contributed to the disintegration of 
the country’s social fabric. The notion that the situation was hopeless be-
came a self-fulfilling prophecy.

There is a distinct possibility that the current international reconstruc-
tion efforts could suffer a similar fate. While most observers agree that 
the costs of not strengthening Haiti are high, the international commu-
nity has been down this road before. True security dictates that donors 
adopt a holistic approach to engagement in Haiti that aims to address the 
root causes of fragility. And yet there is a substantial divide between the 
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aims laid out by the United Nations Security Council and the inter-
national community, and realities on the ground. Even with the support 
of the hemisphere, there is a danger that history will repeat itself; that if 
substantive signs of progress are not visible soon, donors may be tempted 
to withdraw before genuine reform is allowed to take hold. It is the hope 
of the contributors of this volume that this will not be the case.

Notes

  1.	 The insight is of Haitian poet Jean-Claude Martineau.
  2.	 For these statistics and an otherwise full report of the Haitian post-quake situation, see 

International Crisis Group (2010).
  3.	 For a powerful documentary on the quake and its aftermath, see Haiti: The Quake, a 

Frontline production, shown on PBS, April 2010.
  4.	 They were: General Henri Namphy (7 February 1986 to 17 January 1988, 20 June to 18 

September 1988), who took control of the country immediately after the revolution; 
Leslie Manigat (7 February to 20 June 1988), who was elected under disputed circum-
stances, and eventually displaced by Namphy after serving only five months in office; 
Lt-General Prosper Avril (18 September 1988 to 11 March 1990), who staged a coup 
d’état against Namphy and finally Judge Ertha Pascal Trouillot (10 March to 16 Decem-
ber 1990), who was appointed by Avril.

  5.	 Security Council Resolution 875 authorized the body to “consider further necessary 
measures to ensure full compliance with the provisions of relevant Security Council 
resolutions”, which included economic sanctions. See United Nations Security Council 
(1993). UN Security Council Resolution 940 was authorized for the creation of a Multi-
national Force (MNF) under Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, its mandate 
“to use all necessary means to facilitate the departure from Haiti of the military leader-
ship . . . the prompt return of the legitimately elected President and the restoration of 
the legitimate authorities of the Government of Haiti, and to establish and maintain a 
secure and stable environment . . .” (United Nations Security Council, 1994, p. 2).

		    The sanctions had a devastating effect on the population, and arguably exacerbated 
the crisis. Another consequence of the coup was a massive exodus of boat people flee-
ing Haiti. By August, estimates suggested that the number of Haitians intercepted by 
the US Coast Guard since October 1991 had risen to 38, 000. See Amnesty International 
(1992).

  6.	 See United Nations Security Council (1994; 1996a; 1996b; 1997a; 1997b).
  7.	 See United Nations Security Council (2004a; 2005b; 2006b).
  8.	 These include documents such as the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Offi-

cials; UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Offi-
cials; the UN Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-Legal, 
Arbitrary and Summary Executions; and the UN Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners.

  9.	 See United Nations Security Council (2004b; 2005a; 2005b; 2006a; 2006b; 2007).
10.	 See Paragraph 8, United Nations Security Council (2005b). Paragraph 10 “Urges the 

Transitional Government to conduct thorough and transparent investigations into cases 
of human rights violations, particularly those allegedly involving HNP officers; requests 
that in order to support this effort MINUSTAH make the Joint Special Investigation 
Unit operational as soon as possible.”
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External shocks to fragile states: 
Building resilience in Haiti
Amélie Gauthier and Madalena Moita

Whereas the earthquake of 12 January 2010 was an “internal shock” to 
Haiti, several external shocks had a dramatic impact on the life of Hai-
tians in 2008. That these shocks erupted from exogenous sources is evi-
dence that, in an interdependent global system, all states – but particularly 
those that are fragile and suffer from weak governance – are vulnerable 
to phenomena beyond their control: soaring prices of food caused by 
diverse factors from around the world; climate change and extreme 
weather, which is prompting stronger and more frequent natural disas-
ters; and the global financial crisis. Around the world these shocks caused 
major social distress and instigated complex political crises. Together and 
independently, all three exposed several countries’ vulnerabilities as well 
as the inability of these states to respond to them. Whereas developed 
states with large and diversified economies were better positioned to 
adapt, vulnerable and fragile states were nowhere near as resilient, and 
often suffered important setbacks on the way out of poverty and under-
development. Perhaps nowhere was this more evident than in Haiti, 
a  clear case in which both conditions – vulnerability and fragility – 
aggravate the quality of life of its population. This chapter sets out to do 
three things: first, to examine the causes of and links between Haiti’s vul-
nerability and fragility; second, to assess the negative effects of the three 
grave crises of 2008 on the statebuilding process; and third, to explore 
possible ways donors can help to mitigate vulnerability in order to dimin-
ish the impact of future external shocks as the country attempts to re-
cover from the worst internal shock of its modern history.
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Haiti’s vulnerability and fragility

Like many other countries in the Caribbean, Haiti is highly vulnerable to 
external shocks; but it is the only fragile state in the region. When identi-
fying and categorizing fragile states, it is important to define and identify 
some of the internal and external causes of the fragility, including histori-
cal trends that help to explain the weakness of the state. The basic func-
tions of the modern state can be grouped around three areas: security, 
representation and welfare. According to the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Com-
mittee’s (2007: 2) “principles for good international engagement in fragile 
states and situations”, states are fragile “when state structures lack polit-
ical will and/or capacity to provide the basic functions needed for pov-
erty reduction, development and to safeguard the security and human 
rights of their populations”.

According to this functional approach, the state is ineffective because 
it is unable to perform its expected duties. The state has a very thin pres-
ence in the country and most basic services are privatized (George, 2004). 
Fragile states are also weak in a relational perspective: they fail to inter-
act with civil society, and thus fail to recognize and honour the social, 
political and economic contract between society and the state. Because 
the state is incapable of fulfilling its responsibilities to its citizenry, indi-
viduals are often reluctant to accept or even recognize a common set of 
rules or to perform their own duties to the rest of society. When individu-
als do not become “citizens”, the social contract is non-existent, and state 
institutions become tools for advancing the interests of a narrow set of 
privileged, predatory groups. Such fragile states thus lack both effective-
ness and legitimacy. In their absence, a fragile state will often enter into a 
vicious cycle of structural governance dysfunctionality.

State fragility is often aggravated in times of crisis. The example of 
Haiti in 2008 is paradigmatic. Social disturbances due to rising food prices 
caused a political crisis. For five months Haiti waited for a new prime 
minister. But even when the executive branch of the government has 
worked properly, Haiti’s political elite have been unable to design and 
implement public policies. Given this reality, the Haitian government has 
been forced to search for legitimacy elsewhere. Traditionally, elites have 
found it by establishing a “prebendary” state (Dupuy, 2007: 25) which 
they maintain through the loyalty of their constituencies. In this context, 
the majority of the population has no access to any kind of public service, 
as the state apparatus exists to serve the private interests of the ruling 
elite. This model was especially evident during the Duvalier dictatorships 
that ruled Haiti from 1957 to 1986.
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Prior to the earthquake, the Haitian state’s inability and unwillingness 
to provide public services was perhaps most evident in the lack of invest-
ment in education or job generation, investments which could, in time, be 
converted into production and ultimately state revenues. Most schools in 
the country are private, and an estimated 40 per cent of the poorest fami-
lies’ budget is used for education. Without revenues, social expenditure 
remains dramatically low, and any kind of social safety net is unattain
able.

As the poorest country in the Western hemisphere with 76 per cent of 
its population living on less than US$2 a day (EIU, 2008: 7), Haiti’s obsta-
cles to development have been considerable, but the fragility of the social 
contract works both ways. As mentioned above, if the state does not re-
spond to the demands of its community, individuals do not and will not 
feel obliged to respect their half of the bargain. Massive migration, cor-
ruption and informal and illegal economies are the responses to the 
absence of a sense of citizenship, only reinforcing the cycle of weak gov-
ernance. For those who resist migrating, opportunities to improve their 
living conditions are rare, as social mobility is rigid. Without sound public 
policies, breaking out of the poverty cycle is not viable. Corruption, crime 
and the drug trade become alternatives to legal economic activities.

Haiti’s economy is one of the most open in Latin America, and the 
most open of all least developed countries (Borgatti, 2006: 13). In the 
1970s, the average tariff was 28 per cent; in 2002, it was 2.9 per cent, fol-
lowing the implementation of structural adjustment plans in the 1990s 
that promoted liberalization, privatization of state assets and deregula-
tion of the economy. But Haiti has not reaped the benefits of a liberal-
ized economy. In fact, the opposite has been true: from 1990 to 2005 
Haiti had negative economic growth, minus 2.0 per cent GDP/per capita 
growth, and (minus 2.2 per cent from 1970 to 2005) (UNDP, 2007/2008).

The lowering of tariffs also diminished state revenues. To recoup short-
falls, a consumer tax was introduced. This policy had the effect of shifting 
the tax burden to the population, the vast majority of which lives in con-
ditions of extreme poverty. Thus, economic openness not only exposed 
Haiti to external economic forces, but it had the added effect of inhibit-
ing  the state from being able to protect and thus support the domestic 
economy.

In an integrated global economy that rewards specialization, Haiti’s 
main competitive advantages have been its abundance of low-wage, un-
skilled workers and its proximity to the United States, its biggest trading 
partner. Depending on the source of the information, the United States 
accounts for 73–85 per cent of Haiti’s trade, followed by the Dominican 
Republic at 9 per cent and Canada at 3 per cent. Prior to the earthquake 



30  Gauthier and Moita
	

it had developed an export-directed clothing sector, which represented 67 
per cent of the country’s exports (all destined for the United States), and 
served as the main stimulus to economic growth.1

Such a high degree of concentration is problematic in times of eco-
nomic recession and depression. In 2008 the United States approved 
legislation as part of the Haitian Hemispheric Opportunity through Part-
nership II Act (HOPE II Act), providing duty-free imports for Haitian 
apparel, thereby creating further incentives to concentrate, and, conse-
quently, become more dependent on exogenous factors.2 Following the 
earthquake, the US senate passed a new bill, the Haiti Economic Lift 
Program Act (HELP Act), which extends the duty-free agreements for a 
period of 10 years. In contrast, before the earthquake, Haiti’s imports 
were three times the size of its exports, resulting in a huge commercial 
deficit that further indebted the country. These imports were not inconse-
quential, consisting of mostly food and fuel. The prices of food increased 
83 per cent from 2005 to 2008, while the price of oil tripled in two years, 
peaking at US$150 a barrel in June 2008. One effect of Haiti’s exposure 
to these fluctuations in world market prices and supply was that it made 
government expenditures highly unpredictable.

Three external shocks

Many countries suffered external shocks in 2008, but the effects of the 
soaring prices of food and fuel, of natural disasters and of the global fi-
nancial crisis added considerable stress to Haiti’s already fragile develop-
ment and statebuilding processes. Haiti’s vulnerability and its economic 
weakness, combined with state fragility and external dependence, left it 
struggling, although other countries facing similar threats showed resili
ence, preparedness and recovery. In 2008, the Haitian government was ill 
prepared to face such diverse and intense crises, all of which occurred in 
the space of 12 months. And as the 2010 earthquake has demonstrated, 
being unprepared for crises can be disastrous. The external shocks of 
2008 should serve as a lesson of what not to do in response to an earth-
quake.

Food and fuel crisis

The crisis into the spring of 2008 arising from the worldwide food price 
inflation had a major impact (CNSA, 2008). Moreover, Haiti’s high expo-
sure to world food price fluctuations illustrated the state’s ineffectiveness, 
delegitimization and unaccountability, as well as its enormous distance 
from the people. As Robert Fatton Jr. explains in his chapter in this vol-
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ume, it allowed for the political manipulation of the crisis, led to millions 
of dollars in property and private asset losses, and millions of people 
going hungry that year. One of the effects of the crisis was a rise in polit-
ical instability and insecurity. It prompted rioting in most major cities in 
Haiti, resulting in the deaths of four civilians and a UN officer, more than 
a hundred injured, hundreds of damaged buildings and losses of US$100 
million in an already depressed Haitian economy. The state–society di-
vide thus became especially acute.

This inflation-led crisis also exacerbated political cleavages. It led to 
the fall of Prime Minister Jacques-Édouard Alexis, and triggered a five-
month-long political crisis that ended only after the Haitian Parliament 
finally agreed on his replacement. Indeed, while the political elite de-
bated, discussed, voted and vetoed candidates for prime minister, and the 
international community pressed for the installation of a new govern-
ment, the population suffered the effects of soaring prices. Haiti was, and 
remains, the only country in the world in which the increase in food 
prices brought down a government.

As alluded to in the previous section, the effects of the global food cri-
sis in Haiti are linked, both directly and indirectly, to the Washington 
Consensus model imposed on the country in the 1990s. In Haiti, the agri-
cultural sector employs a large proportion of the country’s rural – and 
especially poor – population. Haiti is a prime example of a country in 
which global agricultural trade has had a direct and profound impact on 
the life and even death of local farmers and consumers.

Haiti was once a producer and exporter of rice. However, it suffered a 
strong decline in its agricultural sector, partly due the imports of highly 
subsidized American rice with which local producers could not compete, 
the result being the destruction of an important sector of the local econ-
omy. Rice imports from the United States went from 7,300 metric tons to 
219,600 between 1985 and 2000 (George, 2004; see also Fatton Jr., this vol-
ume). Moreover, during that period, Haiti also entered the International 
Monetary Fund’s (IMF) structural adjustment plan and was forced to re-
duce its import tariff on rice from 35 per cent to just 3 per cent, very low 
when compared to the average tariff among Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM) countries, which is 25 per cent (ibid.). Producers in Haiti 
simply could not compete with imported foods. However, there was little 
that Haitian authorities could do about it since, given its relative size, 
Haiti does not have any negotiating power with international financial 
institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank.

Today, national production is insufficient to supply enough food for the 
population, meeting only 43 per cent of the country’s needs (52 per cent 
of the food is imported and 5 per cent is provided by humanitarian assist-
ance). To cover the gap, the state is forced to import a large amount of 
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staple foods, such as cassava, corn, millet and rice. In turn, the external 
dependency on financing the budget and the unpredictability of aid flows 
make it difficult to disburse funds rapidly and for the state to respond ef-
fectively in times of crisis. In the case of the food crisis of 2008, the gov-
ernment’s reaction was slow, its inaction a combination of state incapacity 
and a general unwillingness to respond (Gauthier, 2008). Weeks went by 
before it was able to secure an agreement with rice importers to lower 
the price of imported rice by 15 per cent. This subsidy policy did give 
some relief to the population; however, it was not a sustainable solution 
to the shortcomings in supply, scarcity and soaring prices that have been 
forecast for the years to come (EIU, 2008: 8).

Natural disasters

Haiti is particularly prone to both small and large natural disasters, such 
as hurricanes, floods and, of course, earthquakes (UNDP, 2010). The dam-
ages that the four tropical storms and hurricanes of the summer of 2008 
left behind are telling, but nothing compared to the devastating effects 
caused by the 2010 earthquake: 793 deaths, 548 people injured, 310 miss-
ing; more than 165,000 families – 800,000 people – were affected, espe-
cially in the Artibonite, south and south-east regions, as a result of the 
severe weather that destroyed or damaged houses (around 100,000) and 
led to tremendous losses to what were already precarious livelihoods 
(United Nations, 2009). Total losses and damages have been estimated at 
15 per cent of GDP or US$900 million. Although hurricanes had had 
devastating effects in previous years – such as Hurricane Jeanne in 2004, 
which killed more than 3,000 in Gonaives – the storms of 2008 were par-
ticularly destructive. The minister of agriculture in Haiti estimated that 
60 per cent of that year’s food harvest was destroyed by the hurricanes, 
representing around a US$180 million loss in revenues (EIU, 2008).

In contrast, Cuba, with a similar geographical location and similar size 
in population, suffered a minimal death toll, totalling only seven during 
the same period. According to Jan Egeland, Cuba is the world’s best pre-
pared country for facing natural disasters. The government has mobilized 
communities to participate in evaluating vulnerable areas, planning and 
recovery. It has also made it a priority to establish special training and 
funds for civil defence that enables the government to respond immedi-
ately after a hurricane has struck. Cuba has also established a well-
functioning national communication network that has become integral to 
warning citizens in times of upcoming hurricanes (Thompson and  
Gaviria, 2004). At least with respect to this issue, the central government 
is highly committed to the protection of its citizens.

Some countries manage to bounce back quickly from the storms by 
using the aid funds they receive for reconstruction, job generation and 
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growth. The minimum state structure required to manage aid funds has 
been absent in Haiti. The material and human destruction of the hurri-
canes generated major setbacks: infrastructure in certain parts of the 
country was completely destroyed, including bridges and roads, making 
large parts of country incommunicable except by helicopters. The urgency 
of the crisis prompted the senate to approve the nominee for prime min-
ister at the time, Michèle Pierre-Louis, in order to allow her to coordi-
nate the government’s response with the international community.

Global financial turmoil

The financial and economic recession of 2008 came as a surprise and an 
unpredictable shock to much of the world. Still, large and diversified 
economies such as those in the United States and Europe have had the 
ability, resources and resilience to respond quickly. Global responses 
were proposed, rescue packages were developed and strategies to mini-
mize the impacts of losses on the international markets and sustain confi-
dence in institutions were coordinated. Haiti is financially isolated from 
the centre of the credit meltdown in large part because its banking sys-
tem is nationally owned and cross-border issues are of little relevance to 
it. Most banks reported high rates of solvency, at least according the IMF 
(2008: 18).

The impacts of declining growth, recession and unemployment in the 
United States and Europe have, however, already been felt beyond their 
own borders. Less developed countries, isolated from the immediate im-
pact of bank system failure and credit bubbles, have been hit hard by the 
aftershocks: falling demand for exports, slowing capital flows, reduced re-
mittances, sluggish growth and the threat of development aid drying up 
(Geldof, 2008; see Te Velde, 2008: 3).

Haiti is no exception. Even prior to the earthquake, its economic out-
look was bleak. As indicated above, the country’s proximity to the United 
States has not only made it highly dependent, exposed and vulnerable to 
decreases in both the demand for exported goods but also in remittances. 
In fact, the remittances sent by the Haitian diaspora constitute a funda-
mental part of the country’s revenue, supporting up to 70 per cent of 
households and representing more than twice the earnings from exports 
(EIU, 2008; CIA, 2007). Close to 73 per cent of Haiti’s exports go to the 
United States; in the first three quarters of 2008, even before the financial 
crisis, exports to the United States fell by 13 per cent.3

Investment in Haiti was already scarce before 2008, although the out-
look was definitely brighter prior to the meltdown. The damages caused 
by the social unrest to real estate and private assets, the government’s 
lack of commitment to protect private investments and the wreckage of 
already deficient infrastructure have destroyed what few incentives there 
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are to invest in Haiti. In aggregate terms, Foreign Direct Investment 
(FDI) in developing countries has shrunk from 40 per cent in the 1990s 
to 20 per cent in the 2000s, leaving many underdeveloped countries com-
peting with each other for a meagre amount of funds (Wade, 2005: 22).

Haiti’s economic growth rate of 1.5 per cent in 2008, with a 20 per cent 
inflation rate, meant that Haiti’s economy was effectively shrinking by 2 
per cent on a per capita basis (CEPAL, 2008). Moreover, the Haitian 
population is young, with more than 50 per cent under the age of 25, in-
creasingly urban and eager to find a stable way of living (Pierre, 2008). 
The World Bank anticipates that the decline in growth in developing 
countries will lead to more poverty and unemployment, especially among 
the young. The lack of job opportunities is even more pronounced in 
times of crises; often the result is that it encourages young people to mi-
grate and/or work in informal and illicit means of subsistence, thus con-
tributing to rising levels of crime.

If the food crisis raised questions about the effects of climate change, 
the agriculture production model of fragile states or their alimentary 
dependence, the financial crisis alerted the world to the fragility of the 
global economic system. The global recession of 2008 has led to calls for 
a critical reflection on the unsustainability of today’s economic model 
and the inadequacies of global governance mechanisms. The financial cri-
sis could turn out to be an opportunity for change, an opportunity to pro-
mote a more transparent and solid financial system in order to avoid 
future collapses (see Cooper and Subacchi, 2010). It could also be an op-
portunity to rethink international actors’ statebuilding strategies. Regard-
less of the legacies of the crisis, models of state fragility must incorporate 
sufficient considerations of sustained long-term economic development, 
given its importance in fostering a lasting and stable peace (Carment et 
al., 2004: 16).

Challenges for donors

The international community has been intervening in Haiti since the de-
parture of Jean-Bertrand Aristide in February 2004. It has provided mul-
tilateral and bilateral funding, a medium-sized peacekeeping operation at 
a cost of some US$500 million a year and financed the Interim Coopera-
tion Framework (ICF) (which later became the Strategic National Docu-
ment for Growth and Poverty Reduction), which had estimated that Haiti 
would need nearly US$4 billion from 2008 to 2011 in order to pay for the 
reconstruction effort stemming from the 2008 natural disasters. In the 
aftermath of the 2010 earthquake, international donors have held inter-
national donor conferences to coordinate the $3.8 billion in reconstruc-
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tion funds that have been committed (Jimenez, 2010). The United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) as well as 10 other UN agencies have 
implemented programmes – while the World Bank, the European Union, 
the Organization of American States (OAS), traditional and new part-
ners in Latin America – are all committed to Haiti’s recovery. Still, the 
reaction to the 2008 natural disasters provides insights into the country’s 
current challenges. What was the reaction to the tragic events of 2008? 
How did donors react to the crisis and, moreover, to the deterioration of 
the situation and the negative impacts of these factors? Was Haiti in a 
“stabilization” process, or is it constantly falling back into crisis mode, un-
able to reach recovery and development stages?4

The overarching priority for the international community in Haiti is 
statebuilding through the development of technical, strategic and admin-
istrative capacities. This means the creation of effective institutions that 
are able to service the population.5 However, the model that has been 
adopted in Haiti in that past has been the standard “one size fits all” 
model that is applied in multilateral interventions from Afghanistan to 
the Democratic Republic of Congo; it does not consider the specific char-
acteristics of the country’s economic and environmental vulnerability. 
Building resilience to external shocks through a more diversified econ-
omy and through improved environmental conditions and reforestation 
will help Haiti to recover faster from future crises. As such, policymakers 
have much to gain by considering economic vulnerability and state fragil-
ity in tandem.

All of this has led to the constant shift in the Haitian government’s 
priorities. Following the food crisis and the international conference in 
Madrid, Spain (July 2008), on food security and rural development, the 
agricultural sector became, for a time, a priority. But following the hurri-
canes, the rebuilding of the country’s infrastructures became the govern-
ment’s most pressing focus, resulting in an allocation of more than 50 per 
cent of the 2008–2009 budget to the telecommunications sector, and 2.9 
per cent of the budget to improving the environment. At the beginning of 
September 2008, an initial Flash Appeal was launched, calling on donors 
to contribute US$108 million in humanitarian assistance. But by the end 
of the month only 2 per cent of the funds pledged were actually given, 
and only 48 per cent of a revised post-disaster reconstruction plan was 
actually financed by the international community.

Sadly, Haiti suffers from donor fatigue syndrome. After six years, and 
millions of dollars in aid (even more so with the new reconstruction plan 
estimated at US$5.3 billion in the 18 months following the 2010 earth-
quake), socioeconomic development had not improved, causing some to 
question the legitimacy of the international community’s intervention. 
Haiti has not yet received the “peace dividend”, (Annabi, 2008), nor is it 
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likely to in the near future. Moreover, the crises exposed a distant gov-
ernment, one that is unable and unwilling to help its citizens. Trans-
forming Haiti from a fragile state to a functioning one is still a work in 
progress.

Generating economic growth and revenue for the state is essential if 
states are to resist external shocks. In Haiti, the agricultural sector repre-
sents 25 per cent of the GDP, and more than 60 per cent of the popula-
tion lives in the rural areas. Yet rural development only received 13 per 
cent of the 2009 budget. Support for the agriculture sector is necessary in 
order to reduce dependency on food imports (improving balance of pay-
ments), increase employment for the rural population and reduce the risk 
of food shortages. Diversification is also essential so that if harvests are 
destroyed, other forms of economic revenues can compensate for them. 
This diversification entails the creation of new economic activities that 
are less exposed to external shocks.6

Most small islands have reached some degree of diversification through 
tourism, handicraft industries and various service industries, all of which 
are possibilities for Haiti. Mauritius is an excellent example of a small-
island developing state with a high GDP per capita, an island that has 
overcome many obstacles to reach its present status as a middle-income 
country. Haiti needs a sustainable growth model. In this regard, the inter-
national community has also been criticized for enforcing a predesigned 
model which may not be the most favourable for Haiti’s long-term de-
velopment.

The imposition of a neo-liberal economic agenda may be self-defeating. 
It focuses on a minimalist state when Haiti needs a robust and func-
tioning state. The balancing of fiscal accounts has been a major concern 
of the international financial institutions towards Haiti. Although some of 
their structural adjustment policies have tolerated higher government ex-
penditure to improve public services and to strengthen governance, they 
privilege a market-oriented strategy which has, in the past, been harmful 
to the country. And in a time of financial crisis, there is a danger that co-
herent, constructive and long-term involvement in fragile states be re-
placed by more self-centred international policies. International actors 
should not rule out the possibility that some protectionist measures may 
be needed in order to insulate developing economies such as Haiti’s from 
the destructive effects of external forces.

In times of crises, the government of Haiti has shown poor leadership, 
and has missed several opportunities to build ties with its populace. Yet, 
two important events marked a new form of collaboration with the gov-
ernment: the agreement between the rice importers and the government 
to subsidize the price of rice by 15 per cent; and the commitment from 
Digicel, the mobile telecommunications operator, to raise funds for the 
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disaster victims. These are two examples of different sectors working 
together and re-establishing state/non-state actor ties. The international 
community could be more involved in creating incentives for the popula-
tion and the state to work together, and providing conditions to promote 
oversight, evaluation and follow-up, especially through the Parliament. 
Haiti’s future depends on a meaningful social contract. International ac-
tors need to think how they will gradually diminish their involvement 
and impact on the government while leaving in place a stronger society.

An energy policy for Haiti must also become a national and inter-
national priority. Energy and the environment are linked, as deforesta-
tion is widespread and charcoal is the main source of energy. The naked 
mountains amplify the effects of hurricanes and natural disasters by hill 
slides and flooding. Reducing the dependence on wood and providing the 
population with affordable electricity would help reduce deforestation. 
Donors have implemented many projects aimed at breaking the depend-
ency on charcoal, but have thus far not succeeded. As such, the environ-
ment has become a lost cause and a forgotten priority. New technologies 
could be used, such as solar panels, to protect what is left of the “pearl of 
the Antilles”.

Conclusion

Over the last two decades, efforts to break the poverty cycle and imple-
ment state reforms have come from abroad. Seven international missions 
have attempted to establish a liberal democratic state, a culture of human 
rights, a professional police force and functioning rule of law institutions. 
Since 2004, the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUS-
TAH) has made it possible to fulfil some basic government tasks, particu-
larly in areas relating to security, both through a large military presence, 
and other initiatives. International actors have also become the protagon-
ists of the major decision-making in the country – something that has be-
come more acute since the earthquake – and which is seen by some 
Haitians as a violation of their basic state sovereignty (Castor, 2008).

The international community has tried to strengthen the Haitian state’s 
capacity to perform its functions and responsibilities through an ambi-
tious development and security agenda. Yet, foreign involvement can 
undermine the social contract in two senses: first by damaging its legitim-
acy, and second by risking its long-term effectiveness. On the one hand, 
by being proactive in pressing for rapid political and social development, 
international actors may inadvertently discourage national actors from 
taking responsibility for their own fate. Francis Fukuyama (2005: 85) 
argues that a state structure established by outsiders “often undermines 
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the ability of domestic actors to create their own robust institutions”. In 
essence, international actors are privileging the form of the state rather 
than the substantive social and political relations that undergird its legit-
imacy and authority (Shah, 2009: 17).

The absence of a real debate between national actors on the nature of 
the state and its relation to society is a major deficiency. The irony, how-
ever, is that in situations of fragility and vulnerability, where there is a 
lack of state capacity to provide security and basic services, the basic 
functions are fulfilled by the international community, which in turn can 
have the undesired effects of undermining the state–society relationship 
and delegitimizing the very institutions that are so essential to Haiti’s re-
covery in the post-earthquake era. Haiti’s future rests on solving this con-
undrum.

Notes

1.	 Based on the authors’ calculation: US imports of apparel: 327,796 versus total US im-
ports: 487,792. (US Census bureau, US Value of imports for the year 2007, accessed on 
http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/statistics/product/enduse/imports/c2450.html)

2.	 Note on the clothing sector: One study of “a decade’s worth of hard data” found an al-
most uniform wage meltdown in the apparel industry in underdeveloped countries, hav-
ing arguable effects on the long-term and sustainable development of a country. See 
Tonelson, 2002. For more information see Wade, 2005: 25.

3.	 United States, 72.9 per cent; Dominican Republic, 8.8 per cent; Canada, 3.3 per cent 
(CIA, 2007).

4.	 Interview in Port-au-Prince with UNDP representative. Haiti is unable to reach recovery 
and development stage because of the constant falling back into a humanitarian crisis.

5.	 The definition of statebuilding we refer to in this research is the OECD-DAC: “An en-
dogenous process to enhance capacity, institutions and legitimacy of the state driven by 
state-society relations. In its simplest form, state building is the process of states func-
tioning more effectively. Understood in this positive context, it can be defined as an en-
dogenous process to develop capacity, institutions and legitimacy of the state driven by 
state–society relationships” (OECD-DAC, 2008: 1). Furthermore, statebuilding is often 
the central objective of peacebuilding. In the case of Haiti, local actors disagree on this 
term, because it implicitly refers to a conflict that to them is erroneous analysis.

6.	 “In the economic history of Mauritius, for example, diversification from the sugar mono-
culture materialized with the rapid development of the textile industry, continued with a 
significant acceleration of the tourism industry and culminated more recently with the 
emergence of a successful offshore financial sector. This pattern of diversification has 
been described as a unique success story, and a rare case of structural strengthening 
among small-island developing states” (UNCTAD, 2007: 7).
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Haiti’s unending crisis of 
governance: Food, the constitution 
and the struggle for power
Robert Fatton Jr.

More than two decades after the collapse of the Duvalier dictatorship 
and the massive popular approval of a new and democratic constitution, 
Haiti remains in a state of crisis. The political system is still extremely 
fragile, lacking vital and functioning institutions; the economy is incap
able of providing the most basic necessities to the population; and the per-
sonal safety of Haitians continues to be precarious. Moreover, rampant 
unemployment and old and obscene patterns of poverty and inequalities 
are as entrenched now as they have been in the past. Haiti has not moved 
away from the abyss of utter catastrophe; in fact, the country has moved 
closer to it under the combined and devastating impact of the recent 
food riots, four consecutive hurricanes – Fay, Gustav, Hannah and Ike1 – 
and the earthquake of January 2010. That President Préval has remained 
in office since 2006 and re-established a modicum of stability is largely 
due to the much maligned presence of international forces from the 
United Nations, the so-called United Nations Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti (MINUSTAH).2 Had it not been for the UN’s presence, the current 
situation would have easily degenerated into a chaotic Hobbesian world; 
in addition, had the Haitian military not been disbanded it is likely that a 
coup would have materialized.3

Not surprisingly, many observers have sought to explain why the coun-
try has failed to extricate itself from this unending crisis. In this chapter I 
will not try to offer a comprehensive answer to this question; I have done 
so elsewhere (see Fatton Jr., 2002; 2007; see also Dupuy, 1989, 2007; Moïse, 
1994, 2001 and Trouillot, 1990). Instead, I will limit my focus to analysing 
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the current predicament and its most immediate causes. President Préval 
has argued that the existing constitutional framework and the effects of 
globalization on food production and prices are the main reasons for 
Haiti’s ailments. While he acknowledged virtual impotence to deal with 
the latter, he called for revising the former. I will argue, however, that 
Préval’s arguments are flawed. Globalization does indeed impose severe 
constraints on a poor country like Haiti, but policy choices favouring do-
mestic production are not impossible. And while reforming the constitu-
tion may help improve governance, it will not by itself end the zero-sum 
game politics nor bridge the profound class divisions that have historic-
ally characterized Haitian society.

In October 2007, in a speech commemorating the 201-year anniversary 
of Jean Jacques Dessalines’s death, President Préval (2007) declared that 
political instability was the “violent poison” endangering Haiti’s develop-
ment.4 He pointed out that establishing stability had been his obsession 
and single most important goal since assuming power in 2006. Préval con-
tended, however, that the 1987 constitution undermined and indeed 
threatened this goal. Moreover, he complained that the president is at the 
mercy of an omnipotent Parliament. Indeed, while the president chooses 
a prime minister, it is Parliament – both the congress and the senate – 
that has the power to ratify and fire the prime minister. The process of 
ratification is not only complicated and burdensome, but it also further 
strengthens Parliament by giving it the power of approving both the 
prime minister selected by the president, and the subsequent “general 
policy” of the government formed by this prime minister. As Article 158 
states: “With the approval of the President, the Prime Minister shall 
choose the members of his Cabinet of Ministers and shall go before Par-
liament to obtain a vote of confidence on his declaration of general 
policy.” A prime minister could thus be ratified, only to be quickly dis-
missed by a vote of no-confidence. While Article 129-6 limits Parliament’s 
power by positing that the “Legislature may not pass more than one vote 
of censure a year on a question concerning a Government program or 
declaration of general policy”, the constitution imposes more obdurate 
constraints on executive authority.

The president has no right to dissolve Parliament and, not surprisingly, 
Préval described this parliamentary supremacy as a thoroughly unbal-
anced division of power that was likely to generate an impotent president 
and a dangerous political deadlock. In his eyes, therefore, the country was 
on the verge of permanent ungovernability and thus the constitution had 
to be amended and reformed.

The problem is that doing so – constitutionally – would take a long 
time and could paradoxically open a Pandora’s box and generate another 
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major political crisis. Moreover, the constitution per se has never been 
the cause of the recurring systemic breakdowns that have besieged Haiti’s 
recent history. In fact, since the fall of Jean-Claude Duvalier in 1986, the 
constitution has been consistently violated not only by duly elected gov-
ernmental officials, opposition groups and state institutions such as the 
military and the police but also by the imperial intrusion of major foreign 
powers. While perpetrators of these violations always justified them in 
the name of the constitution itself, it is hard to see how the constitution 
was the source of these violations and how amending it would resolve 
Haiti’s problems.

Revising the constitution, moreover, is no easy task: the constitution is 
itself a major obstacle to constitutional reforms. A reading of some of its 
key articles makes this abundantly clear: Article 282 declares: “On the 
recommendation . . . of one of the two (2) Houses or of the Executive 
Branch, the Legislature may declare that the constitution should be 
amended.” The next article requires that “this declaration . . . be sup-
ported by two-thirds (2/3) of each of the two (2) Houses”. Moreover, the 
declaration “may be promulgated only in the course of the last Regular 
Session of the Legislative period”. And Article 283 stipulates that it is 
only “At the first session of the following legislative period” that the 
Houses shall meet in a National Assembly to “decide on the proposed 
amendment”. In addition, Article 284 states that the “National Assembly 
may not sit or deliberate on the amendment unless at least two-thirds 
(2/3) of the members of each of the two (2) Houses are present”. It speci-
fies also that “No decision of the National Assembly may be taken with-
out a majority of two-thirds (2/3) of the votes cast”. And finally, Article 
284 decrees that “The amendment passed may enter into effect only after 
the installation of the next elected President. In no case may the President 
under the Government that approved the amendment benefit from any 
advantages deriving there from.”

Under these terms, the earliest that any amendments to the constitu-
tion could be considered would be January 2010, and if voted into law, 
they could be effective only after Préval’s departure in February 2011. 
There is no constitutional alternative to this three-year process since the 
constitution stipulates in Article 284-3 that “General elections to amend 
the constitution by referendum are strictly forbidden”. President Préval’s 
call for amending what he himself called the “manman lwa” (the mother 
of all law) faces huge constitutional barriers. In addition, given Préval’s 
inability to convince Parliament to ratify two of his nominated choices 
for prime minister,5 it is very doubtful that he could muster the two 
third’s majority required for any constitutional amendment. Changing 
the constitution is not just a matter of respecting the constitutional game 
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itself; it is also the ability to forge a huge political majority transcending 
ideology, class and private interests. Such a task seems to be well beyond 
Préval’s increasingly debilitated statecraft.

This is not to say that the constitution of 1987 is ideal. Far from it; it 
was elaborated in the aftermath of Jean-Claude Duvalier’s forced depar-
ture and its purpose was to emasculate the presidency while greatly em-
powering Parliament, and to a lesser degree the office of the prime 
minister as well as political parties. The goal was the creation of a system-
atic framework preventing the personal rule of a new despot; and as such, 
the constitution was above all an anti-dictatorial charter. As Louis Aucoin 
(1999) writes: “the drafter’s intent [was] to limit executive power by cre-
ating a system based upon Parliamentary supremacy” (see also Le Nou-
velliste, 2007; Moïse, 2008 and Moïse and Hector, 2007). Parliamentary 
supremacy, however, is not always assured; in fact, under the two abbrevi-
ated presidencies of Aristide, the executive was clearly dominant. This 
was not merely the consequence of Aristide’s charismatic leadership and 
overwhelming popularity, it was also the product of his capacity to “mo-
bilize the streets” to compel Parliament into submission. In other words, 
constitutional and extra-constitutional means can be used to impose an 
all-powerful presidentialism (Moïse, 1994: 51–81).

The reality remains, however, that the constitution has a clear and pro-
nounced parliamentary bias. This is problematic because the constitution 
can lead and has in fact led to political gridlock. Since 1987, successive 
presidents, prime ministers and parliaments have blocked each other’s 
policy initiatives and paralysed Haitian politics. For instance, in the late 
1990s during Préval’s first term as president, Haiti had no working gov-
ernment for over a year. It was only after Parliament rejected three of his 
candidates for prime minister and only when he manoeuvred to intro-
duce some controversial constitutional measures that Préval managed to 
form an effective government. On 11 January 1999, he declared not only 
the termination of Parliament’s term in office but also that for all prac-
tical purposes he would run the country by decree while organizing new 
elections (Aucoin, 1999).

Thus, the division of power between executive and legislative is a po-
tential source of systemic crisis. A president lacking a working majority in 
Parliament is simply incapable of appointing a prime minister of his 
choice and may be compelled to uneasily share the reins of government 
with one from the opposition. The constitution of 1987 is not merely anti-
presidentialist, it fragments authority by engendering regional and local 
assemblies; power is so dispersed that rational national planning becomes 
difficult. Moreover, the constitution calls for a system of multiple elec-
tions scheduled at different dates that are inordinately costly for a poor 
country like Haiti. In short, the centre does not hold.
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The president can therefore become a feeble figure in spite of being 
the only governmental official enjoying the legitimacy of having been 
elected by universal franchise. Furthermore, after serving a five-year 
term, the president, however popular and effective he or she may be, can-
not serve a second consecutive term. The president must exit the seats of 
power for the next five years before having the opportunity to run for a 
second and final term. This generates discontinuity rather than continuity 
and undermines any coherent long-term project of development. Last but 
not least, the constitution fails to reflect the increasing economic and 
political significance of the Haitian diaspora whose members are denied 
double nationality and thus all the privileges of citizenship. The constitu-
tion invites therefore political confrontations, instability and ultimately 
systemic crisis; not surprisingly, Préval has called for amending it, and re-
dressing its multiple flaws.

What I want to suggest, however, is that while the constitution is quite 
imperfect, as Préval has suggested, it is not the fundamental problem 
confronting Haiti. In fact, the constitution’s many imperfections are not 
the cause but rather the symptom of a much wider and profound crisis 
of  underdevelopment. This crisis is rooted in the material structure of 
power, the balance of class forces and the inherited authoritarian habitus 
(Fatton Jr., 2002; 2007). Changing the constitution will not alter these ob-
durate realities. Constitution-making requires knowledge, engineering 
skills and political imagination, but such faculties do not obliterate the 
fact that there is a fundamental difference between writing a manman 
lwa and adhering to its norms and rules.

There is a profound chasm between constitution and constitutionalism. 
Constitution-making takes place in what might be termed a “moment of 
exception”. This moment enshrines on paper a framework of governance 
reflecting a balance of power between contending social classes and ac-
tors, or the total victory of a particular social segment of society. It ex-
presses nothing more than this immediate reality; constitution-making, 
therefore, is no guarantee that the conditions under which it materialized 
will persist. While a constitution may ultimately frame for the longue du-
rée patterns of political behaviour and the “rules of the game”, there is 
good reason to believe that it is more likely to be short lived and have no 
lasting impact on structures of governance. Constitution-making morphs 
into constitutionalism when it comes to embody an enduring balance of 
power, compelling political actors into conforming to an institutionalized 
set of practices and behaviours. Constitutionalism habituates the key 
players into accepting limits to both defeat and victory. On the one hand, 
defeat leads neither to jail, exile nor death; it merely forces the defeated 
into the sidelines with the full expectation that in the next round they 
will have the opportunity to become full players and winners. On the 
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other hand, victory does not imply absolute power or the annihilation of 
the opposition; it is a temporary capacity to “run the show” which is al-
ways contested at future regular electoral intervals. Constitutionalism, 
therefore, minimizes the potential for arbitrary and personalized author-
ity as well as the tyranny of the majority. It embodies civility which is the 
basis on which democratic stability is established.

Any type of democratic constitutional governance rests ultimately on a 
peaceful but vibrant balance of power between contending social forces. 
Constitutional knowledge, civic competence and the desire for a good so-
ciety are important in democratic transitions and consolidations; but they 
cannot obliterate class interests, dependence on foreign power and the 
privileged groups’ quest for maintaining their dominant position in the 
existing order.

In the Haitian context, the fundamental question then is whether the 
constitution of 1987 or a new one can engender constitutionalism. By it-
self, amending the constitution cannot achieve this objective; or to put 
the matter more clearly: a revised constitution may be necessary but 
is  not a sufficient condition for the establishment of constitutionalism. 
Constitutionalism requires the regulated political unpredictability of 
democracy – a form of uncertainty contained within and structured by a 
predictable system of rules. Most critically, political actors have – at a 
minimum – to be convinced that the uncertainties of defeat do not out-
weigh the gains of a possible future victory. The precondition for the es-
tablishment of such convictions is the institutionalization of uncertainty 
within a predictable framework within which electoral outcomes would 
neither be permanent nor arbitrary.

Elections can prove, however, to be a source of great instability and 
dangerous political calculations when they are deemed dishonest or 
flawed. In Haiti, in the aftermath of virtually every election, losing parties 
have cried foul and challenged the fairness of their defeat while the 
victors have always asserted the absolute legitimacy of their triumph. 
These disputes have undermined governmental authority, invited foreign 
interference and nurtured political conflicts. In fact, the exacerbation of 
such conflicts has fuelled violent and chaotic “regime change”; for in-
stance, the forced exit of President Aristide in 2004 had its origins in the 
capacity of the opposition to transform the irregularities of the legislative 
elections of 2000 into a major systemic crisis. Aristide’s initial reluctance 
to reach a compromise with his foes, and increasing reliance on his 
chimères to defend his regime, enabled the opposition to enlist inter-
national support and mobilize its domestic constituencies. The resulting 
stand-off precipitated a crisis of governability which was exacerbated 
when dubious characters of the disbanded Haitian army launched a vio-
lent insurgency against Aristide. The crisis was ultimately “resolved” 
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when the United States, France and Canada engineered Aristide’s depar-
ture into his second exile (see Dupuy, 2007; Hallward, 2007).

The very prospect of holding elections can also trigger institutional 
dangers. So, for instance, the incapacity of President Préval to have his 
first two choices of prime minister – Ericq Pierre and Robert Manuel – 
ratified by Parliament in the aftermath of the sacking of Jacques-Édouard 
Alexis’s government, was not merely a matter of alleged constitutional 
technicalities and policy differences; it was above all a matter of la poli-
tique politicienne and the early struggle to shape l’après Préval.6 The in-
tense bargaining and drama surrounding the subsequent ratification of 
Michelle Pierre-Louis7 as prime minister were clearly part of this type of 
politics which generated among political parties and legislators a thor-
oughly unprincipled struggle for booty and public office.8

Already weak and unstructured, political parties have tended to disin-
tegrate into a coterie of individual “big men” who join and abandon new 
groupings and alliances in an incessant and Machiavellian sauve qui peut. 
Their constant moves are motivated by the acute competition for preben-
dary gains and the spoils of public office; their vote is increasingly sub-
jected to patronage whatever its source may be. In fact, Ericq Pierre 
contended that his rejection by Parliament was largely due to the dishon-
esty of the legislators whom he accused of representing the “forces of 
corruption”. As he put it:

From the beginning of the process, I ran up against the forces of corruption. 
My refusal to make a deal with them resulted today in my being rejected by 
the Chamber of Deputies. The words “homeland” or “interests of the country” 
were never present in the messages from emissaries who only pressured to ne-
gotiate for ministerial posts for their protégées, envelopes of money, or projects 
that could facilitate their re-election. I’ve always said that I would not be prime 
minister at any price. And I could not make any commitments involving the 
resources of public coffers before even becoming Prime Minister. I also wanted 
to play with my cards on the table, refusing to fall into the game of those who 
think they can hide indefinitely behind an anti-neoliberal mask. (quoted in 
Pierre-Louis, 2008)

Thus, in Ericq Pierre’s view, there was little doubt that legislators were 
prepared to sell their vote to the highest bidder. Not surprisingly, they 
have tended to become opportunistic and have changed their position 
without programmatic or ideological coherence. How else could Parlia-
ment have overwhelmingly rejected a motion of censure removing 
Jacques-Édouard Alexis’s government in late February 2008, only to ap-
prove this very motion barely two months afterwards? How else could 
the majority of legislators have called for the reversal of the general poli-
cies of the government when they had supported these same policies 45 
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days earlier? How else could L’Espaw, the party of President Préval, col-
lapse into contradictory pieces and join the so-called Concertation des 
Parlementaires Progressistes (CPP) to reject two of Préval’s very own 
choices of prime minister? And how else could the CPP pretend to sud-
denly espouse an anti-neo-liberal program when its members had never 
voiced any credible alternative to it?

Therefore, la politique politicienne played a decisive role in blocking 
the respective ratifications of Ericq Pierre and Robert Manuel. But there 
was more to it. The food riots of early April 2008 precipitated the oppor-
tunistic volte-face of the legislators; afraid of losing everything and pos-
itioning themselves for both forthcoming elections and l’après Préval, 
they called for a departure from neo-liberalism and the adoption of a 
new economic programme. While they voiced a nationalistic and popu
listic rhetoric, they failed to provide a clear alternative. The legislators’ 
immediate objective was to distance themselves from the increas-
ingly  contested leadership of President Préval without abandoning it 
altogether.

Preval’s term in office was supposed to end in February 2011 and legis-
lators knew that he would soon become a lame-duck president, and that 
a new and powerful prime minister could easily become the logical heir. 
This is one of the key reasons why the ratification of Michèlle Pierre-
Louis as prime minister involved such high stakes and hard bargaining. 
Parliamentarians have thus started to be involved in a balancing act to 
keep some room for manoeuvring but also to begin positioning them-
selves behind a prospective presidential candidate while simultaneously 
increasing their own electoral chances and prebendary gains. This is a 
complicated game with a vast potential for perilous miscalculations and 
unforeseen and unpredictable consequences, especially in a context of a 
critical series of forthcoming elections. Senatorial, congressional and 
presidential elections are supposed to take place over the next two years 
as well as indirect elections for local assemblies which should culminate 
in the appointment of a Permanent Electoral Council (CEP).9 The peace-
ful and orderly unfolding of these complicated political processes is by 
no means guaranteed; ultimately, it requires political actors to begin ac-
cepting the rules of constitutionalism. Such acceptance, however, is 
thoroughly dependent on a relative equilibrium of power between the 
major competing political and social blocs of civil society.

Thus, constitutionalism is not merely a set of normative institutional 
constraints on majority rule, a binding limit to “passions” and arbitrary 
power; it is above all a pattern of predictable and civil behaviour gener-
ated by a balance of class forces. The making of the constitution and the 
incentive to obey it are both dependent on power relations. Moreover, 
power relations can undermine constitutionalism when a privileged or 
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ruling minority persistently manipulates the constitution to preserve its 
interests in the face of overwhelming popular opposition. In this condi-
tion, constitutionalism is nothing but the defence of the status quo and a 
legal obstacle to any meaningful democratization. It leads to a dangerous 
political immobilism that is likely to engender chaos or the exercise of 
brute force, even if the contending parties make vain appeals to constitu-
tionalism.

Constitutionalism is safe only when the parties are convinced that their 
respective weaknesses and strengths are such that if either of them vio-
lates the basic “rules of the game”, the other would have enough power 
to launch a mutually detrimental war of all against all. Thus, an equilib-
rium of power conducive to civility is decisive for strengthening constitu-
tionalism, but unless the coercive apparatus of the state is relatively 
independent from all major social forces, constitutionalism itself is un-
likely to survive coups and counter coups.

Not surprisingly, the constitution of 1987 implied neither “extrication” 
from authoritarianism nor a successful democratization. Indeed, democ-
ratization failed miserably with the violence that erupted during the 
aborted 1987 presidential elections, the 1991 coup and the recurring 
crises of the past 10 years, culminating in the second forced departure of 
President Aristide and another international occupation. The constitution 
has thus been violated consistently since 1987. Its written and rhetorical 
celebration has done little to insure its practical and effective implemen-
tation. The mere existence of a constitution does not necessarily lead to 
constitutionalism.

A constitution cannot transform political actors into democratic agents 
on its own; in conditions of extreme social polarization, it can only offer 
the fragility of written codes and regulations, which are unlikely to with-
stand the ferocious zero-sum game of politics. Constitutional stability is 
likely to function effectively only when subordinate and dominant classes 
perceive themselves as equally armed or disarmed; only such conditions 
create the incentives for the surrender of weapons to the moral force of 
written pacts and documents. A Haitian proverb expresses this reality 
well: “Konstitisyon se papye, bayonèt se fè” (a constitution is made up of 
paper, but bayonets are made up of steel). In Haiti no civil equilibrium of 
forces exists, but the presence of MINUSTAH has insulated the political 
system from implosion. In spite of nationalistic calls to the contrary, the 
country is not yet ready for ending MINUSTAH’s presence, lest it des-
cends into a new period of anarchy. While MINUSTAH has occasionally 
used dubious methods of repression, it has established a modicum of se-
curity and order.10 This is far from saying that MINUSTAH itself, the 
international community and particularly the United States, France and 
Canada have had a consistently stabilizing influence on the country. On 
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the contrary, in many critical instances the policies of all these actors 
have simply been reckless.

In fact, the international community has had little interest in long-term 
solutions for Haiti; for instance, the most recent American and French 
military intervention following Aristide’s forced departure from office in 
2004 was brief, opportunistic and self-serving. While the two powers 
played a significant role in undermining and ousting Aristide, they quickly 
exited the country and left it under the control of an initially small and 
disorganized MINUSTAH contingent that seemed accountable to no one. 
Moreover, they selected a new prime minister, Gérard Latortue, who had 
neither the domestic constituency nor the financial means to govern ef-
fectively. Parachuted into his new position from abroad and lacking le-
gitimacy, Latortue’s administration soon lost whatever popularity it may 
have had. The international community had thus created a political sys-
tem that was unaccountable to the local population, and had no capacity 
to stop, let alone reverse Haiti’s crisis (see Dupuy, 2007; Hallward, 2007). 
After two years in power, the Latortue–MINUSTAH regime had accom-
plished little but a poorly organized election that was saved only because 
of the determination of Haitian voters.

To that extent, it is extremely unlikely that the international commu-
nity will ever come to Haiti’s rescue; and if it does, there is no reason to 
believe that it would unleash economic development, establish demo-
cratic rule and promote social justice. If the foreign community is really 
interested in improving conditions in Haiti, its main objective should be 
alleviating poverty by developing policies that would privilege rural areas 
and increase domestic production for domestic needs. At the moment, 
however, the record of international financial institutions bodes poorly 
for such an outcome.11 What Haiti needs is the construction of a legiti-
mate state capable of reconciling the contradictory interests of conflicting 
social actors. Such a construction requires in turn new and effective insti-
tutions and the expansion of state capacity; unfortunately, this huge task 
is not a process springing from mid-air, nor is it the product of adminis-
trative will. In fact, the construction of a legitimate state mirrors the con-
figuration of class power and the time-horizon of ruler – that is, it reflects 
how such rulers value the future given their present strategic situation 
and calculations. The more secure their political positions, the more likely 
will they be to invest in long-term projects. In short, the creation of ef
fective institutional structures is dependent on the rulers’ capacity to 
go  beyond their immediate, narrow, corporate interests. Only then 
can  the  rationalization of politics occur, and only then can progress be 
“routinized”.

This is a long-term process fraught with difficulties requiring resources 
that seem to be beyond existing international commitments and Haiti’s 
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treasury. In fact, the material costs of setting up the mere electoral ma-
chinery needed for establishing the elementary basis of constitutionalism 
are so high that they might severely undermine democracy itself.12 By di-
verting scarce funds to an interminable series of dubious elections, criti-
cal sectors of society such as education, infrastructure and health may be 
left starving for resources. In this “zero-sum” environment, the implanta-
tion of democratic electoralism in Haiti may well co-exist uneasily with 
the improvement of social welfare.

Thus, a constitution does not make for an effective form of constitu-
tionalism. Reflecting the balance of forces governing class relations and 
interests, constitutions simply do not soar above the material and polit-
ical structures of society. Their effective workings are severely con-
strained by the material environment within which they operate. This 
reality became quite evident with the food riots of April 2008. The riots 
were precipitated by rising costs of living, especially basic necessities. For 
instance, the price of a 55-lb bag of rice more than doubled between Jan-
uary and April 2008, from US$13.90 to US$28.20. Similarly, during the 
same period the cost of a 50-kg bag of sugar went up from US$31.50 to 
US$44.70 and that of flour from US$31.50 to US$53.00 (Loney, 2008). 
This inflationary spiral has generated a hunger that cannot be exagger-
ated given that 80 per cent of the population struggles to survive on less 
than US$2 per day. Not surprisingly, Haitians began talking of a “Clorox” 
hunger so dreadful that it felt as if their stomachs had swollen with 
bleach or battery acid. In fact, in their efforts to stop their hunger, the 
poor, especially in the slums of the capital, filled their empty bellies with 
“mud cakes”. These cakes, which are nothing but watered and buttered 
dirt left in the sun to harden, have become “a staple for entire families” 
(Carroll, 2008).

The tragic irony of the Haitian situation is not merely declining domes-
tic food production but also the reality that food, albeit imported, is 
available, but most people simply do not have the purchasing power to 
buy it. The crisis constitutes what Amartya Sen (1982:1–7) has called a 
crisis of “entitlement”. As he put it: “Starvation is the characteristic of 
some people not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic of 
there being not enough food to eat . . . [Starvation] statements translate 
readily into statements of ownership of food by persons. . . . [Starvation] 
is a function of entitlements and not of food availability as such.”

And indeed, as Prospery Raymond, country director of Christian Aid, 
explained to the Guardian in July 2008: “Food is available but people 
cannot afford to buy it. If the situation gets worse we could have starva-
tion in the next six to 12 months” (Carroll, 2008). These are the harsh re-
alities behind the “Clorox” riots and looting which expressed popular 
outrage against the savage inequalities of Haiti’s existing entitlement 
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structures. The riots were also the inevitable by-product of the global 
neo-liberal regime, and the incompetence of successive Haitian regimes 
which did little to stop the alarming deterioration of both the environ-
ment and the rural infrastructure, especially in the Artibonite – the 
breadbasket of the country. This sense of general decay exacerbated fur-
ther the already precarious existence of most Haitians and provoked 
them into rioting.

It is true that once unleashed, the riots were manipulated by conflicting 
political “entrepreneurs” and exploited by different forces for their own 
purposes. The destruction of property that they caused might well have 
been “targeted”, but the anger and resentment of hungry people were 
very genuine; the protesters were not mere puppets controlled by “invisi-
ble” hands.13 The riots were not unique to Haiti; Burkina Faso, Egypt, 
Senegal and Cameroon had seen similar popular responses to declining 
living standards and rising food prices. The question really ought not to 
be why did poor people riot, but rather how come they had not rioted 
more frequently, and how did they put up for so long and so silently with 
these conditions?

The government and the international financial agencies supporting it 
finally realized that an emergency programme of food delivery and tem-
porary subsidies was necessary to avoid greater instability and popular 
revolt (Seelke and Hornback, 2008). In the aftermath of the riots, Préval, 
with the cooperation of the Haitian business community, announced a 
momentary 15 per cent price reduction in the cost of a sack of rice. The 
World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) provided 
US$10 million and US$12.5 million grants respectively, while the World 
Food Programme appealed for US$54 million. In addition, the United 
Nations pledged US$131 million to assist Haiti’s short- and mid-term 
programme to increase domestic food production (Seelke and Hornbeck, 
2008). Given that the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization 
estimated that Haiti’s food import bill would increase 80 per cent in 2008 
– the fastest in the world – and that donations were lagging, it is highly 
unlikely that such funding and programmes will extricate the country 
from its present predicament. They will, at best, constitute a short-term 
palliative.

What the government and the international financial agencies have of-
fered are pious rhetorical commitments to increase “domestic produc-
tion”, rather than a viable alternative to the current neo-liberal regime. 
While they promised to provide a long-term strategy for a systematic 
programme of rural development bent on servicing the needs for local 
food production, they have so far failed to do so. Moreover, there is vir-
tually no plan for the short term except the good will of international 
charity. In fact, Préval argued that his government was next to impotent 
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to deal with the bleak immediate conjuncture; he argued that the crisis 
was the product of globalization and the explosion of oil prices. Haiti, he 
contended, had limited resources and could not waste them in short-term 
solutions. If there was hope it was for the future, since increasing domes-
tic food production and revitalizing the rural sector were long-term ob-
jectives (Radio Kiskeya.com, 2008a).

It is difficult, however, to contemplate an increase in domestic food 
production without a major policy shift from the neo-liberal regime im-
posed on Haiti by the major international financial institutions. In turn, 
the great dependence of Préval’s government on these institutions makes 
such a shift unlikely but not impossible. Paradoxically, the very failure of 
neo-liberalism in Haiti and the fear that this may cause political instabil-
ity and chaos may leave some room for an alternative economic strat-
egy.14 The country cannot afford to continue its disastrous economic 
liberalization lest its domestic economic base disintegrate completely. 
This is the lesson of the neo-liberal regime exported to Haiti.

Indeed, the collapse of domestic food production and particularly rice 
can be traced back to the policies of trade liberalization introduced in 
the mid-1980s and 1990s under the guidance of the International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank. These policies have resulted in the mas-
sive reliance on imported food and the utter neglect of the rural sector. 
In fact, in 2006 –2007 the entire budget of the Ministry of Agriculture was 
a measly US$1.5 million that contrasted sharply with the US$69 million 
spent on the UN World Food Programme (WFP). Instead of reconstruct-
ing its rural sector and promoting domestic food production, Haiti has 
remained a country of malnourished and hungry people alarmingly de-
pendent on external assistance and charity. The consequences are dire, as 
Charles Arthur has remarked:

Food aid shifts consumption patterns away from locally produced goods in fa-
vor of imported goods. For example the distribution of surplus US wheat has 
fostered a taste for products that can only be produced with this imported sta-
ple. As Haitians incorporate these products into their diets, growers of local 
grains such as corn (maize) – which grows well in Haiti’s mountainous terrain – 
have seen shrinking demand for their products. This breeds dependency, under-
mines food security and creates an unsustainable reliance on imported food.

The massive amount of aid spent on the purchase, transport, and storage of 
imported food could instead be spent on helping Haitian farmers meet the 
WFP’s demand and, in so doing, have a tremendous positive impact on agricul-
tural production in Haiti itself, thereby ultimately solving the food problem 
and reducing the need for food aid. (Arthur, 2008)

While there are other factors, such as governmental incompetence and 
political instability as well as globalization, that fuelled Haiti’s food crisis, 
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the neo-liberal regime imposed on the country is the single most critical 
cause of that crisis. Josiane Georges shows convincingly how this regime 
contributed to the drastic decline of rice production in Haiti:

In 1994 the Haitian government entered into a new agreement with the IMF 
that contained a “medium-term structural adjustment strategy” which “in-
cluded sweeping trade liberalization measures.” In 1995 when this agreement 
went into effect, Haiti’s tariffs on rice imports were cut dramatically from 35% 
to the current level of 3% (the bound tariff on rice imports is 50%). By com-
parison, the Common External Tariff on rice in the CARICOM (Caribbean 
Community) zone for rice in 1999 was 25%. Haiti’s extremely low import tariff 
on rice is part of the trade liberalization policies which earned it a score of 1 on 
the IMF’s 1999 Index of Trade Restrictiveness, making Haiti the least trade re-
strictive country in the Caribbean. Yet, in the almost 10 years that have passed, 
Haiti has also remained the least developed country in the Caribbean . . . Fol-
lowing the adoption of these policies local production of rice in Haiti dropped 
dramatically. (Georges, 2004: 3– 4)

Not surprisingly, the collapse of domestic rice production provoked a 
growing dependence on imports that has had devastating consequences 
for the country. In barely 20 years Haiti was transformed from a virtually 
self-sufficient rice producer into a major importer of the staple. As 
Michael Dobbs (2000) pointed out:

Over the past two decades, a period of growing IMF tutelage over the Haitian 
economy, exports of American rice to Haiti have grown from virtually zero to 
more than 200,000 tons a year, making the poverty-stricken country of 7 mil-
lion people the fourth-largest market for American rice in the world after 
Japan, Mexico and Canada. According to US and Haitian economists, the result 
has been a massive shift in local consumption habits, with many Haitians now 
choosing cheap imported rice at the expense of domestically grown staples, in-
cluding rice, corn and millet.

Haiti is now at the crossroads; it must reverse these disastrous trends 
lest it descends into violent anarchy and deeper poverty. It must abandon 
the neo-liberal extremism that has drastically undermined domestic pro-
duction for domestic needs and created an economy that imports virtu-
ally everything consumed locally. The state has to regain its central place 
in society, and policies of development cannot bypass it; privileging “out-
sourcing” assets and resources to private interests and non-governmental 
organizations is an invitation to market failures and social disintegration. 
This does not imply an attack on the market but rather a rejection of an 
utterly extraverted and unregulated integration into a devouring process 
of globalization. The current crisis is an opportunity to change course, 
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protect and reinvigorate production that satisfies basic needs and privi-
leges the development of the rural areas. Such a strategy would stop ob-
scene class and regional inequalities from growing further and provide a 
sense of national cohesion.

These changes require, however, an effective, accountable and regulat-
ing state. The state must be placed at the centre of any strategy of devel-
opment because it plays a fundamental role in organizing social life as 
well as public and private production. This is especially the case if the 
country is to rebuild the infrastructure and enhance the life chances of 
the population that have been destroyed by the most recent natural dis-
asters. While NGOs and other forms of private assistance might offer 
some needed relief to those without shelter and suffering from hunger, 
only the state can provide collective protection and create the conditions 
for self-sustaining growth.15 Such a state is a precondition for more equit
able life chances, more civil relationships among citizens and more sta-
ble  politics. I am afraid that continuing to accept an unprotected and 
unregulated participation in globalization while amending or rewriting 
the constitution will not generate such a state. In conclusion, Haitian 
rulers and the international community would do well to embrace Adam 
Przeworski’s (1995: 111–112) forceful injunction on the centrality of the 
state:

The state is crucial in constituting social order, in enabling regular and peaceful 
private relations among groups and individuals. If state institutions are unable 
to enforce rights and obligations in large geographic areas or for significant so-
cial sectors, private interactions lose their predictable character. When the state 
is reduced to the point that it cannot provide physical protection and access to 
basic social services, public order collapses: material survival and even physical 
safety can be only privately secured. Private systems of violence are then likely 
to emerge; violence is likely to become decentralized, anomic, and widespread. 
Under such conditions, it is not only democracy that is threatened, but the very 
bases of social cohesion.

Postscript (October 2010)

On 12 January 2010, Haiti was devastated by a major earthquake which 
killed more than 220,000 people in the Port-au-Prince area as well as 
Leogane and Jacmel. Beyond this horrible toll and the atrocious pain and 
trauma Haitians endured, is the reality that politically, economically and 
socially the country is no longer the same. In fact, Haiti is at ground zero; 
every reasonable assumption conceived before 12 January is now under-
mined; it is likely that nothing will be quite the same after this fateful 
day.
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The analysis that precedes this postscript was written a year ago; some 
arguments still hold, but others have become more problematic. With the 
earthquake Haiti is confronting a systemic crisis that portends the danger 
of an utter catastrophe. Paradoxically, however, the crisis may be an op-
portunity to create a new and more democratic society in which Haitians 
treat each other as equal citizens. In its immediate aftermath, the earth-
quake became a relative equalizer; but it soon became clear that the 
small, well-off minority was extricating itself from this crisis far more 
quickly and easily than the poor majority. While death and devastation 
affected all irrespective of class or colour, old divisions and social reflexes 
soon reasserted themselves. In the midst of the cataclysm, however, Hai-
tians showed a new sense of solidarity and citizenship that offered a 
glimpse of an alternative order; whether they can reignite this fleeting 
solidarity and finally understand that a better future requires the demise 
of the old ways of governing and producing, remains an open question. It 
is not unthinkable to imagine that a more inclusive social pact between 
the privileged few and the poor majority may rise from the ghastly dust 
of the earthquake, but the travail of past history and the hard realities of 
severe material constraints, entrenched class interests and foreign in
trusions (Nairn, 1994; Renda, 2001) do not bode well for such a happy 
vision.

In fact, in the aftermath of the earthquake such foreign intrusions have 
turned Haiti into a virtual trusteeship (Vorbe, 2010). The idea of trans-
forming Haiti into a trusteeship is not new (Bohning, 2004; Marcella, 
2005), but it is becoming a reality under a wave of humanitarian inter-
ventionism and plans of reconstruction. Haiti’s government, however 
weak it was before, has been completely displaced by a civilian supra
national body called the Interim Haiti Recovery Commission (IHRC) 
(2010). Before dissolving itself in April 2010, the Haitian Parliament 
voted for a state of emergency law giving the Commission complete au-
thority to determine the country’s future over the next 18 months (Ibid.; 
Bylaws IHRC, 2010; Préval, 2010).

According to Article 9 of its constitution the Commission’s mandate is 
“to conduct strategic planning and coordination and implement resources 
from bilateral and multilateral donors, non-governmental organizations, 
and the business sector, with all necessary transparency and accountabil-
ity” (Ibid.: 5). In addition, as Article 10 stipulates, the Commission “shall 
be responsible for continuously developing and refining development 
plans for Haiti, assessing needs and gaps and establishing investment pri-
orities” (Ibid.). Finally, Article 12 makes the Commission unaccountable 
to any Haitian representative body (Ibid.), as it “shall operate within the 
framework of the State of Emergency Law. Consequently, it shall be 
vested with the powers necessary to conduct its activities.”
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The Commission is co-chaired by the Haitian prime minister – currently 
Jean-Max Bellerive – and “a prominent foreign official involved in the 
reconstruction effort”, who at the moment, happens to be former US 
president Bill Clinton. All decisions made by the Commission “shall be 
deemed confirmed” unless vetoed by Haiti’s president within 10 business 
days after formal notification. Thus, the Commission preserves a legal 
façade of ultimate Haitian authority, but in reality it clearly places Haiti 
under a de facto trusteeship. Indeed, the voting members of the Commis-
sion are equally divided between a number of representatives of Haiti’s 
government and civil society on the one hand, and foreign powers and 
institutions on the other. Apart from the representative of the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM), the other foreign voting members are repre-
sentatives of institutions or countries that have “pledged to contribute at 
least US$100,000,000 (one hundred million US dollars) for the recon-
struction of Haiti as a gift over a period of two consecutive years or at 
least US$200,000,000 (two hundred million US dollars) in debt relief”. In 
addition, MINUSTAH, which has approximately 13,000 foreign troops, is 
the only functioning peacekeeping and coercive force operating in the 
country.

Conceived with very little national debate or discussion, the Interim 
Commission is at best problematic. At worst, it is unconstitutional, un-
democratic and a portent of future political challenges. In the first place, 
the Commission has neither a peasant nor a refugee camp representative 
on its board, in spite of the rhetorical commitment of the government 
and international community to develop the rural areas and alleviate the 
plight of the displaced and homeless. The Commission is instead an ur-
ban, elite and foreign phenomenon attempting to speak for the country-
side and the poor. Moreover, the continued “invisibility” and managerial 
incompetence of the president and of the Haitian state in the aftermath 
of the earthquake has damaged both seriously. If the chaos and unending 
delays in the reconstruction effort persist, and if the more than a million 
displaced and homeless inhabitants continue to feel marginalized and ig-
nored, political instability is likely to be the outcome, an outcome with 
unpredictable consequences.

It is in this charged political climate that the presidential and parlia-
mentary elections of November 2010 will take place. Moving forward 
with this regular electoral ritual bodes well for the political life of the 
country and the possibility of the consolidation of more accountable 
forms of governance. However, elections may unleash generalized insta-
bility. Historically, as I have argued above, elections in Haiti have entailed 
dramatic displays of popular struggles, political confrontations and dis-
puted outcomes. Elections in Haiti are therefore moments of great un
certainty and dangers. They open a Pandora’s box, releasing political 
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consequences that can be difficult to control. More than two decades 
after the fall of the Duvalier dictatorship, Haiti is still mired in an unend-
ing transition to democracy.

It is difficult to see how the elections of November 2010 can success-
fully bring that transition to a close. They will take place in a thoroughly 
devastated land, and in the context of a virtual loss of national sover-
eignty and utter state incapacity. In fact, it remains unclear how an 
elected Parliament will function in an environment dominated by the 
IHRC. Can these two bodies coexist, or are they bound to generate insta-
bility? Furthermore, how can free and fair elections occur when a state of 
emergency is in place, and when opposition parties do not trust the im-
partiality or competence of the electoral council?

Préval has not only managed to appoint a Conseil Electoral Provisoire 
(CEP) – Provisional Electoral Council – of his liking, but he has also 
weakened the opposition by recruiting some of its major figures into his 
party, Inité. It seems clear that in spite of his “invisibility” in the after-
math of the quake, Préval has imposed, in the words of Le Nouvelliste, 
his “mastery of political time” (Alphonse, 2010). However unpopular he 
may be, he is likely to play a critical role in the November elections as he 
has manoeuvred to concentrate power in his own hands. Préval’s lack of 
leadership in the aftermath of the earthquake may have contributed to 
his growing estrangement from the people, but so far no credible alterna-
tive has filled the political vacuum.

The traditional opposition forces have been unable to capitalize on the 
crisis to advance their own objectives; they have been largely irrelevant 
and absent in the current drama. It remains to be seen whether they will 
muster the strength to use this exceptional moment in Haitian history to 
unite and mobilize behind one or two presidential candidates to chal-
lenge Préval’s chosen “dauphin”, Jude Célestin. But even if they do, there 
is absolutely no guarantee that they would win the elections, let alone 
change the zero-sum politics that has characterized Haitian history. Their 
programme does not seem to go beyond a feeling of utter opposition and 
contempt for the president. They lack a comprehensive political strategy 
and they are themselves fractured by personal and ideological divisions. 
Such opposition is ultimately opportunistic and incapable of offering a 
credible and popular alternative to the existing order.

 On the surface it appears therefore that 12 January has not dramati-
cally changed the political landscape; prior to the catastrophe, Préval and 
his party, Inité, were the powerful masters of the immediate future; they 
seem to have remained so in spite of their manifest failures in the face of 
the reconstruction challenge. Moreover, Inité should overcome its inter-
necine divisions because of its members’ hunger for both electoral suc-
cess and controlling the vast resources reconstruction will bring.
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 Unforeseen but far from implausible events such as a popular uprising 
from the refugee camps, another natural catastrophe or a further deterio-
ration in the global economy and its ensuing consequences for food and 
oil prices, could provoke the collapse of Préval’s coalition and chosen 
dauphin. Significant elements of uncertainty persist. The gross inability of 
the Commission and the government to deliver in any significant, let 
alone effective, way on the promised foreign assistance amounting to 
more than US$5 billion over the next three years is quickly nurturing a 
sense of despair that could easily turn into anger and revolt. The political 
landscape could thus change dramatically in a flash.

I should add also that the sudden emergence of a messianic candidate 
could unsettle the conventional political calculus since ties of political 
affection are unprincipled, patronage networks unstable and alliances 
opportunistic and “gelatinous”. In fact, the eruption as a presidential con-
tender of the well-known entertainer and compa singer Michel Martelly 
– “Sweet Micky” – could unravel the plans of older, established but in-
creasingly discredited members of the traditional political class. Despite 
his lack of preparation, Martelly seems to have a popular base in the 
urban youth because of his celebrity status and vast musical appeal. 
Whether these attributes could transform Martelly into a new messianic 
figure remains an open question, but what is clear is that he represents a 
wild card in the political chess board.

Finally, if the evangelical Protestant movement manages to coalesce 
around a single candidate, it could challenge secular political forces. It is 
worth remembering that an unorganized and divided Protestant move-
ment did well in the elections of 2006. This religious alternative with its 
manifold networks of churches and NGOs could surprise traditional 
forces, particularly if the country suffers another round of riots or natural 
catastrophes. In fact, religious groups, particularly those connected to 
the  rescue efforts, may well attract popular support by emphasizing a 
struggle against “les forces du mal” and embracing spiritual submission to 
God as the means to Haiti’s salvation (Sontag, 2010). Jean Chavannes 
Jeune will seek to unify fundamentalist sects and win the evangelical 
Christian vote as the candidate of Alliance Chrétienne Citoyenne pour la 
Reconstruction d’Haïti. If he were to succeed, he could well develop into 
a potent political force.

In any event, virtually all the “serious” candidates who will fight for the 
presidential office offer little programmatic vision of the future, let alone 
a political and economic rupture with existing policies. In fact, excepting 
Célestin and Martelly, they are all a part of the political generation of 
the  1980s and 1990s. Haitian society seems to be fractured between an 
aging and increasingly disconnected and self-serving elite of rulers and 
politicians and a growing lumpen youth with little hope for a better 
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future (Dumas, 2010). This presidential political season is unlikely to heal 
this severe fracture; it is prone to signal continuity with, rather than a 
major departure from, past and failed practices. As Haitians put it, this 
will be a “bouillon rechauffé” – a reheated soup.

And yet, the earthquake has let loose an unpredictable and confusing 
political climate fuelled by a widespread sentiment that the existing state 
is incompetent, self-serving and unaccountable. The vast majority of Hai-
tians, especially those living amid the rubble and the stench of excrement, 
no longer want to put up with “leta enkapab sa a” – this incapable state 
– but they have yet to find the means to replace it. The old is still domi-
nant, but the new may well erupt from the subterranean political terrain 
created by the earthquake and ultimately unleash a political tsunami of 
unforeseen consequences.

Notes

  1.	 In 2008, and in less than a month, four devastating tropical storms and hurricanes rav-
aged the country and left 800,000 people – about 10 per cent of the total population – 
without shelter and food. This human catastrophe came on the heel of food riots and 
aggravated an already acute systemic crisis. As one Haitian put it: “In Haiti, we live in a 
constant cyclone.”

  2.	 According to MINUSTAH’s own web page, as of May 2008 its peacekeepers comprised 
“9,055 total uniformed personnel, including 7,174 troops and 1,881 police, supported by 
499 international civilian personnel, 1,167 local civilian staff and 206 United Nations 
Volunteers” (See MINUSTAH, 2010).

  3.	 The fact that the military has been disbanded does not mean, however, that they no 
longer represent a danger. When in July 2008, former members of the Haitian army oc-
cupied old military barracks in Cape Haitien and Ouanaminthe, they remind us that the 
problem posed by their uncertain status is a potential threat to the survival of the 
Préval administration.

  4.	 Préval’s speech was inspired by a report on the “Constitutional question” written in 
March 2007 by two prominent Haitian intellectuals, Claude Moïse and Cary Hector. The 
report submitted to President Préval criticized the anti-presidentialism and parliamen-
tary supremacist tendencies of the Constitution of 1987.

  5.	 On 12 April 2008, in the aftermath of major food riots, the senate voted to oust the gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Jacques-Édouard Alexis. In his subsequent search for a new 
prime minister, President Préval nominated Pierre Ericq Pierre and then Robert 
Manuel for the office, but both were rejected by Parliament. His third nominee, Michelle 
Pierre-Louis, ultimately won ratification and became Haiti’s second woman prime min-
ister.

  6.	 President Préval first nominated Ericq Pierre, an economist at the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank, who won the approval of the senate only to be rejected by the lower 
house. After this defeat, Préval chose his close confident and friend, Robert Manuel, for 
the position. Manuel suffered a similar fate and his nomination was overwhelmingly 
turned down by the house.

  7.	 Pierre-Louis, 61, a leader of civil society and close friend of President Préval, was rati-
fied by the senate and the house after both engaged in prolonged negotiations with 
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legislators and political parties about the distribution of cabinet positions in the future 
Pierre-Louis administration. The ratification was complicated further by allegations that 
Pierre-Louis was a lesbian and thus “morally unfit” to become prime minister. It was 
only after Pierre-Louis publically denied her homosexuality that she secured the votes 
of socially conservative Christian parliamentarians. The ratification process, however, 
had a second round requiring the approval of Pierre-Louis’s government’s “general pol-
icy”. This approval was ultimately won only as a result of the fears that the country 
could not be left without a functioning administration in the middle of the massive nat-
ural catastrophe brought about by hurricanes Gustav, Hannah and Ike. The ratification 
of Pierre-Louis ended a four-month stalemate that started with the sacking of Prime 
Minister Alexis and his government.

  8.	 When the newly elected Parliament convened for the first time in 2006, the model of 
cars and the legislators’ per diems were among the first matters debated. Recently, a 
report about Parliament’s management of its resources pointed out that its members 
had hired a plethora of aides; the report indicated also that one legislator had allegedly 
grossly abused his tyre allowance, managing to rack up charges for 87 tyres in one year, 
82 more than the allowance (see Desrosiers, 2008).

  9.	 The significance of the creation of a Permanent Electoral Council replacing what has 
historically been a profoundly politicized Provisional Electoral Council cannot be un-
derestimated. Not surprisingly, the stakes in the indirect local elections are high pre-
cisely because the winners of these elections will be responsible, in conjunction with the 
president, for appointing the members of the Permanent Electoral Council. In a country 
where the organization of elections and the alternation of power have always been con-
troversial and uneasy, the creation of a Permanent Electoral Council can be disquieting 
to powerful interests. This is especially the case given the growing number of potential 
presidential candidates within and outside Parliament. Most Haitian commentators 
assume that some key senators such as Yuri Latortue or Rudolph Boulos, as well as 
Mirlande Manigat, the General Secretary of the Rassemblement Des Démocrates Na-
tionaux Progréssistes (RDNP), and the fallen Prime Minister Jacques-Édouard Alexis 
who declared that the country will always be able “to count on him”, are already posi-
tioning themselves to succeed President Préval.

10.	 Some observers have accused MINUSTAH of using unnecessary and deadly violence 
against residents in the slums of Port-au-Prince. In their efforts to fight criminal gangs, 
the international forces have caused what Edmond Mulet, the Special Representative of 
the United Nations Secretary-General in Haiti, has himself called “collateral damage”. 
Opponents of MINUSTAH have argued that these troops’ mission is “to consolidate 
George Bush’s coup d’etat” against President Aristide (see Joseph and Concannon Jr., 
2007). On the other hand, other organizations and anti-Aristide forces have asked MI-
NUSTAH to engage in more drastic interventions. For instance, Refugees International 
recommended in 2005 that the government of Brazil “allow its troops to use deadly 
force, if necessary, to stop those who [committed] violence with impunity in Haiti” (see 
Gantz and Martin, 2005). Refugees International did acknowledge, however, the alleged 
sexual exploitation of Haitians by some MINUSTAH peacekeepers. The organization 
called for sanctions against perpetrators of such crimes and the establishment of a clear 
code of conduct and ethics (see Martin and Gantz, 2005).

11.	 It is difficult to envisage how Haiti can embark on a systematic programme of agrarian 
transformation without significant investments in the rural areas. These investments, in 
turn, are virtually impossible without a cancellation of Haiti’s debt, whose service com-
pels the country to pay between US$5 and US$6 million every month. For instance, in 
his visit of October 2008 to Port-au-Prince, Robert Zoellick, the president of the World 
Bank, misled Haitians into believing that half of their external debt of US$1.7 billion 
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had been forgiven and that the other half would soon be cancelled. In fact, international 
financial institutions have not cancelled Haiti’s external debt. As the Haiti Support 
Group (2008a) emphasized:

Haiti’s total external debt stands at $1.7 billion, compared to $1.36 billion in 2005, 
when it was told it was eligible for the World Bank and IMF’s Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries debt relief initiative (HIPC).
  Under HIPC and the Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative that follows completion of 
HIPC, as well as an associated agreement by the Inter-American Development Bank, 
Haiti stands to receive approximately $1.2 billion of debt cancellation, but only when 
it reaches HIPC “Completion Point”.
  At the World Bank and IMF annual meetings in Washington [of October 2008], 
Haiti’s expected Completion Point date was put back from “last quarter 2008” to 
“first half 2009” – a delay of six months.
  The only debt relief Haiti has so far received under the HIPC scheme has been 
limited relief on its debt service payments since entering the scheme in 2006 – 
estimated by the IMF as $19.8 million. However, no debt stock is actually forgiven 
under HIPC until a country reaches Completion Point. Haiti’s budgeted debt service 
payments in 2008 have continued to be more than $1 million every week.
  Some $400 million to $500 million of Haiti’s debt will not be cancelled under HIPC 
even when the country reaches Completion Point because they are not covered by 
the cut-off dates for the scheme. World Bank debts are only cancelled up to the end 
of 2003 and IMF debts up to the end of 2004. (See also Haiti Support Group, 2008b)

12.	 For instance the Provisional Electoral Council estimated that organizing the forthcom-
ing elections for a third of the senate seats would cost US$16 million. This sum repre-
sents more than 10 times the Ministry of Agriculture’s annual budget.

13.	 For instance, the former prime minister Alexis blamed drug traffickers for the riots, 
while anti-Lavalas observers argued that Aristide was fomenting the instability from 
South Africa. See Radio Kiskeya.com (2008b) and Côté-Paluck (2008). Etienne Côté-
Paluck, “Haïti – Derrière les Emeutes, le Spectre d’Aristide”, Le Devoir.com, 12–13 
April 2008.

14.	 The major international financial organizations expressed their willingness to exercise 
some flexibility in shaping the country’s new economic policies. For instance, Andreas 
Bauer (2008), the IMF mission chief for Haiti, issued the following statement:

As a large net importer of food, Haiti has been particularly affected by the sharp rise 
in international prices, which continues to impose enormous hardship on the coun-
try’s population. This shock has also had a significant impact on domestic inflation 
and caused a widening of the trade deficit.
  The IMF is deeply concerned about the social impact of higher food prices and 
firmly committed to support efforts to ease this burden, while safeguarding economic 
stability and maintaining focus on continued economic and social progress in Haiti. . . . 
The IMF supports the government’s response strategy that seeks to provide immedi-
ate relief from higher food prices and to boost agricultural output. We are working 
closely with donors and the authorities to review Haiti’s need for increased financial 
assistance, and will adapt the macroeconomic framework of the PRGF-supported 
program to reflect the external shock.

15.	 Currently, Haiti is “La République des ONGs (Organisations Non-Gouvernementales)”. 
The result of these NGOs’ work is at best mixed. While NGOs can be effective at a 
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community level, they tend to undermine any comprehensive national strategy of devel-
opment. As Nikolas Barry-Shaw (2008) has pointed out:

NGOs have come to blanket Haiti. According to the World Bank, there are today 
over 10,000 NGOs working in Haiti, the highest per-capita concentration in the world. 
These organizations occupy every possible sector of activity, their budgets sometimes 
dwarfing those of their governmental counterparts.
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The legacy of the 1987 constitution: 
Reform or renewal?
Mirlande Manigat

Introduction

The 1987 constitution is the last of a series during two centuries of 
Haitian national history. From the first one issued in May 1805, one year 
after the 1804 independence celebration, to today, 22 different constitu-
tions have seen the light of day, with durations ranging from 10 months 
(1888) to 29 years (1889). Haiti has a long history of developing and 
negotiating its democratic credentials (see Kretchik, 2007). The Haitian 
constitutions laid the foundations for distinct normative layers which give 
rise to a unique situation. In this chapter two approaches are combined 
to examine the legacy of Haiti’s constitutions: an exegetic one, which 
places each constitution in its political and sociological context, and an 
historical one, which regards them as successive and different steps in the 
search for the best and most appropriate instrument.

Haiti’s constitutional heritage is impressive. Haiti was the third country 
where a modern constitution was forged, after the United States (on 17 
September 1787) and France (on 3 September 1791). Despite its failure 
to build a stable political system, there is a Haitian contribution to consti-
tutionalism which is often overlooked. After all, in the United States 
there has been only one constitution with 27 amendments, while France 
has had 16 of them between 1791 and 1958.

The danger in assessing the “legacy of the 1987 Constitution” – the 
task assigned to me by editors of this volume – is that it implies that the 
document already belongs to the past. While this logical interpretation 
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justified by the grammar is intellectually appealing, it must be recognized 
that as long as the constitution is not abolished or amended, it is still or-
ganizing Haiti’s public and private life.

My main field of expertise since I returned to Haiti in 1986 is the con-
stitutional problematique. I did not take part in the making of the consti-
tution, but on behalf of the party I belong to, the RDNP (Rally of the 
National and Progressive Democrats), I was instructed to follow the work 
as it was proceeding, and to convey our observations, critiques and sug-
gestions. For instance, the party was given credit for the preamble which 
was spontaneously and fully accepted, notwithstanding the references to 
the 1804 Declaration of Independence and the 1948 UN Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights, which were wisely introduced. But the Assem-
bly disregarded some advice, the most important being the complex 
procedure which governs the appointment of a prime minister, as the 
2008 controversies surrounding the appointment of Mme Pierre-Louis 
have revealed.

A third motivation stems from the assumption which pervades this ed-
ited volume, and places the theme of my chapter in the general back-
ground dedicated to examining the governance challenges and, more 
specifically, the effectiveness of multilateral, regional and bilateral ap-
proaches to peacebuilding in Haiti since February 2004. How can the 
constitution facilitate the realization of specific objectives now underway 
by the forces operating in Haiti – bilateral, regional (namely OAS) and 
international (the peacekeeping by MINUSTAH imposed by the UN Se-
curity Council)? In the autumn of 2008, the UN secretary-general re-
quested MINUSTAH’s extension for one more year, a request that 
subsequently has been and will undoubtedly continue to be repeated. 
This decision offended Haitian nationalism, for such a presence is an 
anomaly in a sovereign country – even though MINUSTAH serves an 
important function in certain circumstances, such as during the 2008 hur-
ricane season and the earthquake of 2010. Competing needs between 
Haitian sovereignty and the need for external assistance in the face of 
grave difficulty must be addressed.

From a conceptual and practical point of view, how can a national law 
serve such diverse interests? The subject seems to put the two on an 
equal footing, although such a perspective reveals an inequality, for it is 
assuming that the international forces are coherent, logical and driven by 
the same interest within and about Haiti – something that remains to be 
proven.

In other words, it raises the following question: how does a specific 
legal text favour or impede the proper governance of a country? The role 
assigned to the constitution is twofold: it is a tool for achieving Haiti’s 
governance as well as international expectations of what this governance 
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is about. By itself, a constitution cannot achieve the goals anticipated by 
a society, particularly in a post-dictatorship context, and/or by the inter-
national community. Moreover, there is no evidence that those interests 
coincided when the charter was drafted nor is there evidence that they 
have coincided since its ratification. Finally, we have to keep in mind that 
the principle of governance encompasses both the rules and the society 
in which they are applied. Governance exists as a necessary articulation 
between them. The challenge is to discover the nature of that liaison, and 
the forces driving it. This means assessing the compatibility between soci-
ety at a certain moment (in this case the immediate period after the end 
of Duvalierism), and the given constitutional instrument.

Is a constitution capable of changing society by imposing principles, 
methods and behaviours? Or is it that a constitution has to be crafted so 
that it can keep abreast of social changes, taking into account that the 
law does not always have a prospective character, and any society evolves 
more rapidly than legal principles? The problem goes back to the com-
patibility between the role of the law and its useful integration into social 
structures. In a country like Haiti, plagued by so many challenges in 
terms of inequalities, prejudices and social injustices, the role of a consti-
tution is bound to be exaggerated, for it is assumed that it will help 
resolve those problems merely by its very existence. Haitian President 
René Préval once accused the constitution of being responsible for the 
dysfunction of the political system and has described it as “the single 
greatest threat to Haiti’s long-term stability” (quoted in Perito and Jocic, 
2008), but he could not convince Parliament that this was true. A more 
balanced view must identify the strengths and the weaknesses of the 1987 
constitution. The observance of the latter depends upon its appropriate-
ness to social and political conditions and, above all, to the will of those 
who govern the country to abide by the law. This has not been the case in 
Haiti since 2004.

The making of the 1987 constitution

The origin of the initiative and the conditions in which it was conducted 
affected the nature and the qualities of the text but also its weaknesses. 
The Constitutional Assembly was composed of 62 personalities, 42 of 
them elected, 20 appointed by the Military National Council of Govern-
ment, which took power after President Jean-Claude Duvalier was over-
thrown. The post-Duvalier climate was propitious for the making of a 
new constitution. It was expected that this could build democracy or at 
least lay the groundwork for it, and promote social justice and further 
sustained economic development.
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In order to understand the conditions in which the Assembly pro-
ceeded, it is useful to keep in mind the following:
• � For the first time in Haitian history, the government combined two tra-

ditional mechanisms, election and nomination, to select the persons 
who were endowed with responsibility for drafting the text;

• � Those participants who were chosen had impressive intellectual cre-
dentials, but they were not all constitutional lawyers and that affected 
the quality of the deliberations, despite a valuable effort to minimize 
the effects of this limitation;

• � The country also went through a unique experience: for 15 months, 
from Jean-Claude Duvalier‘s departure on 7 February 1986 and the 
publication of the new constitution in the Official Journal on 28 April 
1987, the country did not have a constitution. Such a situation had 
never occurred in the past, and in seven separate occasions, the provi-
sional government, in order to avoid a vacuum, brought into force a 
former constitution while the new one was still being drafted;

• � As a consequence, the Military National Council of Government en-
joyed for two years the totality of executive and legislative powers, a 
privilege which was ultimately codified in the constitution itself, in Ar-
ticle 285-1.
The new constitution was approved overwhelmingly by popular refer-

endum on 29 March 1987. The popular support was not the expression of 
genuine appreciation of the text – the majority of the population did not 
even read it. The constitution was welcomed warmly simply because it 
existed and also because of widespread approval of Article 291, which 
forbade for 10 years the Duvalierists, that is those responsible for the 29 
years of dictatorship, from taking part in any election.

The first original sin of the constitution was this contradiction between 
the deficiencies of a document which did not deserve this massive and 
unrealistic approval and the weight of the conjuncture, which compelled 
the citizens to do so. That contradiction led me to undertake an historical 
and exegetic study of the 21 previous constitutional documents in order 
to assess the general belief that the new text was the best that the coun-
try had produced. I came to the professional conclusion that this was not 
the case. Nonetheless, it would have been unwise to bring one of the pre-
vious versions into force again, for any restoration of a past text would 
not have been an acceptable response to the 1986 conditions.

In many ways, the constitution fulfilled contemporary aspirations, in 
terms of human rights. The text is in keeping with historical traditions 
and experiences. Those who drafted it were inspired not only by the Hai-
tian normative legacy but also by the French experience as embodied in 
the 1958 constitution. Not surprisingly, the elites who were educated 
mainly in France tried to reproduce legal principles which were positively 
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applied elsewhere. For more than 20 years after its independence Haiti 
relied on the Napoleonic Code. There existed “the temptation of mime-
sis” (mimétisme), as Haitian lawyers tried to reproduce, with some adap-
tations, the principles which were implemented in France, and, to a lesser 
extent, in the United Kingdom. As was the case in all Latin America, the 
US experience also inspired the drafters, particularly on matters relating 
to the office of the president.

In spite of these influences, the constitution was a Haitian product, and, 
to the best of my knowledge, there was only limited interference from 
foreign observers or advisers acting on behalf of the international com-
munity. Still, foreign governments followed the work with great attentive-
ness, and expressed satisfaction with the result, even though in private 
circles they stressed the dangers stemming from certain legal provisions. 
It is also obvious that for many Haitian observers, it was impossible at 
that time to anticipate the evolution of the chaotic Haitian political situa-
tion. Indeed, in 1988, President Leslie Manigat tried his best to eagerly 
and faithfully apply the constitution, and for that reason, among others, 
was overthrown by a military coup after four months in power (see Rot-
berg, 1988; and Manigat and Rotberg, 1988). After he was forced out of 
office, political life in Haiti did not follow constitutional paths. The con-
stitution by itself cannot be made accountable for that; it was, after all, a 
feeble protection against political forces operating in defence of private 
interests.

Now, after more than two decades, it is admitted that the ideals articu-
lated in the constitution have not been realized, such as those relating to 
fundamental liberties and freedom of speech. The institutional frame-
work is still in need of being reinforced; however, even if this were to 
happen, Haiti would still not be considered among the most vibrant de-
mocracies. Although the constitution by itself is not responsible for the 
country’s political difficulties, there is a general assumption that the con-
stitution needs to be amended or drastically changed (see Perito and 
Jocic, op. cit.). The actual debate is based on this alternative: draft a new 
constitution or amend the existing one?

I find myself in a peculiar situation. As a scholar, teaching constitu-
tional law for many years, I have been able to study the constitution in 
great detail. Thirteen years ago, I wrote a rather unorthodox book enti-
tled Plaidoyer pour une nouvelle constitution (A plea for a new constitu-
tion), in which I tried to demonstrate its positive and the negative 
contents (Manigat, 2000a). Since then, in other books, particularly Traité 
de droit constitutionnel Haitien (Haitian constitutional law treaty) 
(Manigat, 2000b), through my teaching, in articles and regular interven-
tions on radio and TV, I have tried to convince my fellow citizens about 
the compatibility between two apparently contradictory arguments: as a 
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constitutionalist, I am claiming the liberty to criticize the constitution, 
but  as a citizen committed to the building of a democratic system 
based  on the rule of law, I stand for the respect of legality that is em
bodied in a constitution which governs the social and political life of the 
country.

Yet, the present circumstances are not conducive to the convocation of 
a Constitutional Assembly or to the transformation of the actual Parlia-
ment into a constitutional body that will draw up a new charter. The gen-
eses of previous constitutions were the following:
• � Eleven of Haiti’s constitutions were issued by an ad hoc Constitutional 

Assembly: 1805, 1806, 1807, 1816, 1843, 1867, 1874, 1888, 1889, 1950, 
1987;

• � Eight were issued by the Parliament’s National Assembly: that is, a 
joint meeting of the senate and the Chamber of Representatives, a 
non-permanent body extant since 1843: 1879, 1918, 1932, 1935, 1946, 
1957, 1964, 1983;

• � One was issued by solely the senate: 1846;
• � One was issued by the two chambers acting separately: 1849;
• � One was issued by a State Council: 1811.
Now, one can discuss the most appropriate procedure on the basis of 
technical and political arguments. But the present conjuncture is not fa-
vourable for either option because of the lack of stability and popular 
confidence in the neutrality of the government. Besides, the 1987 consti-
tution does not anticipate this role for the Parliament. Therefore, some 
political and limited reforms may be the best we can hope for under the 
present circumstances.

A reasonable plea for revision

The first and most immediate problem in the current constitution lies in 
the semi-parliamentary regime in place. There is a diarchy established in 
the executive, with an elected president who enjoys popular legitimacy, 
and an appointed prime minister approved by what the constitution iden-
tifies as a “majority in Parliament”. This arrangement arose originally in 
1985 by an amendment to the 1983 constitution, when the international 
community tried to make the regime more palatable, offering an alterna-
tive to President Jean-Claude Duvalier: to renounce to the presidency-
for-life clauses or to agree to share executive responsibility with a prime 
minister. Duvalier chose the latter but never appointed a prime minister. 
After 29 years of presidential dictatorship, the instinctive tendency shared 
both by the Constitutional Assembly and a large part of the population 
was to limit the power traditionally invested in a president. From 1988 
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to  2010, 14 prime ministers have occupied the office, reflecting a high 
turnover (see Table 3.1). The procedure for their appointment is highly 
cumbersome (as evidenced by the turmoil surrounding Mme Pierre-
Louis’s appointment in 2008, which took five months), and if the office 
of  prime minister is to be kept, a streamlining of this process will be 
necessary.

The constitution states that the prime minister must be approved by 
the majority in Parliament. According to parliamentary law, a single party 
must enjoy a clear majority (half of the body plus one) in the senate as 
well as in the Chamber of the Representatives, something different from 
any kind of majority that can be engineered through coalitions. The cur-
rent procedure was inspired by the French system. However, there are 
two important differences: first, only the Chamber of Representatives in-
tervenes in the selection of a prime minister (not the senate). Second, 
confusion was created between what the Haitian Constitution identifies 
as the “National Assembly” – that is, the reunion of the two legislative 
bodies – and the French legal terminology which, since 1792, has equated 
the national assembly with the Chamber of Representatives.

Finally, there is the problem of the possible human, political and ideo-
logical incompatibility between “two personalities”. This is particularly so 
since the constitution codifies a situation, which in France is called “co-
habitation” between the president and the prime minister, which in prac-
tice can be quite damaging if they each represent different political 
parties. This situation can lead to political deadlock and even paralysis. 
Contrary to a common belief, the president still holds considerable pow-

Table 3.1  List of Haitian prime ministers (since 1987)

Martial Célestin (9 February 1988–20 June 1988)
René Garcia Préval (13 February 1991–11 October 1991)
Jean-Jacques Honorat (interim) (11 October 1991–19 June 1992)
Marc Louis Bazin (19 June 1992–30 August 1993)
Robert Malval (30 August 1993–8 November 1994)
Smarck Michel (8 November 1994 –7 November 1995)
Claudette Werleigh (7 November 1995–27 February 1996)
Rosny Smarth (27 February 1996–20 October 1997)
Jacques-Édouard Alexis (1st time) (26 March 1999–2 March 2001)
Jean Marie Chérestal (2 March 2001–15 March 2002)
Yvon Neptune (15 March 2002–12 March 2004)
Gérard Latortue (12 March 2004 –9 June 2006)
Henri Bazin (acting for Latortue) (23 May 2006–9 June 2006)
Jacques-Édouard Alexis (2nd time) (9 June 2006–5 September 2008)
Michèle Pierre-Louis (5 September 2008–11 November 2009)
Jean-Max Bellerive (11 November 2009– )

Source:  BioScience (2010)
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ers. He is the head of the state; he is not accountable to Parliament ex-
cept if he behaves in such a way that he could be judged and impeached 
by the High Court of Justice (the senate), but only while he is in power; 
he has the authority to nominate ambassadors, consuls, the army and Po-
lice Chief of Staff and members of the Supreme Court, even though these 
nominations must be approved by the senate. Above all, in keeping with 
Haitian mentality and traditions, he is the boss. In contrast, the prime 
minister appears to be “an expendable fusible”: she is vulnerable to a 
censure vote issued by one of the chambers and she enjoys authority for 
appointing only minor posts. Of course, one has to take into account the 
personality of the men involved; for instance, Prime Minister Gérard 
Latortue exercised more power than the Provisional President Boniface 
Alexandre from February 2004 to April 2006. Still, the president cannot 
get rid of the prime minister, who can only be removed from office if she 
either renounces her position or, as mentioned above, is censured by one 
of the chambers. France has experienced such circumstances and, as a re-
sult, two presidents requested from a prime minister a signed but un-
dated letter of resignation. Such behaviour is not advisable and does not 
represent a reliable solution.

The present system thus combines the shortcomings of the presidential 
and the parliamentary systems without the advantages of either. It should 
still be possible to go back to presidentialism, which Haitians lived with 
for more than two centuries. Such a system should not be thought of as 
inherently undemocratic; any absence of democracy is not the fault of the 
system but rather of the individuals in power who used their office for 
personal gain. Parliamentarianism, on the other hand, does not have a 
track record in developing countries that do not belong to the Common-
wealth where the Westminster system has a long history.

Bicameralism has existed in Haiti since the creation of the Chamber of 
Representatives in 1816. This system lasted throughout Haiti’s history 
with only two interruptions: first, from 1918 to 1930, when the two cham-
bers were replaced by an appointed Council of State which performed all 
the parliamentary duties; and, more recently, during the Duvalierian era 
from 1957 to 1986, which imposed a single chamber. This formula was 
rejected as akin to dictatorship. For that reason, the advantages of “uni-
cameralism” have never been seriously discussed since, even though ob-
servers agree that a poor country cannot afford the financial burden of a 
30-member senate and a 99-member Chamber of Representatives (ac-
cording to the Constitution there should be 142 members, one for each 
commune).

It is not reasonable to have a system according to which Parliament 
is granted the power to dismiss a minister, even the prime minister, with-
out recognizing the equivalent right of the president to dissolve the 
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chambers. The latter impinges upon the necessary balance of powers be-
tween the executive and the legislature.

The election calendar for selecting people’s representatives at different 
levels, from the 565 CASECs (Administrative Council of the Rural Sec-
tions) to the 30 senators, 99 deputies and the president forces the elector-
ate to cast a ballot practically every two years. The problem is not the 
principle of universal suffrage (an irreversible democratic achievement) 
but the preparedness of the population and its lack of civic training. And 
even if the number of elections were reduced, the necessary matching of 
this democratic activity with the ability of the population to rationally 
choose its representatives must still be resolved.

In Haiti and elsewhere we favour elections as being the paramount in-
strument for monitoring democratic progress. It grants legitimacy to the 
individual or the group which gathers the majority expressed in the for-
mula 50 per cent plus 1, while leaving the other half in a precarious pos-
ition, all the more so since, in a country like Haiti, the basic notions of 
pluralism and alternation in power are not yet fully assimilated. Thus, 
sayings like “Ote toi que je m’y mette” (now, leave the place for me; it is 
my turn) are common. Clientelism, meaning the desire to secure privil-
eges by the group that takes power, is thus more powerful than the fight 
for civic rights. A mere constitutional change cannot erase such practices, 
but it could help to develop a different conception of public service in 
Haiti. Two prospective temptations must come into consideration. The 
first one is to disregard popular voting as being unrealistic on the basis 
that a non-educated population cannot wisely select its representatives, 
and replace it by an indirect vote, at least for the presidential election. 
The second is that election itself is not a standard of democracy. In many 
circles in Haiti, a stimulating debate is underway about the primacy of 
electoral legitimacy, as compared to other forms of permanent validation 
based on achievements – and that can lead to a perversion of the concept 
of democracy itself. What is needed is a redefinition of the notion of de-
centralization conceived mainly in institutional terms, with the creation 
of various bodies integrated in a hierarchical order into a system which, 
for lack of previous conceptualization and means, remains “empty shells”. 
I propose a reassessment of the decentralization process that could help 
build a kind of “légitimité de proximité”, a closer relationship between 
the people and the local representatives.

Another badly needed constitutional reform is the creation of a Con-
stitutional Court, composed of well-prepared, courageous and independ-
ent citizens, tasked with assessing the constitutional validity of any 
decision coming from the executive and legislative bodies. The absence of 
this body has led to very difficult situations as regards, for instance, the 
problems of nationality (what constitutes “Haitian”?). And more recently, 



Legacy of the 1987 constitution  75
	

only a Constitutional Court could have said “le mot du droit” (what the 
law says), during the long process of approving Prime Minister Michèle 
Pierre-Louis in 2008.

A proper recognition of the role of political parties beyond what is 
said in a laconic way in Article 31.1 of the 1987 constitution is needed. In 
theory, some hundred political parties officially exist in Haiti, most of 
them coming to life only during election time and not having a perma-
nent existence. One explanation lies in the fact that Haiti did not experi-
ence a succession of fair and reliable elections which, in any country, will 
weaken the political party system.

In the nineteenth century there were just two parties, the liberal one 
and the national one. Their respective slogans were: “the power to the 
most competent” for the liberals; “the greatest good for the overwhelming 
majority”, through which they expressed their social, political and inter-
national opposing visions for the national party. Each alternated in power 
for about 20 years before disappearing from the scene. In 1946, dur-
ing  the so-called revolution, over 40 political parties were formed in 
order to take part in the elections, but except for the Communist Party 
(created in 1934 with the famous writer Jacques Roumain, better known 
for his book Gouverneurs de la rosée (the masters of the dew), and the 
populist Mouvement d’Organisation du Peuple, the leader of which was 
Daniel Fignolé, none survived this exceptional period.

Haiti’s political life could be organized into four or five large ideo-
logical and political formations that would structure the population’s 
various sensibilities. However, there are two types of populism that have 
pervaded the system: the Duvalierian one, which did not survive except 
in residual terms and, up to now, the Aristidian one. The effects of the lat-
ter still influence the behaviour of the popular masses and even gov-
erning circles. The result is that the citizens who are still fighting for 
democracy deem it necessary to organize themselves in groups, the ma-
jority of them leading a very difficult existence. There is a strong case to 
be made for helping the most serious groups to strengthen their organiz-
ations, not only at election time. But they currently do not have the finan-
cial means to fulfil their responsibilities, either in power or in opposition. 
It should be the duty of the state to help the reliable parties. Moreover, 
this should be a constitutional requirement.

Whenever there is a constitutional crisis in Haiti, one realizes that the 
international community is rather tolerant of the constitutional manipu-
lation or even violation. We have witnessed this kind of reaction, or ab-
sence of reactions, when the international community deems it necessary 
not to criticize too openly those deviations in the name of realism, 
because they back the Haitians who appear to serve their interests, 
and  above all, because they claim the necessity to abide by the law, a  
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principle that they eagerly defend in their own national system. They 
criticize, sometimes openly, the 1987 constitution as being too compli-
cated and too advanced in its principles, a kind of sterile luxury for the 
illiterate and poor Haitian people. For example, we have seen that during 
the 2006 presidential elections when applying a formula proposed by 
Brazil, the Provisional Government, the Electoral Council and some 
members of the international community improperly shared the “blank 
votes” among the candidates in order to grant the presidency to the one 
they favoured, René Préval, depriving the Haitian population of what 
Leslie Manigat, the victim of this combination, called “the pedagogy of 
the second ballot”. They would never have accepted that in their own 
country and it is useful to recall that some months later the Brazilian 
president submitted himself to a second ballot while in the first one he 
got more than 47 per cent of the votes. Indeed, in those circumstances, 
the raison d’état, which is the contrary to the état de droit, was put 
forward in order to accept the legally unacceptable solution. Therefore, 
one has to point out a contradiction between the selection of the con
stitutional factor as a basis of governance and the fact that, for interna
tional purposes, it is not permanently defended by the same international 
community.

What is a good constitution? One which includes coherent normative 
principles? The one which lasts and proves its efficacy? The one which 
expresses some basic requirements in keeping with the aspirations of the 
people, as well as universal ones shared by the majority of states? What 
are democratic achievements? If you ask a Haitian peasant what democ-
racy is about, he will not answer by recalling the etymological roots, 
demos kratos, but he can clearly identify the basic conditions of life, se-
curity, health, education, respect for human life – in other words all the 
fundamental topics listed in the United Nations Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. The 1987 constitution encompasses all of these condi-
tions, but the problem is that they are not implemented. There exists in 
Haiti a “two-wheel legality”, one of which is known and advocated for by 
a minority, and another one – shared by the majority who are over-
whelmed by daily problems – for which the constitution is a kind of for-
eign body, an inaccessible luxury, even though the preamble solemnly 
states: “The Haitian people proclaim the present Constitution.”
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Haiti: Malversive state and  
teetering nation
Patrick Sylvain

As a former slave colony with a multifaceted and difficult heritage of so-
cial exclusion imposed by various governments and reinforced by foreign 
entities, Haiti has experienced a variety of contradictory politics and poli-
cies that have rendered it structurally vulnerable. The harsh stratification 
of Haitian society during slavery and the years that followed created 
massive social chasms along race and colour lines. The 1825 indemnity 
imposed by the French Imperial Government and the subsequent long-
term annexation of Santo Domingo exacerbated a fragmentation of the 
state that eventually led into the formation of two distinct republics. 
However, it is politics that have led to Haiti’s diminished capacity for sur-
vival. Haiti is a tropical island and, as such, the occurrence of naturally 
occurring disasters is unavoidable. The dearth of cultivated natural re-
sources is also a strong contributor to Haiti’s economic underdevelop-
ment. Time and time again its leaders have failed to create policies that 
were/are aligned with the patterns of natural occurrences (hurricanes, 
drought, earthquakes) that could potentially lead to disaster.

The 12 January 2010 earthquake, the most catastrophic in Haiti’s his-
tory, presented a unique set of challenges and opportunities: how to 
create an integrated and productive civil society and secure long-term in-
vestments in human capital. A striking parallel can be drawn between 
this earthquake and another event in Haitian history. The devastating 
earthquake of 1842 coincided with a socio-political revolution against the 
government; it exposed the weaknesses of the state led by then president 
Jean-Pierre Boyer and ushered in a stealthy fight for democratic free-
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dom. The conditions exposed by the 2010 earthquake could likewise fuel 
a desire for political and social renewal and may result in the creation 
of  a model for post-colonial and post neo-colonial politics. This would 
require the establishment of an integrative and decentralized political 
system where corporations and imperial powers cease to continue to 
subjugate the masses. If, however, the status quo remains and the inter-
national community continues to apply exploitative policies, Haiti will 
descend into chaos while becoming ever more vulnerable to natural dis-
asters.

The effects of massive fires (1820, 1822, 1827, 1832), hurricanes (1827, 
1831, 2008) and earthquakes (1842, 2010) have marked Haiti’s political 
landscape over time and contributed to the nation’s deficit in institutional 
capacity building. One could argue that Haiti’s unpreparedness for han-
dling natural and other disasters is rooted in the lack of forward thinking 
by its many apathetic leaders and malevolent dictators who have turned 
a blind eye towards sustainable development.

There are strong similarities between former Haitian president Jean-
Pierre Boyer (1818–1843) and the current president, René Préval (1996 – 
2001, 2006 –2011). They relate to the lack of institutional progress during 
their respective terms and the entrenched nature of the political struggle 
for power between the executive and the legislative branches of govern-
ment under their watch. Both men were educated in Europe and re-
turned to Haiti in order to serve the interests of the “masses”. They saw 
themselves as public servants rather than career politicians. Both inher-
ited decades of divisive national politics and the after-effects of revolt 
that derailed structural growth and cemented class and colour animosi-
ties. (Somehow, perhaps due to their pragmatism and fluidity with the 
ruling class that earned their trust, both were able to superficially recon-
cile most political differences for the benefit of national stability.) Both 
leaders created a level of cultural democracy that allowed freedom of the 
press and the circulation of free and critical thought to flourish. Yet, de-
spite their accomplishments and minor visions for a stable, democratic 
and prosperous Haiti, each succumbed to international pressure, and in 
so doing, undermined national sovereignty and the very essence of demo-
cracy that they once promised. For Boyer, it was his acceptance of the 
terms of France’s indemnity. For Préval, it is his constant renewal of the 
United Nation Mission of Stability in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

Both men were 66 years old and in charge of the nation when the two 
most catastrophic earthquakes in the island’s recent history struck. To the 
surprise of even their staunchest defenders, both men remained silent in 
the calamitous days following the earthquakes and their support from 
that point on plummeted. It seemed as though each was more concerned 
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with maintaining institutional stability than addressing the needs of the 
masses.

Historical implications

Haiti’s tragic history has not been the result of natural evolution. It 
emerged from territorial insecurity, economic subjugation imposed by 
Western powers in order to satisfy market needs and the propagation of 
certain policies dictated by post-colonial rules. The country failed to re-
dress the imbalances created by France in the years following revolution, 
owing to divisive class and race politics and the politics of integral terri-
toriality that became psychologically embedded in the draconian policies 
of nationhood. As Robert Fatton Jr. (2006) points out: “Haiti’s predica-
ment is not rooted in the absence of a nation, but rather in the ruling 
class’s incapacity to construct an ‘integral’ state.” By that he means “a 
state that is capable of organizing both the political unity of the different 
factions of the ruling class and the ‘organic relations between . . . political 
society and civil society’ ”. The emancipatory modernist project of the 
Haitian state was an aborted project that failed to usher in the promises 
of “Liberty, Equality and Fraternity” and that Haitians “shall remain the 
masters of [our] soil” as Dessalines often uttered.

Territorial security

Regional security, homeland security and international security are im-
portant considerations in the maintenance of a continuous and stable 
functioning of Western democracy as nations seek to sustain free markets 
vital to their national growth in the twenty-first century. However, in the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, Haiti was consumed by its own ef-
forts at territorial security as it tried to guarantee freedom for the black 
majority. As David Nicholls (1979: 5) remarked, “Haitians in the nine-
teenth century saw their country not merely as a symbol of black regen-
eration, but as an effective proof of racial equality”. Embedded in the 
idea of establishing racial equality was the notion of democracy and hu-
man respectability.

The 1803 Haitian slave revolution brought independence but also es-
tablished a nation plagued by its security obsessions. Provoked by slave-
owning nations with goals of imperial expansion, Haiti stood up to those 
who sought to thwart its independence and stance against slavery. Thus, 
the early days of Haiti’s security pursuits entailed aggressive acts of ter-
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ritorial integrity. It succeeded in annexing Santo Domingo, wrested from 
the Spanish crown, and brought it into the cadre of independent nation 
states that sought to keep slave-owning nations at bay. Security, in the 
Haitian political mindset, implied an institutional commitment to nation-
building and the establishment of an island-based common market and 
currency. Ensuring security also meant the systematic exclusion of the 
French because of their practice of slavery and insistence of maintaining 
Haiti under the colonial status quo.

Economy and structural imbalance

Despite the early successes of the nation in productivity and prosperity 
achieved through the harvesting and marketing of its abundant natural 
resources, these did not translate into sustainable economic development. 
The harsh reality remained that Haiti existed as two separate and com-
peting entities.

Haiti’s inept politics of territoriality ultimately resulted in a cata-
strophic mismanagement of the land, exhausting the very resources that 
gave it economic advantages in the first place. As Jared Diamond (2005: 
340) puts it, the “elite identified strongly with France rather than with 
their own landscape, did not acquire land or develop commercial agricul-
ture, and sought mainly to extract wealth from the peasants”. Let it be 
noted that the elite did acquire land; yet, they did not work the land. In-
stead, they created a quasi-sharecropping system that further exploited 
the poor and contributed to the migration of the peasants towards urban 
areas where zoning codes were ignored as the population expanded.

The Boyer government and the annexation of 
Santo Domingo

While Boyer was instrumental in developing Petion’s 1807 constitution 
and economic policies, he was also responsible for the establishment of a 
compensation policy in order to appease the elite of the south (including 
former colonists) who lost property and lives during Dessalines’s massa-
cres that occurred from August to the middle of September 1806. “To for-
tify his position with the important people . . . Pétion quickly got the 
Senate to pass laws annulling Dessaline’s despoliations and reimbursing 
owners of crops lost while their plantations had been expropriated. As 
further sweeteners for the elite, Pétion at the same time repealed the 25 
per cent share on every crop, ordained originally by Toussaint” (Heinl 
and Heinl, 1996: 135). Whether this form of disbursement without 
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arbitration set a precedent for the later French indemnity is not clear. 
However, it was the first case in the Americas where the government 
compensated a group of victims for a previous administration’s actions. 
Coincidentally, as Mimi Sheller (2000: 57) indicated, the French had es-
tablished detailed plans to recapture Saint Domingue “by force in 1814, 
1817, 1819 and 1822, in addition to more explicit attempts to negotiate 
French sovereignty with President Pétion in 1816 and with President 
Boyer in 1823. Although France finally recognized Haitian independence 
in 1838, it backed the breakaway of the Dominican Republic in 1844, and 
was involved in secret negotiations for use of the port of Samana.”

By transferring territorial control over to the Haitians and becoming 
Spanish-Haitians, (the first case of cultural and political hybridization in 
the world) the people of Santo Domingo wanted to achieve security with 
the hope of building political and military institutions, and to achieve 
economic prosperity. Despite the divisions generated by Christophe, 
Pétion and the others, Haiti was still at this time a modern state that 
had established the first fully democratic republic in the world. The coun-
try’s prosperity was evident in its grandiose symbols of power such as 
the  Citadel, and the Palais Sans Souci. The latter, completed in 1813 by 
King Henry Christophe, “had floors of marble mosaic, walls of polished 
mahogany, tapestries and drapes imported from Europe. It also had 
bathrooms. Under the floors, conduits carried a cold mountain stream – 
ancestor of air conditioning – which emerged below as a fountain” (Rod-
man, 1968: 287). Sans Souci, today in complete ruins, was an imaginative 
and architectural feat of the nineteenth century.

Having annexed Santo Domingo, a partnership was sealed with the 
hope that such an entrusting act would bring Spanish-Haiti into moder-
nity. The voluntary annexation to the Haitian republic represented an as-
piration to establish a sovereign territory with functioning institutions 
that would usher in security for its people. The project placed an empha-
sis on the state as an evolving and progressive entity that would ensure 
its legitimacy by providing general welfare and a sense of freedom.

Boyer thus forged an inclusive political entity that promised a prosper-
ous future, albeit one constrained by external forces, internal aspirations 
and the permanent challenge of the force of nature.

The indemnity and post-unification aspirations

The catastrophic infighting between ruling classes and the international 
exclusion of Haiti from international trade placed the island in a precari-
ous position. Twenty-one years after the revolution that created the first 
black republic, President Boyer’s administration was driven to bank-
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ruptcy as he accepted a gun-boat-imposed French indemnity of 150 mil-
lion francs. From that moment, a sequence of disasters was in motion and 
each policy from then on was a response to these repayment needs. By 
then, Boyer had to contend with the aspirations of the French-inspired 
aristocratic class on the west, and the Spanish-favoured aristocratic class 
to the east. The indemnity-induced impoverishment presented problems 
as well.

A draconian militarization took place in order to repel future attacks. 
It also served to enforce Boyer’s étatique decree of 1826, a rural code 
that forced people to work the land, reattaching themselves to specific 
estates and “plantations”. This action served to reverse the democratic 
and economic progress made between 1820 and 1825. The 1826 Rural 
Code reintroduced the notion of large-scale sharecropping and assigned 
the people to landless peasantry, bound to the land to increase cash 
crop  production, so that the state might make up for the 70 per cent 
indemnity-related loss of revenue. By the mid-1830s, the impact of the 
French indemnity on the country’s agricultural production and legislative 
politics was substantial and essentially usurped any territorial and polit-
ical gains.

Boyer’s policies alienated many and fostered hatred and significant 
chasms among the Dominicans who had been subjugated to harsh treat-
ment. Under Boyer, full or partial military training was required for all 
males. Forced militarization without institutional benefits contributed to 
numerous revolts and Boyer eventually capitulated. Between 1836 and 
1838, Boyer came under pressure to democratize the Haitian political 
system, and many young black and mulatto intellectuals formed alliances, 
arranged political debates, created newsletters and demanded greater 
participation in state affairs. These new radical practices created an “anti-
authoritarian intersection of educated liberalism and popular association 
that democracy in Haiti became a possibility” (Sheller, 2000: 130). How-
ever, these aspirations could not be sustained owing to the economic 
strains that France’s indemnity had placed on the feeble governmental 
institutions and the devastating 7 May earthquake that violently tra-
versed the entire island. This earthquake, with its potent epicentre fixed 
in the north, brought in the August 1842 revolution that commenced Hai-
ti’s path toward perpetual revolt and strong-man politics. As reported by 
the Haitian historian Beaubrun Ardouin, who held a prominent post in 
the Boyer’s government, quoted in Sheller (2000: 120 –121):

The mobilized opposition swept the elections of 1842, but Boyer garrisoned 
twelve armed regiments in the capital when the deputies tried to meet, ‘he sta-
tioned at the door of the House a guard of 180 men with strict orders to admit 
those men only who were declared supporters of the government’ . . . Those 
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excluded in 1839, along with their supporters, were not allowed to take their 
seats. Altogether almost one third of the deputies, including most for the capi-
tal, all from Santo Domingo, and most of the representatives of the south were 
forced out. To make matters worse . . . the country was not only awash in worth-
less paper money, but the public trust was by now completely destroyed. . . . 
Following Boyer’s crackdown on the elected representatives of the people, the 
liberal opposition formed the secret society for the Rights of Man and the Citi-
zen, which in September 1842 signed a call to arms and catalogue of grievances 
that came to be known as the Manifeste de Praslin.

Towards the end of 1842, Western inhabitants and rulers of the French-
speaking side of Haiti were, in the eyes of the Eastern inhabitants of 
Spanish-speaking Haiti, seen as dictators and eventually became more 
despised than the Spanish colonialists. Haiti’s loss of the eastern part of 
the island in February 1844 would accelerate social and political tensions, 
leading to a series of military coups and civil wars. As a result, Haiti 
would later be forced to accept the 1860 Concordat signed by the Vatican 
and France that ordered the recognition of Christianity as the national 
religion and the acceptance of French education and social norms. Hai-
tians would thus become further divided along lines of class, colour, edu-
cation and religion.

The 1842 earthquake and rupture

The internal contradictions that the indemnity triggered erupted on 7 
May 1842, when Boyer was unable to rally the nation following its worst 
natural disaster of the nineteenth century. His inability to respond to the 
1842 earthquake caused the wrath of a destitute population clamouring 
for change. According to Saint-Rémy (1846: 212), the flourishing city of 
Cap-Haitian was totally devastated with half of its population perished 
under the rubble and many buildings burnt to the ground. The people 
were left to fend for themselves; looting, ransacking and fighting went on 
for two weeks, including a raid on the public treasury. The Boyer govern-
ment stood by the older generations and the mulattos who supported his 
regime but further alienated the young lycéens who sought to move be-
yond colour lines.

It is the historian and former Senator Beaubrun Ardouin (1860) who 
provides the most vivid details of the earthquake and notes the bravery 
and kindness of the population despite the looting that took place in 
Cap-Haitian, where 5,000 people died. Pertinent for this analysis of the 
1842 earthquake are the following key points that I have drawn from Ar-
douin’s historical narrative chronology (ibid., Chapter V):
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1.	 Only one million gourdes were ever distributed to Cap-Haitian, a loca-
tion that at one point Boyer considered vital due to its political and 
commercial importance.

2.	 Relying primarily on local authorities, Boyer did not visit the affected 
localities, nor did he send on his behalf any members of his govern-
ment to express his condolences.

3.	 Boyer failed to delegate tasks, even in advanced age.
4.	 After long administrative delays in Port-au-Prince, only two officers 

were arrested and charged for ransacking the treasury in Cap-Haitian 
(Colonel Bobo and Captain Moreau).

5.	 Daily discords were recorded between the population and the execu-
tive due to inefficiency of the latter and its failure to reconstitute the 
disillusioned nation, particularly the in the northern and eastern re-
gions of the country where banditry and theft increased over time.
An inappropriate response to the vital affairs of the nation demon-

strated the regime’s incompetence. In a sense, it held the country hostage 
by its inaction and selectively tangential leadership, and destroyed the 
potential for national cohesion. The Spanish-Haitians responded by form-
ing their own representative republic after the entire nation erupted 
in  fervent revolutionary determination to unseat Boyer on 13 March 
1843.

The modern state

The modern Haitian political system is widely considered to be dysfunc-
tional. Since 1986, changes of government have been violent or the result 
of brokered deals and electoral fraud. Thus, the endless process of de-
mocratization has never succeeded in establishing a consolidated state.

Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive, in a speech given on 18 February 
2010, ably stated: “We share one dream: to see Haiti as an emerging 
country by 2030, a society of simplicity, equitable, just and unified, living 
in harmony with its environment, its culture and a controlled modernity 
where the rule of law is established, the freedom of assembly and of ex-
pression and the development of the territory are established . . .” [au-
thor’s translation]. Implicit in the prime minister’s speech is the notion 
that the nation is not currently viable nor democratically ruled. Hence, 
the restoration of governmental authority following the 12 January 2010 
earthquake must have public safety and security as a prime objective for 
constituting a democratic and representative state.

President Préval reacted to the 2010 earthquake in a similar fashion to 
that of Boyer. The difference is that in 2010, with the presence of MI-
NUSTAH as a buffer and a stabilizing force, President Préval’s power 
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was not threatened. Since he is cognizant of the political weight of the 
disarrayed population vis-à-vis the international force, he really does not 
have any incentive to be responsive to the fragmented population whose 
future rests with external actors who are attempting to reshape Haitian 
politics and problematic institutions where priorities often run counter to 
the population’s needs.

Préval’s leadership and natural disasters

After 20 years of violence, kidnappings, coup d’états and popular pro-
tests, René Préval’s second term in office was marked by the promise of 
political stability, democratization and constitutional order. On 8 January 
2007, during his “State of the Nation” speech given in front of Parlia-
ment, he stated that what he said was common knowledge: that both the 
state and private sector were incapable of providing solutions to the 
structural ills of the nation. He further declared that “contraband was de-
stroying the national product while preventing the state from earning 
much needed tax revenues that could go towards development” [author’s 
translation] (PrimaInfo, 2007: 2). He decried the dangers that kidnapping 
and narco-trafficking posed for stability and much needed development. 
Without assigning blame, he proclaimed that the solutions to Haiti’s 
problems had been readily discussed on the streets and radio. He de-
clared a prime constitutional duty that: “politicians, president, senators, 
deputies, the government, [must] unite in order for the country to move 
forward. That’s what the people demand. It is difficult, but it can be done. 
It is starting already” (ibid.). In that speech, Préval was cognizant of his 
limited power but engaged in the political game of making demands via 
request. He sidestepped the folly of nationalism by naming what was un-
deniable. He then proceeded by presenting to members of the Parliament 
a reminder of what he had said during his January 2001 speech, that 
drugs were and still are the greatest obstacles to the nation’s security.

Préval had learned from his differences with Parliament during his first 
term. Although he had a majority-member party (OPL), they quickly 
switched sides and formed a legislative opposition to the president, refus-
ing to confirm any of his proposed prime ministers. As a result, most of 
his progressive social and economic policies were blocked. With his much 
needed developmental funds in remission, Préval’s administration ulti-
mately gave in to the opposition’s demands.

As Préval became more savvy, he became more of a broker. He aban-
doned Jacques-Édouard Alexis, his first prime minister, after the March 
2008 hunger protests. He sacrificed his second prime minister, Michèle 
Pierre-Louis, a former business partner and close family friend, whom 
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President Préval enlisted to rescue his government in 2008. A year later, 
without constitutional due process, and no popular protests against her, 
Préval gave in to three of his senators’ demands and relieved her from 
her post. Préval, it seems, became more enshrined in the power of the 
executive than the moral principles behind the democracy to which he so 
often referred.

While it is true that political instability, drugs and violence were key 
forces, challenges and constitutional transgressions by the executive are 
equally as dangerous. The November 2009 legislative coup against Prime 
Minister Pierre-Louis, who wanted to maintain a clear line of governance, 
was an executive exercise of democratic repression. Préval, like all other 
Haitian heads of state, never fully accepted the constitutional principles 
of the republic that the three branches of government must be separated, 
and that the executive cannot be the central distributor of power. Thus, 
the contradiction at the heart of Haitian politics lies in the challenge to 
achieve a real democracy within a stable republic, and not just an elec-
toral one. The government should remain committed to an institutionally 
substantive democracy, based on respect for the rule of law, human dig-
nity and rights.

While Préval’s political reading of Haiti’s challenges is judicious, meas-
ured and realistic, he fails at institution-building as a result of his per-
sonal trajectory. Even his ascent to power through five different political 
parties and/or platforms (Respé, Lavalas, OPL, Lespwa and his recently 
formed political party, Unité) is indicative of Préval’s quest – not in any 
political loyalty – and a national culture that lacks established political 
parties.

Despite Préval’s unassuming and low-key behaviour, he is sometimes 
cynical in his remarks. Préval will not hit back at his enemies or detrac-
tors, though he will cut their access to power. He often refers to Alexis as 
“Ti” Alexis (“ti” is short for “piti” meaning small). After that he will 
smile and then move on to more serious matters. President Préval knows 
how to form alliances and to dissolve them. And as Phillip Girard (2010: 
212) accurately remarked: “Reaching out to one’s foes is highly unusual 
in Haiti’s winner-takes-all political culture, but Préval’s conciliatory tac-
tics bore fruit.”

Préval is a master of the Haitian political balancing act but has little 
connection to the masses. Despite his fundamental knowledge of the 
streets, he failed to listen to the very same people that he wanted mem-
bers of Parliament to listen to. In September 2000, he once told a delega-
tion of women to “naje pou sòti” (swim their way out) of their difficult 
situations. In March 2008, while thousands of people were protesting 
against high food prices, he indicated that he too was paying the same 
amount for a cup of rice. For this he is seen as aloof and cynical.
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In the aftermath of four hurricanes in 2008 (Fay, Gustave, Hanna and 
Ike), that buried Gonaïves and many other towns and provinces, Haiti’s 
vulnerability to natural disasters became evident. The country sank to its 
lowest level of poverty, with the collapse of major roads and bridges, a 
thousand deaths and over 800,000 homeless. A CRS Report for the US 
Congress stated, “the Haitian government [sic] needs $400 million over 
the next 18 months for hurricane recovery and reconstruction” (Taft-
Morales and Sullivan, 2008: 1). A total 84,625 houses were damaged with 
“nearly 70% of the internally displaced persons living in shelters in the 
wake of the storms were in the Department of Artibonite, known as 
Haiti’s rice bowl. In the departmental capital of Gonaïves, at least 80% of 
the city’s 300,000 residents were affected” (ibid.: 2). The government did 
not respond to the people’s needs and relied entirely on international as-
sistance. In January 2010 in Gonaïves, Préval reminded the population of 
the importance of security, stability and continuity to achieve progress. 
He went on to elaborate on the progress made despite the setbacks en-
countered in 2008 but feared a return to the instability of 2001 to 2006. 
He reminded them that it was “stability and unity that brought about 
1804, and instability that gave us the divisions in 1806 . . . Our work today, 
and even after 7 February 2011 when I leave office, is for us to work in 
unity to reinforce and maintain stability” [author’s translation] (Haitian 
Embassy).

Preval’s insistent emphasis on stability and security places him above 
the average political figure in Haiti. However, his silence and public ab-
sence after the 12 January earthquake have compounded the people’s in-
difference toward him. President Préval knows that common citizens play 
an inconsequential role in the country’s public policies. As Prime Minis-
ter Bellerive remarked when asked by the US Public Service Broadcast-
ing’s Martin Smith to comment on the executive’s silence after the quake 
despite protests, “It’s a choice. There is so much to do. There is so much 
to organize. There [are] so few people to help you to do the job. And 
time is very rare commodity for the government right now” (PBS Front-
line, 2010).

Préval’s silence after the quake, his deficiencies as an institution builder 
and the constant renewal of MINUSTAH’s mandate means he will go 
down as just another languid president, despite the fact that he has 
claimed “our priority right now is that democracy must be strengthened 
by economic progress” (PBS NewsHour, 2006). Haiti under Préval has 
made substantial economic progress, but he has not been able to end the 
country’s instability. Furthermore, the cholera outbreak that has killed 
over 1,000 people in the north of the country and spurred violent pro-
tests from Cap-Haitian to Port-au-Prince is allegedly associated with the 
UN’s Nepalese base whose new members are accused of bringing the dis-



Malversive state and teetering nation  89
	

ease to Haiti. What the cholera reveals is Haiti’s structural vulnerability 
to the global circulation of disease.

As a result of the country’s violent past, natural disasters and institu-
tional neglect Haiti’s leaders are unable to respond to the nation’s many 
demands. Unfortunately, Préval’s view for capacity building and stability 
was only externally supported.

Préval’s political legacy and political strategy

The spate of violent protests that started in 2004 and disrupted the rela-
tive stability that had been gained under the first Préval administration 
resurfaced in 2008 with the food riots. A weak state, safeguarded by MI-
NUSTAH, entered into a dance of power with the protesting public. 
Préval criticized the economic impacts of expanded international trade 
that highlighted the diminished local rice production and agricultural 
products. In an interview with PBS’s NewsHour, President Préval stated: 
“We cannot continue to rely on giving food to the population that 
comes  from abroad, because we’re competing against our own national 
agriculture. What has to happen right away is to create labor-intensive 
jobs to give money to the population to buy national products” (PBS 
NewsHour, 2010). Since the removal of both Aléxis and Pierre-Louis 
as  successive prime ministers, it has been the president who sets the na-
tional agenda for development and the reorganization of the state. De-
spite President Préval’s statement, the fact remains that the country is 
vulnerable to serious food insecurities and “a majority of Haitians live in 
rural areas and depend on agricultural livelihoods, but neither the gov-
ernment nor the international community has paid sufficient attention to 
agriculture, leaving the countryside increasingly marginalized” (Oxfam, 
2010).

Constitutionally, it is the prime minister who sets the agenda of the 
government and all of the ministers that fall under his purview. However, 
since 1987, not a single government has respected the legal parameters of 
the constitution. While the current crisis has significantly weakened its 
institutions, the power of the president has overtaken the prerogatives of 
the prime minister.

The president remains the commander-in-chief in a bureaucratized sys-
tem that favours the president while the prime minister acts as an execu-
tive shield in times of crisis. In such a setting, President Préval is much 
more powerful and entrenched in his executive power than the constitu-
tion intended. Haiti has had a domineering presidency and a legislative 
branch of government that either sought power for itself or functions as 
an extension of the executive branch. The Haitian Parliament historically, 
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and more poignantly, since 1986, has been not only a body of lawmakers 
but a political space where money and power are a form of investment. 
Furthermore, the weakness of the legislative body and its potential for 
corruption is due to the fact that while members are highly politicized, 
they have no political party experience, and certainly no legal or political 
education. Such an unfortunate reality marred Préval’s first presidential 
tenure.

Since democracy was established in 1987, one can argue that Préval has 
impacted democratic rules in Haiti and offered some stability. He is the 
only president who succeeded in completing his full electoral terms. He 
was also very influential not only as an activist for democracy in the late 
1980s but served as a prime minister, the head of government, under the 
first democratically elected populist government led by President Aris-
tide. As Reginald Dumas (2008: 257) points out: “Préval came to office 
bearing the heavy burden of his country’s socio-economic underachieve-
ment and political turbulence.” President Préval can be seen partly as an 
architect and partly as a builder of the Haitian house of “democracy”, 
and the extent to which the house is viable or unsustainable is a major 
determinant of his presidential legacy. In 2000, Haiti was a party to the 
Community of Democracies, “Warsaw Declaration: Toward a Community 
of Democracies”, pledging its adherence to democratic rule and human 
rights. However, at the same time, Haiti’s most prominent journalist, Jean 
Dominique, was assassinated and the electoral process was tainted by al-
legations of fraud under the weak leadership of the Electoral Council 
(CEP).

President Préval is not corrupt and indeed cares about the promotion 
of democracy, but he will not ruffle the feathers of the corrupt elite in 
order to ensure the growth of this desired democracy. “Préval’s low-key 
style, however unimpressive, had the advantage of facilitating national 
reconciliation and cooling the process” (Girard, 2010: 212). Préval’s sights 
are set upon the long term, on the delivery of services to the population 
and to democracy promotion. Girard further remarks on Préval’s Social 
Appeasement Plan, whose goal was “designed to placate potential critics, 
[as he] also decided to keep paying Aristide bureaucrats and former army 
members their salary – in other words, he bought out his enemies on the 
far left and right” (ibid.). Préval’s priority was to eliminate the violence 
that kept Haiti insecure and unattractive for foreign investment. His pri-
orities are security, education, health and agricultural developments 
under government control but not constrained by the bureaucracy, so 
that partnerships can be formed with NGOs without further incapacitat-
ing the state.

The stability and strength of the state are so central to Préval’s politics 
that his “conciliatory manners extended to the international community, 
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which he did not attack in the strident tone Aristide had employed be-
fore his downfall; in turn, the international community responded gener-
ously to his call for continued assistance” (ibid.: 213). In a sense, Préval’s 
“tactical” selection of a successor in the current political context is to en-
sure the structural continuity of governance. He chose Jude Celestin not 
only as the representative of the newly established INITE party but also 
as the heir of the executive to ensure a stable government and ensure 
that his legacy is perpetuated through a hand-picked leader who seems, 
thus far, to have the support of the international community and a large 
part of the Haitian elite. In an interview given to Al Jazeera’s Juliana 
Ruhfus, Haitian presidential contender and entertainer Michel Martelly 
said: “people would tend to say that Jude Célestin [will win], but I would 
say that he is the one with more money. He is the one who has the power 
with him and he has the system, he has the electoral council, so he prob-
ably would definitely get close; but I don’t think anybody wants to deal 
with him for belonging to the system” (interviewed by Al Jazeera, 2010). 
With an emphasis on maintaining “continuity” and “stability of govern-
ance” by the international donors and the Préval government, there is 
indeed a preference for stability. Haiti’s legal counsel in the United States 
under President Aristide, Ira J. Kursban, is correct in asserting that: “the 
current Provisional Electoral Council, hand-picked by President Préval, 
has fabricated a new eligibility requirement to disqualify Fanmi Lavalas 
from the presidential elections. This new rule requires that the head of 
each party register presidential candidates in person” (Kursban, 2010).

While Préval is far from being dictatorial or overtly retaliatory, his 
pragmatic politics is imbedded in the Haitian culture of patronage. This 
approach to democracy is best expressed by the Haitian journalist 
Michelle Montas, wife of the late Jean Dominique, who, in an interview 
with the Los Angeles Times’ Joe Mozingo, claimed that: “I’ve never seen 
a political figure as shrewd as René Préval . . . Can you imagine a politi-
cian who gets to power and he didn’t even campaign?” (Mozingo, 2010).

Misreading Préval

The claim often made by Préval’s critics is that he is too shy for his own 
good. This couldn’t be further from the truth. Préval is certainly not a so-
cial exhibitionist, nor is he an inspiring leader. However, he is a sharp 
politician with a sound understanding of the Haitian people and culture. 
Ambassador James Dobbins remarked, “when in office, I think those in 
the United States government who dealt with him found him personally 
to be honest and accessible if rather undynamic” (PBS Online News-
Hour, 2006). In his former role as minister of the interior, Préval was 
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known for disguising himself as an old man in order to get the pulse of 
the street. He has the reputation for being an excellent listener with a 
sharp memory for detail, and prefers to observe instead of being ob-
served. He is also a pragmatist who easily refutes contrary advice and 
will eschew radical paradigm shifts. Instead he will gradually rearrange 
the paradigm to render it anew. Again in referring to Préval’s politics of 
appeasement in the context of insecurity, Girard (2008: 213) poignantly 
writes:

Préval characteristically resorted to the carrot as well as the stick. Rather than 
attacking gang leaders as political extremists and drug warlords, he described 
criminality as a sad by-product of poverty and created the National Commis-
sion for Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (CNDDR) to foster 
small-scale social projects in the slums. Faithful to his strategy of defusing op-
position, Préval even went as far as appointing gang leaders implicated in the 
murderous ‘Operation Baghdad’ as members of the commission.

Préval’s goal seems to be the establishment of an enduring democracy 
that slowly chips away at corruption and violence while the government 
slowly builds institutions for people to comfortably adjust to their new 
bureaucratic environment. Préval is a new brand of Haitian nationalist 
leader who is candid about expounding upon the weaknesses of the state 
but aims to establish his economic and political vision. Through his polit-
ics of appeasement and desires to maintain political stability and the ef-
fective continuity of governance, he has silenced his competition through 
political action: for example, the abrupt removal of his best friend, 
Michèle Pierre-Louis, from the office of prime minister, or the side-
stepping of former Prime Minister Alexis as a presidential candidate.

The unconstitutionality of the prime minister’s censure preceded any 
formal debate on the senate floor while several senators were pronounc-
ing their opinions on various radio stations a few days earlier. Senator 
Joseph Lambert from Lespwa declared on 29 October that his party had 
secured 18 votes to topple the prime minister. Through it all, the presi-
dent remained silent and never intervened on behalf of the woman who 
had brought order and fiscal responsibility to the state in the eyes of the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.

Under Prime Minister Pierre-Louis all parliamentary requests had to 
be written, and her government was the only one that delivered a line 
item budget of the government’s expenditures to Parliament as mandated 
by the constitution. Pierre-Louis’s governmental approach was a threat 
to certain members of Parliament who benefited from past uncertainties 
and a relaxed rule of law. Nancy Roc’s investigative reporting revealed 
that:
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In December 2008, Senator Joseph Lambert’s name was linked to the case 
of Monique Pierre, the wife of Gonaïves Police Commissioner Ernst Bouquet 
Dorfeuille, who was abducted and murdered on November 29 in Port-au-
Prince. The official registration plate 00332 used by the kidnappers corre
sponded to the vehicle in Senator Joseph Lambert’s name. This assassination 
was linked to drug traffickers and Kelly Bastien referred to “a plan to destabi-
lize parliament” and called for the top commanders of the Haitian National 
Police to be summoned to give explanations. This summons never took place. 
(Roc, 2009: 7)

With corruption in all branches of government, and under pressure from 
the IMF’s Article VI Consultation for Poverty Reduction and Growth Fa-
cility, President Préval conceded and declared in May 2007: “we are fight-
ing against corruption in order to stabilize the country . . . and all parties 
who are involved in corruptions are traitors to the nation. Those who 
take part in corruption are enemies of the country because they are pre-
venting the return of investors” (Radio Métropole, 2007).

In June 2007, Judge Claudy Gassant, the Government High Commis-
sioner, also declared war on corruption and promised to eradicate its 
practices. Unfortunately, corruption persists. Nancy Roc points out in her 
article “Haiti: the Bitter Grapes of Corruption” that:

The Corruption Perception Index (CPI), published in November 2006 by Trans-
parency International (TI), highlighted the fatal link between corruption and 
poverty. Haiti was at the bottom of the list where corruption was most widely 
perceived, scoring below Burma, Iraq and Guinea. In 2007, the Corruption Per-
ception Index again showed that corrupt practices had not been mitigated de-
spite the stated intentions of the Haitian government to combat this scourge. In 
fact, Haiti’s score shifted downward slightly (from 1.8 to 1.6) owing largely to a 
very weak “confidence gap” between 1.3 and 1.8 out of 10. TI underscored that 
corruption affects both public institutions and the private sector. In 2008, the 
result was no better: Haiti came 177th out of 180 countries. (Roc, 2009: 6)

With the appointment and parliamentary approval of Michèle Pierre-
Louis as prime minister in September 2008, people felt hopeful and opti-
mistic about Haiti’s future, given her track record and commitment to 
progress. She had earned the trust of the people and the international 
community by decreasing the rate of kidnappings in the country by 90 
per cent. UNICEF indicated that there was “a significant decline in re-
ported kidnappings of children from 89 cases in 2008 to only 21 cases (15 
girls and 6 boys) in 2009” (UN Secretary-General [A/64/742-S/2010/181] 
Report). There was a significant improvement in security, due in part to 
the expanded presence of the police in various corners of the capital. In 
addition, there were economic benefits enjoyed at this time, as there was 
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an increase in GDP from 2.3 per cent in 2008 to a 3.6 per cent in 2009. 
According to the IMF Executive Board, Haiti’s growth “reached 2.9 per 
cent in 2009, one of the highest rates in the Western Hemisphere, fueled 
by stronger agricultural and manufacturing output” (IMF No. 10/XX). 
According to several prominent Haitian politicians (ex-Colonel Himmler 
Rébu, Édouard Paultre and others), the removal of Prime Minister 
Pierre-Louis was a pre-emptive electoral manoeuvre by President Préval 
who wanted to curtail her popularity prior to the 2010 electoral process. 
The country was moving towards stability, and as Joseph Guyler Delva 
reported: “Clinton had surprised some analysts early in October by tell-
ing an investor conference in Port-au-Prince that Haiti’s political risk was 
lower than it had ever been in his lifetime” (Delva, 2009). Indicative of 
systemic institution frailties and lack of due process within the legal sys-
tem in Haiti was the parliamentary process in itself; and as Delva accu-
rately observed:

Haiti won $1.2 billion in debt relief from the World Bank, the International 
Monetary Fund and other creditors in July [2009], freeing up an estimated $50 
million a year to spend on other projects. . . . In April, donors pledged $324 mil-
lion over two years to help rebuild Haiti. The Inter-American Development 
Bank said in June it would provide $120 million in grants next year to improve 
infrastructure, basic services and disaster prevention . . . Senate opponents of 
the resolution to fire Pierre-Louis called it unconstitutional and said lawmakers 
had no power to remove the head of government in a special session without 
explicit instructions from Préval. (ibid.)

Préval’s neo-nationalist and patriarchal view of governance is anchored 
in the reality that Haiti is a weak state. He also knows the limits of his 
power against the Haitian bourgeoisie, drug dealers, corrupt officials and 
the international community. He wants to assure that his democratic leg-
acy is preserved at all costs. Préval’s formula and vision for Haiti’s demo-
cratic governance are relevant to his constituencies and international 
supporters who see in him a trustworthy partner. In US Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton’s view, he “is reliable, but he is a partner who has 
very serious challenges when it comes to capacity” (PBS Frontline, 2010).

Despite this, Préval seems to be implementing a long-term goal of hav-
ing his political party in democratic control of all branches of govern-
ment in order to fulfil the major developmental goals expressed in the 
government’s 2008–2010 DSNCRP (Document de Stratégie Nationale 
pour la Croissance et la Réduction de la Pauvreté; MPCE, 2007). These 
are to decentralize the country, increase agricultural production, decrease 
the rate of illiteracy, make improvements to infrastructure, buttress gov-
ernmental institutions and increase tourism (MPCE, 2007).
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I would argue that President Préval’s executive legacy will be viewed 
as one that strove to establish a “dignified” state under significant con-
straint, one that nurtured democratic power but failed to distribute it and 
to promote accountability. However, he is still a product of a recalcitrant 
political environment. Hillary Clinton observed, “[Préval] has a govern-
ment and a political system and a social structure which is very en-
trenched in the way it has always done business” (PBS Frontline, 2010). 
Democracy is not only a function of governmental institutions; it is also a 
byproduct of culture, the sacred soil for its implementation. Hence, there 
is the desire for social justice in Préval’s vision, even though his political 
tactics and apparent indifference to the plight of the people at times 
place him at odds with the Haitian polity. Nevertheless, he seems to un-
derstand what it is that Haitians need: “we must deal with the need of 
rebuilding Haiti, thanks to an effective decentralization policy – namely, 
offering health care, education, jobs to all Haitians, men and women, re-
gardless of where they live in the country, in order to prevent migratory 
flows toward the big cities, towards Port-au-Prince, and that will help 
avoid that disasters such as the earthquake would cause so many victims” 
(The White House, 2010). Préval’s broad vision is to be lauded, but the 
obstacles to his goals now depend on Haiti’s rapprochement with donor 
countries and the nation’s continuous ability to maintain democratic 
order and equitable governance.
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Reforming the Haitian national 
police: From stabilization to 
consolidation
Timothy Donais

Passing judgement about success, failure or even progress amid “the fog 
of peacebuilding” is never easy (Barnett et al., 2003). It is especially 
difficult in the case of contemporary Haiti. The country’s recent past 
has  been marked by both hope and despair; periods of relative stability 
have been punctuated by episodic crises, the most dramatic of which was 
the devastating earthquake of January 2010 which left over 200,000 dead 
and more than two million displaced. As Haitians struggle to recover 
from the most devastating natural disaster in their history, the longer-
term implications of the quake in terms of political stability, economic 
recovery and peacebuilding remain difficult to predict. On the security 
side as well, recent trends have been anything but clear. While gang vio-
lence and kidnapping, the most visible manifestations of Haitian inse
curity, have been reduced in recent years, overall levels of criminality 
remain high, spoilers continue to threaten the tentative and uncertain ad-
vance of the rule of law and the escape of half the country’s prison popu-
lation in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake remains cause for 
concern.

Within this broader context, this chapter will assess police reform both 
as the cornerstone of security sector reform and as a vital component of 
stabilization and peacebuilding in Haiti. Several years into the second at-
tempt to establish a professional national police force in Haiti, it remains 
possible, on balance, to be guardedly optimistic about the state of re-
forms. Recruitment and training have slowly repopulated the ranks of the 
Haitian National Police (HNP), and gradual if uneven progress is being 
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made in removing the corrupt and the criminal from the force. While 
widespread doubts about the HNP’s ability to enforce the law persist, re-
cent developments have at least eroded the widespread public sense of 
the force itself as a source of insecurity (see Refugee International, 2005). 
For its part, the international community appears to have learned the 
right lesson from its premature withdrawal of the late 1990s, and now 
seems committed for the long haul in Haiti. Combined, these factors have 
of late contributed to the emergence of a discernible if still tenuous se-
curity dividend in which even formerly no-go areas, such the notorious 
Port-au-Prince suburb of Cité Soleil, are now relatively safe. Balancing 
these hopeful signs, however, are fears that the police reform process has 
lost momentum, as well as the reality that while the ability of the HNP to 
carry out basic policing functions has improved, it remains years away 
from being able to tackle complex criminal problems such as the coun-
try’s illicit drug trade.

In terms of both the overall security situation and the reform of the 
HNP, Haiti currently stands at a crossroads between stabilization and 
consolidation. It has been here before. In the years following the US-
led restoration of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 1994, the initial ef-
fort to stand up the HNP produced what was seen, for a time, as “the 
most honest and effective component of the Haitian bureaucracy” (Dob-
bins, 2003: 77). In subsequent years, however, Haiti’s political crisis 
eroded and ultimately overwhelmed the gains made in police reform, and 
the HNP effectively disintegrated in the lead-up to the 2004 uprising/
coup which drove Aristide from power. While current circumstances dif-
fer considerably from those prevalent in the late 1990s, Haiti remains a 
fragile, unstable state, and the key challenge now lies in consolidating the 
security gains made over the past several years in order to ensure a de-
finitive break from the country’s recent cycle of violent instability.

While examining both progress made and progress still to be made 
with regard to transforming the HNP into a professional, impartial guard-
ian of public security, this chapter will also locate the police reform pro-
cess within the broader context of ongoing efforts to build sustainable 
peace in Haiti. It will suggest that, in Haiti as elsewhere, the success and 
sustainability of police reform processes are ultimately dependent on 
broader political developments, and on the willingness of key local actors 
to take ownership over the process. Thus, while international police re-
form efforts – manifest in the work of the civilian policing element of the 
UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) – have without ques-
tion played a role in helping Haiti emerge from its latest security crisis, 
the Haiti case also points to the inherent limits of externally driven se-
curity reforms as a tool of political and social transformation.
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The political context

The most striking feature of Haiti’s recent past is the radically different 
political climates that existed before and after the country’s 2006 elec-
tions. Prior to the elections, the country was in turmoil, deeply divided 
between pro- and anti-Aristide forces, governed by a dysfunctional and 
widely despised interim government and overseen by UN peacekeepers 
who were simultaneously viewed as incompetents and occupiers. More 
than 800 Haitians died in sporadic violence between September 2004 and 
the end of 2005, and the paramilitary-style police response to the ongoing 
insecurity was seen by many Haitians less as an effort to restore law and 
order and more as an organized assault on Aristide supporters, carried 
out with the tacit blessing of MINUSTAH (see Griffin, 2004). Under 
such  conditions, developing and implementing a coherent police reform 
strategy proved next to impossible, while MINUSTAH itself was more 
focused on electoral preparations than on restoring the rule of law; MI-
NUSTAH’s first two years on the ground were, therefore, lost years as far 
as police reform was concerned (Mobekk, 2008).

Given the violence and despair that prevailed across Haiti in mid-2005, 
the transformation of the political environment following the election of 
René Préval to the presidency in February 2006 was nothing short of mi-
raculous. The election of the former Aristide protégé tempered, at least 
somewhat, the conflict between pro- and anti-Aristide forces, while the 
emergence of a legitimate, democratically elected Haitian leader funda-
mentally changed the dynamic among the Haitian public, its government 
and the international community. The most visible manifestation of 
change was the anti-gang initiative of late 2006 which led to the arrests 
of  some 750 gang leaders and produced near-immediate results in terms 
of enhanced security, particularly in the capital (see Dziedzic and Perito, 
2008). In the aftermath of the campaign, Haitian attitudes towards MI-
NUSTAH softened considerably, with polls suggesting that nearly three 
in four Haitians held a positive impression of the mission. In the words of 
Gary Pierre-Paul Charles, a prominent Haitian radio host: “MINUSTAH 
is now becoming part of the society, and is increasingly accepted as hav-
ing an important role to play here.”1

While there are dangers in over-estimating the impact of a single indi-
vidual, it is clear that Préval, through the injection of both legitimacy and 
domestic political will into the current peacebuilding process, was a key 
factor in Haiti’s post-election peace dividend. His election, and the sub
sequent appointment of Mario Andrésol as the director general of the 
HNP, also gave the international community a credible local partner in 
police reform. Under Andrésol, the HNP has been making a gradual 
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comeback. Through new recruitment, the force grew from approximately 
3,500 personnel in 2005 to 9,250 in March 2009, with the ultimate goal to 
reach 14,000 by 2011 (UNSC, 2009: 7). Some 540 officers were dismissed 
for corruption in the first year of Préval’s mandate – although Andrésol 
himself has gone on record as saying that up to one-quarter of his officers 
are corrupt – and the process of vetting currently serving officers has fi-
nally begun.2 While Haiti’s security forces have traditionally been public 
oppressors rather than public defenders, there have been indications of 
growing public confidence in the HNP. The anti-gang campaign, for ex-
ample, pushed many gang leaders out of their slum strongholds and into 
the countryside, and tips provided to either the HNP or MINUSTAH by 
local residents led to the arrest of many of those who fled. Similarly, re-
cent polls suggest that two in three Haitians consider the HNP to be the 
most reliable state institution (cited in Crane et al., 2010: 63.)

Given Haiti’s troubled history, and the fact that the first attempt at 
building a national police force failed largely as a result of circumstances 
beyond its control – the HNP, in the words of James Dobbins, was “slowly 
sucked into the culture of corruption, incompetence and politicization in 
which it was embedded” (Dobbins, 2003: 77) – it is impossible to underes-
timate the importance of political stability as a prerequisite for sustained 
and sustainable police reform. In this sense, the current Préval adminis-
tration has provided a critical window of opportunity for reform; with a 
new round of elections on the horizon (in which Préval himself will not 
be eligible to run), and with structural reforms at least temporarily side-
tracked by the massive humanitarian, clean-up and rebuilding effort re-
quired in the aftermath of the January 12 earthquake, it is unclear how 
long this window will remain open, or whether it has in fact already 
closed.

CIVPOL and the HNP

The basic model through which international police assistance is deliv-
ered in post-conflict contexts has changed little over the past two de
cades. Some institutional strengthening has taken place within the UN 
system – particularly within the Civilian Policing (CIVPOL) Division of 
the Department of Peacekeeping Operations. There has also been a shift 
towards the deployment of formed police units, paramilitary-style forma-
tions specializing in operational tasks such as riot and crowd control; 
indeed, currently in Haiti more international police serve in formed po-
lice units (which play, at best, a minimal role in police reform) than in 
traditional CIVPOL roles. Beyond this, however, international assistance 
geared specifically at police reform continues to follow the so-called 
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SMART model, which emphasizes supporting, monitoring, advising, re-
porting and training; in other words, international police are neither ex-
pected nor mandated to enforce the law but rather to support local law 
enforcement in their efforts to do so (Hartz, 2000: 31). At its core, there-
fore, the CIVPOL model is based on an effort to transform both the 
structures and the mindsets through which policing functions are carried 
out in post-conflict contexts. In contrast to the military side of peace-
keeping, which has become increasingly robust and assertive in recent 
years, “policekeeping” remains highly dependent on the cooperation and 
buy-in of local police counterparts. As Charles Call and William Stanley 
have argued, “no amount of training or institutional development will 
produce positive results where domestic actors are not really interested 
in changing the status quo” (Call and Stanley, 2001: 170).

MINUSTAH’s civilian policing arm also labours under additional 
structural constraints endemic to multilateral civilian policing missions. 
At present, 49 countries contribute policing resources to MINUSTAH, 
and cobbling together a multiplicity of different officers, representing a 
multiplicity of different policing cultures, into a coherent force for reform 
remains an ongoing challenge. Similarly, international civilian policing 
has long been supply-driven rather than demand-driven, with missions 
forced to work with what they are given, in terms of resources and exper-
tise, rather than with what they need. Police officers with experience in 
institutional reform and change management are in chronically short sup-
ply, as are francophone officers available to serve in French-speaking 
nations such as Haiti (Creole-speaking CIVPOL are an even rarer com-
modity).3 Moreover, as David Beer, MINUSTAH’s first police commis-
sioner, has noted, “many of the contributing countries sent representatives 
with no more formal training or appropriate experience than the Haitian 
National Police they are mandated to develop” (Beer, undated). Finally, 
as discussed in more detail below, coordination across the range of inter-
connected justice and security sub-sectors remains more an aspiration 
than a reality; even MINUSTAH, formally an “integrated” peace support 
mission, has struggled to fit the various components of its mandate to-
gether in a coherent manner (Mobekk, 2008).

While police reform can be viewed both in political and in technical 
terms, the combination of structural constraints and on-the-ground reali-
ties has meant that police reform in Haiti, as it has unfolded over the 
past several years, has followed a relatively narrow, technical agenda, 
emphasizing training and vetting/certification. On the one hand, the pre-
cipitous decline in the HNP’s human capacity in the run-up to the 2004 
political crisis required, and continues to require, urgent attention. The 
HNP’s own reform plan suggests that a minimum of 14,000 uniformed of-
ficers are required to provide basic policing duties across Haiti, although 
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it is increasingly clear that delays in recruitment and training – which 
have been exacerbated by the earthquake – mean that the 2011 target 
date for reaching this goal can no longer be met.4 On the other hand, 
in terms of both operational effectiveness and the HNP’s reputation vis-
à-vis the public, addressing questions of corruption within the force re-
mains a pressing priority. The appointment of Andrésol – once described 
by the Los Angeles Times as “a rare Haitian hybrid of Frank Serpico and 
Eliot Ness” (Fineman, 2001) – to the post of HNP director-general was 
an important signal in this regard, but the hard work of purging the force 
of the criminal, the incompetent and the corrupt continues. While new 
recruits are vetted as part of basic training, the process of vetting and 
certifying existing officers really only began in earnest in mid-2007; as of 
March 2009, more than 5,400 individual files had been reviewed, or were 
under review, by joint MINUSTAH–HNP teams (UNSC, 2009: 8).

While getting new recruits into the HNP and simultaneously weeding 
bad apples out are eminently defensible priorities, and essential to the 
broader process of restoring the HNP’s capacity to provide basic policing 
services, it has also produced a police reform process that is inherently 
inward-looking. As with past international interventions in Haiti, the ci-
vilian policing component remains “a mission within the mission,” incom-
pletely integrated into the broader peacebuilding project. Similarly, the 
HNP remains, in the words of a recent report by the North-South Insti-
tute (NSI), “impervious not only to its own members but also to the 
broader public, to civil society organizations, and to certain state institu-
tions” (Fortin and Pierre, 2008: 27). Given the interconnected nature of 
the security challenges facing Haiti, overcoming this state of affairs rep-
resents a key challenge as the peacebuilding task shifts from stabilization 
to consolidation. Three sets of linkages – horizontal, upwards and down-
wards – are particularly important if police reform is to be an integrated 
component of a broader social and political transformation in Haiti.

First, it continues to be the case that the various components of secur-
ity sector reform – including police reform, disarmament, demobilization 
and reintegration (DDR), and justice reform – are following largely sepa-
rate tracks. Indeed, with regard to the police/justice nexus, one of the 
key lessons of Haiti’s police reform experience of the 1990s was that suc-
cessful reform requires sustained and parallel progress in all areas of the 
justice sector, including police, the judiciary and the penal system.5 Un-
balanced development across the justice sector can in fact be destabil
izing; the ongoing crisis in Haiti’s penal sector – a consequence of 
over-crowded prisons, a surfeit of inmates languishing in pretrial deten-
tion, and now insecure, earthquake-damaged facilities – is partly attribut-
able to the reality that the ability of police to arrest suspects once again 
far outstrips the ability of the justice system to process them. While more 
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attention has been paid to judicial and penal reform in recent years, and 
the Haitian government has recently adopted several key laws and a 
multi-year justice reform plan, the reality is that judicial reform is by its 
very nature more complex, politically sensitive and time-consuming than 
police reform. This leads to a fundamental dilemma: while the pressure to 
calibrate the pace of reforms to ensure balanced progress across the jus-
tice sector suggests a more coordinated, deliberate and inevitably slower 
approach to reforms, there continues to be pressure to push the police 
reform envelope as far and as fast as possible to take advantage of the 
current window of political stability. While there is no easy resolution to 
this dilemma, a basic prerequisite to addressing the coordination chal-
lenge involves confronting the ongoing animosity between the HNP and 
the judicial system, which has long constituted a serious obstacle to 
broader progress on the rule of law front in Haiti.6

The relationship between DDR and police reform in Haiti has been 
equally distant. It is now generally acknowledged that DDR in Haiti 
started off on the wrong foot by applying a conventional DDR process – 
focusing on the disarming and retraining of “combatants” – to a highly 
unconventional conflict, and was largely disconnected from broader rule-
of-law reform efforts (Muggah, 2005). Of late, the DDR process has been 
reoriented and relaunched, and now focuses on a broad-based agenda of 
community violence reduction, aimed at strengthening the rule of law 
and local governance while at the same time providing opportunities for 
former gang members and at-risk youth.7 While the jury is still out on 
whether this new approach will be any more effective than the old one, 
it  seems clear that any sustainable programme of community violence 
reduction will require an effective partnership with the HNP, ideally 
through the renewal of community policing programmes. Such a partner-
ship has been slow to develop, however, and ironically there may now be 
a danger of DDR being unsustainably ahead of the police on basic issues 
of community engagement.

Second, the linkages connecting the operational mechanisms of public 
security upwards to the executive and legislative arms of government 
need to be strengthened and enhanced if the promise of democratic po-
licing is to be fulfilled in Haiti. This is especially crucial given the historic 
role of Haitian security forces as instruments of oppression rather than 
protection, and the manner in which the first incarnation of the HNP was 
drawn into, and decimated by, the country’s broader political conflict. 
More generally, one of the overarching principles of security sector re-
form is that reforms must ensure not only the effectiveness of security 
structures but also their accountability. To date in Haiti, the preoccupa-
tion with achieving a basic level of operational effectiveness within 
the  HNP has come largely at the expense of building mechanisms of 
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democratic accountability. This means, in part, equipping parliamentary 
oversight bodies with the skills and resources to hold the police account-
able for their actions. It also means ensuring that while the police are 
subject to appropriate ministerial oversight, they are also insulated from 
inappropriate political influence. While this is politically sensitive terrain, 
and inevitably subject to the idiosyncrasies of personality, in Haiti’s case 
the challenge of effective political oversight is further complicated by the 
realities of Haitian parliamentary politics. As the NSI has noted, the Con-
seil Supérieur de la Police Nationale, which includes the prime minister 
and other key public security ministers and has direct responsibilities for 
HNP oversight, is not operational, while senate oversight commissions 
are understaffed and over-tasked. At the same time, the fact that no legal 
mechanism exists through which Haitian parliamentarians can access 
government files and documents seriously undermines their ability to 
carry out effective oversight (Fortin and Pierre, 2008: 22–23). While some 
bilateral initiatives, such as the four-year Haiti Parliamentary Support 
Project, implemented by Canada’s Parliamentary Centre, are focusing on 
legislative capacity-building,8 a much more concerted effort is needed to 
meet the challenges of democratic security governance in Haiti.

Third, any sustainable policing strategy for Haiti must take seriously 
the challenge of transforming the climate of fear, suspicion and mistrust 
that has long characterized police–society relations in Haiti. For the vast 
majority of Haitian citizens, the presence of police in their communities 
has been a source of dread rather than comfort. In the current climate, 
transforming police–society relations depends in large part on opera-
tional effectiveness: the HNP’s ability to demonstrably enhance public 
security, while at the same time addressing corruption and criminality 
within its own ranks, would go a long way to unsettling long-standing and 
well-justified public perceptions about what the police do and whose in-
terests they serve. Ideally, however, placing police–society relations on a 
different foundation will also require at least some blurring of the line 
separating the police officer as the agent of security and the citizen as the 
object to be secured. Not only should the police be more active in, and 
engaged with, the communities they serve, but citizens need to see them-
selves as participants when it comes to the provision of public security. 
What is needed, in other words, is a model of community policing that 
speaks directly to the particular security concerns of Haitian commu
nities.

Community policing is not a new concept in the Haitian context, and 
was incorporated into the first HNP development effort in the 1990s. 
However, in the face of limited international support and deteriorating 
political conditions, community policing never really got off the ground 
(Davis et al., 2003: 293); indeed, the failure of these first tentative efforts 
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may have done little more than generate scepticism among Haitians and 
internationals alike about the applicability of generic community policing 
models in the Haitian context. Nevertheless, a commitment to community 
policing reappears in the 2006 HNP Reform plan, and elements of com-
munity policing are currently being reintroduced. However, as the Inter-
national Crisis Group has noted, the absence of a nationwide strategy for 
community policing has meant that recent efforts to strengthen police–
community links have been piecemeal, uncoordinated, and under-resourced 
and therefore of questionable utility and sustainability (International 
Crisis Group, 2008: 15). While community policing is no panacea for over-
coming legacies of distrust between providers and recipients of policing 
service, it does offer at least the promise of improving community–police 
relations and changing public perceptions about the police and vice versa 
(Davis et al., 2003: 299). In Haiti’s case, using community policing as a 
mechanism for social cohesion has yet to be seriously attempted.

Achieving local ownership

In the context of the broader transition from stabilization to consolida-
tion, there is no avoiding the issue of local ownership. From its origins in 
international development thinking, the notion of local ownership has in 
recent years come to occupy an increasingly prominent role in discus-
sions of both peacebuilding and security sector reform. The growing em-
phasis on the agency of local actors has emerged in large part as a 
consequence of the underwhelming results of outside-in, top-down re-
form processes which view local actors and structures as targets of re-
form rather than partners in reform. Indeed, the recent history of Haiti 
itself provides ample empirical evidence of the inherent limits on the 
ability of international actors to transform troubled states into stable lib-
eral democracies.

While the notion of local ownership remains contested and ambiguous 
– both in terms of the identity of “the locals” and the meanings of 
“ownership” – the underlying premise is that reform processes lacking 
meaningful local involvement are unlikely to be sustainable. At issue, of 
course, is how meaningful such involvement needs to be. Laurie Nathan, 
for example, argues that local ownership means that reform processes 
must be “designed, managed and implemented by local rather than inter-
national actors” (Nathan, 2007: 4). Others, including Simon Chesterman, 
tend to equate local ownership with local “buy-in,” suggesting that while 
local ownership may be a key goal of reform processes – especially in 
post-conflict transitions – it cannot realistically be the means through 
which reform goals are achieved (Chesterman, 2007: 7). While there are 
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important differences between the view that local actors should drive the 
reform process from conception to implementation and the contrasting 
view that local ownership is about encouraging, socializing or even coerc-
ing local actors to embrace externally defined means and ends, both posi-
tions accept – whether implicitly or explicitly – that local ownership 
matters to the long-term success of reform.9

In Haiti, three categories of local owner are of particular relevance to 
police reform: political elites, the police themselves and civil society. 
While there have been signs of progress towards local ownership in re-
cent years, it is also clear that police reform processes in Haiti have yet to 
reach the point where they could be self-sustaining in the absence of on-
going international support.

As noted above, the election of Préval and the subsequent appoint-
ment of Mario Andrésol to the post of HNP director general were crucial 
factors in making recent progress on police reform possible. Both men 
appear committed to a model of professional, public-service policing 
in  Haiti, and have been willing to work closely with the international 
presence – MINUSTAH in particular – to move the process forward. At 
the same time, and in contrast to the interim government period in which 
MINUSTAH was viewed as an occupying force and interim Prime Minis-
ter Gérard Latortue as a puppet of Washington, the emergence of a dem-
ocratically elected, reform-oriented government has put a Haitian face 
on the police reform process that has significantly enhanced its domestic 
legitimacy. More generally, the Préval presidency lowered the political 
temperature in Haiti and enabled – at least until 2008, when the country 
was buffeted by a series of crises, including food riots, serial hurricanes 
and an extended and paralysing prime ministerial crisis – a shift from 
short-term crisis management to longer-term structural reform. While 
these have been positive developments with regard to local ownership, 
the extent to which elite ownership, both of police reform and of the 
stabilization process more generally, remains individualized rather than 
institutionalized remains a cause for concern as Haiti heads into a new 
electoral cycle.

While elite ownership over police reform is crucial, so too is fostering a 
culture of professionalism across the entire HNP. This is an enormous, 
long-term challenge, particularly in a country such as Haiti where a posi-
tion in the public sector has long been viewed primarily as an opportu-
nity for private gain. It has also become clear, however, that there are 
inherent limits on the capacity of outsiders to instil a professional polic-
ing ethos, either through basic training or ongoing in-service mentoring. 
The experience of the first HNP development effort underscored these 
limits, as externally driven attempts to transfer norms across the 
international–local divide foundered on the reality that for individual of-
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ficers abstract policing principles mattered far less than the exigencies 
and opportunities of everyday policing in Haiti. In other words, no 
amount of training and mentoring in democratic policing principles can 
fully inoculate individual officers against the temptations of corruption 
and criminality, particularly in a broader context of weak oversight and 
generalized impunity.

If the development of a locally owned culture of democratic policing is 
almost necessarily a long-term process, in which the interplay among po-
licing, politics and society at the domestic level matters more than the 
international–domestic dynamic, a more viable medium-term strategy 
might focus on modifying incentive structures through developing and 
strengthening accountability mechanisms. While the importance of such 
mechanisms between police and the political system and between police 
and society has already been noted, no less crucial are the HNP’s own 
internal accountability mechanisms. The joint HNP–MINUSTAH vetting 
process is, for the moment, the centrepiece of the accountability effort; 
while the unfolding process is removing some of the HNP’s bad apples, 
there is, as noted in reports by both the International Crisis Group and 
the North-South Institute, ongoing scepticism about whether the pro-
cess is sufficiently thorough, comprehensive or transparent (International 
Crisis Group, 2008: 9; Fortin and Pierre, 2008:18–19). On the other hand, 
the HNP’s Office of the Inspector General has shown some promise as a 
locus around which a culture of accountability within the HNP can be 
developed and promoted (Mobekk, 2008: 13). Concurrently, however, 
much work remains to be done to institutionalize mechanisms of every-
day accountability and oversight within the HNP. One ongoing challenge 
in this regard is the HNP’s hourglass-shaped organizational structure, as 
the absence of a cadre of experienced middle-level managers presents a 
key obstacle in achieving adequate control, supervision and oversight 
over what remains an inexperienced force operating in a volatile environ-
ment.10 More generally, in the context of Haitian policing the core work 
of institution-building must include a local ownership strategy focused on 
supporting and insulating key reformers located at strategic positions 
within the HNP hierarchy.

Finally, in a troubled and fragile society such as Haiti’s, the argument 
that police reform is far too important to be left in the hands of the po-
lice themselves remains compelling. It is cause for concern, therefore, 
that to date the bulk of the police reform process has been about police 
reforming police, largely in isolation from the communities they are sup-
posed to serve. If local ownership of police reform – and of policing more 
generally – is to be taken seriously, then the focus must not be solely on 
the providers of security but on the consumers of security as well. As 
noted above, the reinvigoration of community policing may provide part 
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of the answer to the broader problem of police–community relations, at 
least insofar as it encourages dialogue between police and citizens and 
gives communities and their representatives a voice in how public secur-
ity is delivered. However, there is a danger in equating community polic-
ing with community ownership, particularly if the former is conceived 
narrowly in terms of co-opting communities into supporting a top-down 
law-and-order agenda, in which citizens are valued more as informers 
than interlocutors.

It is, of course, unsurprising that civil society has to date played at best 
a marginal role in Haiti’s police reform process. The priority given to re-
storing basic policing capacity, the country’s historically strained relations 
between police and civil society, and the fact that CIVPOL as an institu-
tion has tended to define police reform narrowly have all worked against 
the view that police reform in Haiti is as much about social repair as 
about law and order. Nevertheless, as Marina Caparini has noted, “the 
involvement of civil society groups is vital to the success of police reform 
and democratic policing because they serve to link the police to the 
broader community” (Caparini, 2004: 57). Indeed, Haitian civil society as 
a whole represents a potentially crucial source of domestic support for 
the broader vision of a professional, democratically accountable and 
public-service oriented national police force. As police reform in Haiti 
continues to unfold, therefore, it makes sense for the international com-
munity to seek out and support allies within Haitian civil society, both in 
terms of promoting local ownership and in support of the even longer-
term goal of democratizing public security provision.

Security after the earthquake

The magnitude-7.0 earthquake that levelled large parts of Port-au-Prince 
and the surrounding region on the afternoon of 12 January 2010 plunged 
Haiti back into crisis in a matter of seconds, and represented, in the 
words of the UN’s Nigel Fisher, “a disaster of a magnitude that would 
have set any country reeling” (United Nations, 2010: 3). With hundreds of 
thousands killed, and nearly one in four Haitians displaced, the Port-au-
Prince region immediately became the site of the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis.

While the availability and provision of food, water and shelter were the 
immediate preoccupations of both survivors and aid providers in the im-
mediate aftermath of the disaster, there were also genuine fears about 
the impact of the earthquake on the broader security situation. Despite 
some predictions of chaos and anarchy, however, the security situation in 
the quake zone in the days and weeks following the disaster was rela-
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tively calm, and the overwhelming impression of observers on the ground 
was that Haitians were weathering the crisis with dignity, equanimity 
and  patience (Pilger, 2010: 20; Dupuy, 2010: 198). Incidents of theft – 
particularly of food and water – emerged as a security issue in the quake’s 
aftermath, while the number of sexual assaults, especially within dis-
placed persons’ camps, also increased. Potentially more destabilizing, 
however, was the fact that the earthquake liberated – directly or indirectly 
– more than 4,000 prisoners, representing half of the country’s prison 
population. Among the escapees were an estimated 300 –500 gang mem-
bers, including many of those rounded up as part of the anti-gang initia-
tive of late 2006 (ICG, 2010: 9). In recent months, there have been 
disturbing signs that some of the more notorious Haitian gangs are be-
ginning to reorganize in the devastated landscape of Port-au-Prince 
(Roig-Franzia, 2010).

From the perspective of security provision, the HNP was also a victim 
of the earthquake, losing 77 officers, while the UN lost more than 100 
personnel. Infrastructure, including police stations, judicial buildings and 
prisons, was also seriously affected by the quake; while the police training 
school survived, it was quickly reassigned as the temporary home of the 
Haitian Parliament. Despite the losses, the HNP was a visible presence 
on the streets of Port-au-Prince in the immediate aftermath of the earth-
quake (even though the magnitude of the disaster meant the police could 
not be everywhere they were needed), while the United Nations quickly 
authorized an additional 3,500 troops and CIVPOL to help shore up the 
security situation.

As of mid-2010, despite growing frustration among many Haitians who 
have seen few concrete manifestations of the billions of dollars of aid and 
reconstruction assistance they were promised as part of the initial out-
pouring of international solidarity, the political situation has stabilized to 
the extent that the word “reform” is now back on the political agenda in 
Haiti. At the New York donors’ conference in March 2010, the Haitian 
government presented its Action Plan for National Recovery and Devel-
opment, which attempts to chart a path from disaster response to a re-
newal of longer-term structural reform efforts. On the security and justice 
side, the plan lists immediate priorities as restoring the operational cap-
acity of security and justice agencies, providing quake-affected commu
nities (including those hosting displaced populations) with access to 
justice and security and – somewhat more ambiguously – creating “fa-
vourable conditions” for the administration of justice and security in the 
post-crisis period (Government of Haiti, 2010: 45). In short, while the 
earthquake represented both a major humanitarian crisis and a definite 
setback to long-term stabilization efforts, the struggle to consolidate the 
rule of law in Haiti continues. As before, the success of this effort depends 
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in large part on both social stability and a favourable political climate. 
Unlike the prequake period, however, institutional reforms will now have 
to compete for both resources and attention with the bricks-and-mortar 
reconstruction effort, and will eventually have to be tailored to any 
longer-term strategy aimed at decentralizing government administration 
and services outside of Port-au-Prince (Crane et al., 2010: 68).

Conclusion

Police reform in Haiti remains very much a work in progress. While there 
have undoubtedly been advances since the dark days of the 2004 –2006 
interim administration, and the HNP has been at least partially rehabili-
tated as the cornerstone of Haiti’s security sector, the reform process is 
not yet self-sustaining and the force’s commitment to policing as a public 
service remains to be proven. More worryingly, perhaps, the reform pro-
cess appears to have lost momentum of late, as a result, at least in part, to 
the combination of natural disaster and political crisis: serious concerns 
have emerged about the rate at which the HNP’s basic human capital is 
being replenished, and about the viability of the process meant to rid the 
force of those demonstrably unfit for duty. Beyond these basics, much re-
mains to be done to both broaden and deepen progress made thus far. 
In a 2008 report, the International Crisis Group outlined a laundry list of 
reforms – in areas ranging from border control to witness protection to 
intelligence gathering to improving both gender awareness and gender 
balance – which highlights both the long-term nature of the HNP devel-
opment project and the ongoing gap between needs and resources (Inter-
national Crisis Group, 2008: 7–11). The continued focus on the restoration 
of “basic” policing capacity also underlines how far the HNP remains 
from being capable of addressing Haiti’s most serious and complex secur-
ity challenges, from marginalizing criminal gangs to reining in the orga
nized networks seeking to solidify Haiti’s position as a key transhipment 
point for illegal narcotics.

At the same time, policing can never be fully insulated from broader 
political dynamics, and on this dimension the next two years may prove 
crucial. The year 2008 saw the end of the Préval honeymoon, which was 
characterized by an extended window of political stability in which 
longer-term structural reforms, rather than short-term crisis management, 
became possible. The serial crises of 2008 sent shockwaves through a still-
fragile political system, which was still recovering its equilibrium when 
the January 2010 earthquake struck. It also remains unclear whether suf-
ficient progress has been made on the police reform file to insulate the 
HNP from a renewed period of political turbulence. Even more funda-
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mental questions persist about the role of the HNP as a key interface 
between state and citizen: while the international community continues 
to promote a democratically accountable, public-service oriented vision 
of policing for Haiti, the alternative in an environment of renewed insta-
bility may be a form of policing as “liddism”, with the HNP increasingly 
called upon to suppress chronic social unrest produced by a deeply inega-
litarian society. In short, Haiti’s socio-political and economic foundations 
remain profoundly unstable, and the possibility that the entire post-
Aristide stabilization process will unravel cannot yet be ruled out.

Precisely because Haiti’s future remains uncertain, this chapter has 
argued that the progress that has been made towards stabilizing the se-
curity situation in recent years must now be consolidated and made self-
sustaining, in order to ensure that renewed political crisis does not tip 
over into a more generalized security crisis. While international support 
will continue to be needed for years in order to solidify the basic founda-
tions of policing in Haiti – a well-trained, disciplined, sufficiently re-
sourced force operating within a coherent institutional framework 
tailored to the specificities of the country’s public security challenges – 
this chapter has also argued that policing must also be seen as one com-
ponent of a broader and integrated process of security sector reform. 
Restoring basic policing capacity is crucial, but so too is working with 
Haiti’s government to ensure that the HNP is both subject to appropriate 
political oversight and shielded from inappropriate political interference; 
that the broader justice system – including police, prosecutors and judges 
– functions as a coherent whole; and that police–society relations are pro-
gressively transformed from a relationship of mutual animosity to one of 
mutual support. Such tasks extend far beyond the current scope of CIV-
POL activities; addressing them will therefore require not only greater 
cross-sectoral coordination within MINUSTAH – giving real meaning, in 
other words, to the concept of an “integrated mission” – but also a more 
coherent and comprehensive rule-of-law/security sector strategy on the 
part of the broader international community. After 12 January, justice 
and rule of law reform will also have to be located within the broader 
context of post-disaster reconstruction and the widespread rehabilitation 
of basic government services.

Consolidating security improvements in Haiti will also require greater 
attentiveness to the challenge of local ownership. While the local owner-
ship debate exposes serious tensions between outside-in and inside-out 
visions of reform, on basic questions of security the gap between inter-
national and domestic visions of reform has in fact been closing in recent 
years. Not only have the priorities of the Préval government been more 
or less aligned with those of the international community, but few dispute 
the importance of strengthening the HNP as the cornerstone of Haiti’s 
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security sector. As ActionAid Haiti reported in 2006, “There is no ques-
tion in Haitian civil society or the international community that a stable 
sustainable PNH [the HNP’s French acronym] needs to be established 
and is essential for the future security and stability of Haiti” (Mobekk, 
2008:13). That said, questions remain about the depth of the commitment 
among Haiti’s political class to comprehensive police reform, as well as 
about the extent to which a culture of professionalism and public service 
is beginning to take hold within the HNP itself. While there are, almost 
by definition, limits on the ability of outsiders to foster local ownership, 
the international community can and should accelerate efforts to provide 
strategic support to key reform-minded constituencies both within and 
outside the HNP in the name of advancing sustainable local ownership.

There are, ultimately, no shortcuts to the manifold challenges of police 
reform and public security in Haiti. Rebuilding the Haitian National Po-
lice will continue to require both the resources and the political will of 
the international community for years to come, and donor fatigue may 
yet risk the sustainability of the broader police reform enterprise. Success 
or failure, however, will depend on much more than sheer international 
persistence. It will depend on the pace of post-earthquake recovery, on 
whether a climate of relative political stability holds through Haiti’s next 
electoral cycle and even more profoundly on the achievement of a new 
social contract between Haitians and their government which offers at 
least the promise of alleviating the misery in which the majority of Hai-
tians continue to live. It will depend as well on whether police reform can 
be effectively integrated into a long-term rule-of-law strategy that can 
demonstrably deliver both security and justice to a critical mass of the 
population. And it will depend, finally, on whether both Haitians and the 
broader international community take seriously the question of how po-
licing fits into the broader relationship among security, development and 
democracy.

Notes

	 1.	 Author interview, Port-au-Prince, June 2007.
	 2.	 Author interview with Mario Andrésol, HNP director-general, Port-au-Prince, June 

2007.
	 3.	 In 2006, for example, only 38 per cent of CIVPOL officers in Haiti were French-

speaking; see Mobekk (2006).
	 4.	 Haiti’s recent Action Plan for National Recovery and Development has revised these 

numbers slightly; the new goal is for the HNP to comprise 16,000 police officers by 
2015; see Government of Haiti (2010: 45).

	 5.	 For a broader discussion of the police–justice nexus in Haiti, see Donais (2005).
	 6.	 For more details on the difficult relationship between the HNP and the broader Haitian 

justice system, see Fortin and Pierre (2008: 20 –22).
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	 7.	 Information on Haiti’s revised DDR process is available on the website of the UN’s 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Centre at: http://www.unddr.
org/countryprogrammes.php?c=80

	 8.	 More information on this project is available at: http://www.parlcent.ca/americas/ haiti_e.
php

	 9.	 For a broader discussion of the local ownership debate in the context of peacebuilding, 
see Donais (2009).

10.	 Author interview with Mario Andrésol, HNP director-general, Port-au-Prince, June 
2007.
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The “MINUSTAH experience”
Gerard Le Chevallier

International engagement and Haiti’s governance challenges 
since 1989

The first direct international engagement began in 1993 in response to 
the military coup d’état led by General Raoul Cédras and the Front pour 
l’Avancement et le Progrès d’Haiti (Front for the Advancement of Pro-
gress in Haiti, FRAPH) against the then Haitian president Jean Bertrand 
Aristide (see Dupuy, 2007). Following the establishment of the joint 
United Nations/Organization of American States (OAS) Civilian Mission 
to Haiti (MICIVIH) to monitor the human rights situation in 1993, 
the  UN Security Council established a United Nations peacekeeping 
operation – the United Nations Mission in Haiti (UNMIH) at the end 
of 1994. The mandate of the operation was to assist the democratic gov-
ernment of Haiti in fulfilling its responsibilities in connection with: first, 
sustaining the secure and stable environment that was established by 
UNMIH, including providing protection for international personnel and 
key installations; and second, the professionalization of the Haitian 
armed forces and the creation of a separate police force (see United Na-
tions, 1996). UNMIH was also mandated to assist the legitimate constitu-
tional authorities of Haiti in establishing an environment conducive to 
the organization of free and fair legislative elections, to be called by those 
authorities. Following the 1995 elections in Haiti, UNMIH was gradu-
ally  disengaged and replaced from 1996 to 2000 by what were essen-
tially  police training and monitoring operations (UNSMIH, UNTMIH, 
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MIPONUH), since one of President Aristide’s first initiatives upon re-
turning to office was the dissolution of the army.

At the time, observers considered UNMIH, and the subsequent police 
training missions, to have been peacekeeping successes. And they cer-
tainly were, as they accomplished the immediate tasks at hand: namely to 
help restore the legitimate civilian authorities of the country, assist in the 
conduct of free and fair elections, and lay the foundations of a civilian 
police force, the first such in Haitian history. Yet in 2004, less than 10 
years later, political instability and violence prompted a new United Na-
tions peacekeeping mission to Haiti, the United Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

Short-term operations will not be sufficient to address the many chal-
lenges in Haiti. In a joint press conference with President Préval in Haiti 
in 2006, former Secretary-General Kofi Annan (2006) stated: “nation-
building is a long term proposition. It does take time, it is hard it is diffi-
cult and it requires everyone to play his or her part.” MINUSTAH’s 
fundamental goal is to ensure that it is the last peacekeeping operation in 
Haiti. In order to do so, we have to address the root causes of Haiti’s in-
stability by promoting democratic governance, strengthening the capacity 
of state institutions and helping Haiti begin a genuine economic recovery 
process. Clearly, MINUSTAH cannot do this alone – a closely coordi-
nated approach with the rest of the United Nations organizations and 
other donors is crucial.

We have reasons to be optimistic in Haiti; after all, its problem is a pol-
itical conflict, which has no ethnic, religious or territorial dimensions. It is 
also a small country whose neighbours, in a relatively rich hemisphere, 
wish to assist it in achieving a durable stability. It is also only one-and-a-
half hours away by airplane from the United States, still the biggest mar-
ket in the world. So it should be possible to “fix” Haiti. However, in order 
to do so, the international community must be willing to provide the nec-
essary resources and make a long-term, concerted and coordinated com-
mitment. In discussions in New York with the member states and donor 
countries, I have tried to get everyone to understand that nation-building 
is a long-term proposition. It does take time, it is hard, it is difficult and it 
requires everyone to play his or her part. Various stakeholders and oper-
ations need to work in partnership: the government, the private sector, 
civil society and all of us. Haitians, both men and women, can now make 
individual contributions towards the rebuilding of this nation. Still, the 
obvious question before the international community at large was and 
still is: what went wrong with our earlier peacekeeping efforts? What is it 
that MINUSTAH, within that partnership, needs to do in order to help 
anchor Haiti on the way to lasting stability and thus obviate the need for 
a new peacekeeping operation in the future?
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What has changed since 1993 to 1996, and what are the 
current challenges?

The assertion of Latin America on the global stage

North American and European engagement in Haiti has traditionally 
been strong for a variety of historical, geographical and political reasons. 
The recent strong engagement of Latin America in Haiti, which is ex-
plored in Chapter 10 in this volume, is a welcome change. It sets a fine 
example and precedent for South–South cooperation on peace and secur-
ity issues. It gives a broader base to international engagement in Haiti, 
thus enhancing its effectiveness and legitimacy. In this regard, it is critical 
for the success of Haiti – and therefore of MINUSTAH – that Latin 
American countries remain engaged and committed to seeing through 
the current stability consolidation process in Haiti. And, one cannot talk 
about Haiti and the engagement of the Americas without mentioning the 
longstanding and significant contribution of the Organization of Ameri-
can States (OAS). The OAS has been a partner of choice for the United 
Nations in Haiti since the early 1990s. Cooperation between the United 
Nations and the OAS in Haiti needs to continue and build on the com-
plementarities of the two organizations.

Haiti has changed

As the chapters by Fatton Jr. and Manigat demonstrate, the 1987 Haitian 
constitution was designed to prevent Haiti from returning to a dictator-
ship through the establishment of a complicated political system which 
includes an extensively representative series of local councils and assem-
blies. To date, 22 years after it was adopted, successive governments have 
been unable to implement the political system as designed. As demon-
strated in a 2009 exchange between President René Préval and US Secre-
tary of State Hillary Clinton, discussions today are finally focused on how 
Haitians themselves must commit to building efficient, transparent and 
self-sustainable institutions, and are coming to terms with the need to 
amend the constitution (US Department of State, 2009).

The political disturbances of April 2008, the subsequent ousting of the 
government and the five months of political impasse over its replace-
ment, combined with the disaster caused by four consecutive tropical 
storms and hurricanes, have served as a strong wake-up call to both the 
Haitian government and the international community to examine how to 
provide for the critical needs of the Haitian population, and put the 
country on the track to sustainable development. The new government is 
struggling to become operational. It needs and is welcoming support. 
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Indeed, the devastation by the hurricanes was extensive: hundreds died, 
close to 170,000 families (almost a million persons, including 300,000 chil-
dren) had no access to food and water, more than 400 schools were dam-
aged or destroyed as well as key infrastructure such as bridges (Delva, 
2008). A good part of the autumn harvest was lost.

Peacekeeping has changed

Since the 2000 “Brahimi report” (United Nations, 2000), United Nations 
peacekeeping has evolved in two particular interrelated areas that are di-
rectly relevant to the current engagement in Haiti: (1) consolidating sta-
bility in post-conflict situations by not disengaging too soon following 
elections; and (2) more systemic and holistic efforts for rule-of-law sector 
reform – police, judiciary and penal. In short, an “exit strategy” for inter-
national peacekeeping has evolved; the successful holding of elections is 
no longer necessarily the milestone that triggers disengagement.

On the first point, elections took place in Haiti in 2006, but, unlike with 
UNMIH in 1996, the Security Council did not choose to disengage MI-
NUSTAH but rather to maintain it to undertake stability consolidation 
tasks. In late 2008, MINUSTAH stood roughly at the same strength as in 
2006, and in his latest report to the Security Council, the secretary-
general recommended that MINUSTAH’s current strength and configu-
ration be preserved during the next mandate period, which began in 
mid-October following the adoption of Security Council Resolution 1840, 
which authorized renewing the mission for a period of one year with the 
possibility of subsequent renewals after 15 October 2009 (UNSC, 2008a; 
see also, UNSC, 2008b).

MINUSTAH’s mandate is large in scope. It includes support for the 
political process and elections; support for the maintenance of public 
safety and order through operational support to the Haitian National Po-
lice; support for police, justice and penal sector development; assistance 
with strengthening state institutions (especially outside of the capital, in-
cluding border management); and help in coordinating the activities of 
the United Nations organizations in Haiti. MINUSTAH is currently com-
prised of 7,060 military personnel from 18 countries, and 2,091 police of-
ficers from 39 countries. The mission has 522 international civilians (of 
whom 34 per cent are female), 225 United Nations Volunteers and 1,206 
national employees. Its annual budget for 2007–2008 stood at US$535 
million. Its budget for 2008–2009 was US$601 million (MINUSTAH, 
2010).

On the second issue, namely strengthening the criminal justice system, 
support for rule of law reform is one of the cornerstones of MINUS-
TAH’s mandate. The mission supports national authorities in reforming 
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and building the capacity of the Haitian police, judiciary and penal sys-
tem, following reform plans that have been developed by the Haitian 
government with support from the international community. The task at 
hand is large. On the issue of police reform (see Chapter 5 in this vol-
ume), the challenge is for MINUSTAH to assist in vetting and training 
14,000 police officers by 2011, of whom 8,500 had already been trained by 
the autumn of 2008; most specialists agree that 14,000 is the minimum 
number of officers required for the Haitian police to undertake “essential 
policing duties”. Similarly, with respect to judicial reform, the challenge is 
to ensure the independence of the justice system and build its capacity. In 
this regard, much progress has been achieved since 2004: the Haitian Par-
liament has adopted three essential laws on the independence of the judi-
ciary. The establishment of the Superior Council of the Judiciary has 
almost been completed. The Magistrates School has been reopened and 
magistrate training resumed in August 2008 for the first time since 2004, 
with refresher training for 30 justices of the peace; a second batch of 30 
judges is currently under training. The challenges, however, remain daunt-
ing: the country needs 350 additional magistrates beyond the current 700, 
as well as the establishment of 160 new courts, in order for the judiciary 
to have an adequate coverage of the national territory. Finally, on reform 
of the prison system, the challenges are to improve the Haitian prison 
infrastructure, procure the necessary equipment, train prison personnel 
and enhance the treatment the prisoners. In 2008, MINUSTAH sup-
ported the training of 227 new Haitian prison officers, bringing the staff-
ing of the penal system to 752, in addition to providing day-to-day 
technical advice and support in most of the country’s prisons. Improve-
ments in the police and justice sectors are critical for progress in the 
penal sector as 83 per cent of the current inmates in Haiti are in pretrial 
detention, and overcrowding in the prisons is severe.

Kidnappings represent a poignant example of the challenges associated 
with Haitian rule-of-law reform. After a sharp decline in 2006 and 2007, 
kidnappings rose in 2008, albeit not to the previous levels reached in 
2006. From 1 January to 31 August 2008, 162 cases of kidnapping were 
registered in Haiti for an average of about 20 cases per month (see Inter-
national Crisis Group, 2007). Comparisons with other countries from the 
region suggest that there are relatively lower levels of kidnappings in 
Haiti than elsewhere. Yet, kidnappings are an issue that resonates with 
the Haitian public and cannot be ignored, especially since they are rela-
tively recent. Higher levels of kidnappings create a feeling of impunity 
for perpetrators, allow criminal gangs to diversify their sources of in-
come and undermine public confidence in the capacity of the state (and 
also of MINUSTAH) to maintain a climate of security and safety. Curb-
ing kidnappings is therefore likely to be seen by parts of the Haitian 
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public as a critical test for the effectiveness of police and justice reforms 
in Haiti.

In order for rule-of-law reforms to be successful, it is crucial to ensure 
their sustainability in the long term. Increasing the capacity of the police, 
justice and prison systems requires, at the same time, increasing the cap-
acity of the state to collect revenue, as well as to disburse it in an efficient 
way. One initiative that MINUSTAH is working on is collaboration with 
national authorities to build a border management capacity with two ob-
jectives: to curb smuggling and thus increase government revenue, and to 
curb trafficking of illicit goods, such as drugs and weapons (see UNSC, 
2009).

The “missing link”: Transition from peacekeeping/
peacebuilding to development or to“securing development”

The socio-economic dilemma or “securing development”

Lasting stability cannot take root without a meaningful improvement in 
the living conditions of the population. The public is much more likely to 
support a reform process that it associates with improvement to its every-
day life. Similarly, it is likely to be indifferent, or even hostile, to a reform 
process that it perceives as perpetuating extreme poverty and the status 
quo, or “more of the same”. A disgruntled public provides fertile ground 
to spoilers with hidden agendas designed to undermine efforts to bring 
stability to a country by manipulating otherwise legitimate and under-
standable social demands.

MINUSTAH and Haiti recently experienced the linkage between sta-
bilization efforts and socio-economic conditions. Indeed, a rising cost of 
living in Haiti owing to soaring food and fuel prices on international 
markets caused social unrest in April 2008 that led to the ousting of 
Prime Minister Alexis’s government by Parliament (Delva and Loney, 
2008). The resulting impasse over the designation of a new prime minis-
ter, which lasted almost five months, brought to a halt vital civil service 
reforms, and slowed down equally critical legislative and rule-of-law re-
forms. Much needed funding was also lost.

The transition from short-term stabilization to long-term stability and 
development is a key challenge for the national authorities and the inter-
national community in Haiti, as in many other post-conflict situations. As 
World Bank President Robert Zoellick (2008) noted in a speech that he 
delivered on conflict and development:

These situations require looking beyond the analytics of development – to a 
different framework of building security, legitimacy, governance, and economy. 
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This is not security as usual, or development as usual. Nor is it about what we 
have come to think of as peacebuilding or peacekeeping. This is about Securing 
Development – bringing security and development together first to smooth the 
transition from conflict to peace and then to embed stability so that develop-
ment can take hold over a decade and beyond. Only by securing development 
can we put down roots deep enough to break the cycle of fragility and violence.

Within that context, there are five pressing factors that are impeding the 
transition from security (or short-term stabilization) to development and 
lasting stability in Haiti.

Pressing factors for lasting stability and development

The first is the need for sustained efforts at the national level. Lasting 
stability and development require long-term efforts that go beyond the 
terms of a single national legislature or of a single president. The various 
sectors of Haitian society should thus establish some sort of stability or 
governance pact based on agreed upon and shared national objectives 
and priorities that cut across party lines and electoral cycles. Such a pact 
would provide the necessary vision and stability, improve the efficiency of 
international aid and avoid the “starting all over” syndrome following 
each electoral cycle, which, in itself, is a form of instability.

The second is a greater recognition that international development 
assistance alone cannot bring about the socio-economic improvements 
that Haitian society needs. It is only direct investment by the private sec-
tor, both national and foreign, that can create lasting development and 
generate the employment and income that Haitians need. Creating an 
environment conducive to investment, however, requires a deliberate 
commitment on the part of the state to provide security to the populace, 
to strengthen the rule of law and to make foreign markets more attrac-
tive and viable by seeking preferential trade agreements for Haitian pro-
ducers. It also requires strengthening the state’s capacity to disburse 
funds and implement projects, especially in public infrastructure develop-
ment.

The third is that lasting stability and development require long-term 
efforts and solutions, but it is difficult to support long-term solutions with 
one-year budgets. Most of the international assistance is committed on an 
annual basis; in some cases, it is planned over two or three years. Yet, the 
basic postulate remains the same: stabilization and development efforts 
would benefit from more predictable, long-term development assistance.

The fourth is that the difficulties in coordinating international assist-
ance must be overcome in order to ensure project complementarity. Sev-
eral tools, such as the International Monetary Fund’s Poverty Reduction 
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Strategy Paper (2008), have been developed to encourage project coordi-
nation and complementarity, as well as to ensure alignment of inter-
national assistance with national priorities. Yet, donor engagement still 
follows at times a bilateral logic, based on bilateral priorities. Also, often 
donors seek engagement in the most “noble” sectors possible to the det-
riment of other, less visible sectors: for example, it still remains easier to 
find assistance for the rehabilitation of a hospital or a school than to find 
support for the equally important rehabilitation of a prison.

The fifth obstacle is donor fatigue. As a result of the devastation 
brought to Haiti by the hurricanes of the summer of 2008, the United 
Nations launched a Flash Humanitarian Appeal for US$108 million over 
six months to fund humanitarian assistance and early recovery activities 
in Haiti (United Nations, 2008). More than 10 days following the appeal, 
however, only 3 per cent of the necessary US$108 million had been com-
mitted by donors, despite the urgent need for humanitarian assistance. 
Donor fatigue is a potential danger and a key challenge for the stabiliza-
tion efforts. Haitian authorities must understand that in order to keep 
donor interest and engagement in Haiti as well as to attract investment, 
they must keep making progress and implementing vital reforms, as was 
the case in 2007. On the other hand, the international community must 
stay the course and continue to support Haiti in order to protect its ini-
tial investment in the country’s peace and stability.

Conclusion

The international community has been trying to learn from its past mis-
takes in order not to repeat them. But Haitian partners must also learn 
from past mistakes, and transcend their differences of the moment in 
order to work, in a spirit of cooperation, for the long-term prosperity and 
welfare of their beautiful country. If both international and domestic ac-
tors were to do so, then both, together, would be paying the ultimate trib-
ute to the memory of all the victims of the recent hurricanes which have 
once more brought human and material devastation to Haiti, from which 
it will take a long to recover.
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Peace operations: On the 
importance of perceiving versus just 
seeing
Eduardo Aldunate

Introduction

From September 2005 to September 2006 I served as Deputy Force Com-
mander and, temporarily, as Acting Force Commander of the United Na-
tions Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH). During that year I 
was under the command of two brilliant Brazilian generals and responsi-
ble for a total of 7,500 soldiers from 11 countries. I strongly believe all 
can benefit from reflecting on the lessons learnt while serving with the 
United Nations. For some of us, delivering reports on performed activ-
ities is just part of our job. Sometimes our experience transcends the reg-
ular UN administrative conduit and can be shared with a wider audience. 
Volumes such as this allow for sharing and hopefully reinforcing and op-
timizing future peace missions.1

Some 100,000 blue helmets are currently deployed worldwide in 18 
peace missions. These figures indicate the complexity of the new chal-
lenges the international community faces. The United Nations has a 
response system to crises. When needed, and following multilateral con-
sultation, the Security Council issues its resolutions, which outline the 
needs of the country in conflict and how these needs are to be resolved in 
order to enforce peace and protect people. The first step for those re-
sponsible for a peace operation is to become fully acquainted with the 
UN mission’s mandate, its reasons and the resources provided. Success 
depends on being knowledgeable about realities on the ground. This 
means going beyond learning only about a country’s geography, history 
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and Wikipedia-like data on the territory, and acquiring a deep under-
standing of the society. Only by doing so does one stand a chance of for-
mulating an appropriate strategy of engagement, and implementing it 
successfully.

From great to grim

Haiti was the second country in the New World to become independent, 
immediately after the United States of America. At that time, ships came 
and went to distribute its coffee and sugar worldwide. This promising 
beginning of the Haitian nation did not go hand-in-hand with the devel-
opment of a political structure and democratic behaviour. Quite the con-
trary: time after time, Haiti has been under the omen of the word “crisis”. 
History did not make it easy for Haiti to continue thriving, and today 
Haiti’s splendour derives from its culture and art, which are widely ap-
preciated worldwide, and not from its riches.

Yet, those residing in this beautiful, potentially massive tourist attrac-
tion find themselves living well below the poverty line. There is a com-
mon feeling that Haiti is a “could-be paradise”; it is only a short flight 
away from the United States and Canada, potential markets booming 
with consumers eager to spend their time and money in a dream-like lo-
cation. Haiti’s beaches and tropical weather could be an excellent tourist 
resort for North America and other neighbouring countries. Similarly, 
given the low cost of labour, Haiti would be an ideal location for setting 
up industries. But MINUSTAH is not in Haiti for its immense potential 
and its incredible beauty. On the contrary, MINUSTAH is in Haiti be-
cause of its violence and political instability, which have been parts of 
Haitian reality for far too long.

In February 2004, chaos in Haiti led President Aristide to flee the 
country. Events seemed to indicate that there would be a humanitarian 
catastrophe and that an intervention was necessary. At the request of the 
interim authorities, the United Nations arranged for an intervention by 
the Multinational Interim Force in Haiti (MIFH), MINUSTAH’s prede-
cessor. The MIFH was created under Resolution 1529 of the UN Security 
Council. It included soldiers from the United States, Canada, France and 
Chile. Its mandate was to prevent chaos in Haiti. Specifically, it was in-
structed to protect the population against the attacks of armed gangs. The 
MIFH relieved tensions and prevented a massacre. However, UN author-
ities quickly realized that lowering the patient’s fever would not cure the 
illness. A more effective treatment had to be found. This included provid-
ing Haiti with a duly legitimized government via a process new to Haiti: 
free and democratic elections.
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Following the insurrection, an interim government was needed to allow 
the state to fulfil its function, to organize and manage the existing ser-
vices and resources to support its population. Basic security rights of the 
population had to be preserved, especially against the threat posed by 
the armed gangs. These were the foundations for the creation of MINUS-
TAH, established by UN Security Council Resolution 1542. This resolu-
tion emphasized the need to continue supporting Haiti during its 
transition period, as well as the need to achieve two goals: protection of 
human rights and supporting the electoral process, in order for a demo-
cratic government to take charge.

MINUSTAH and the long road to elections

MINUSTAH’s mission was to enforce the UN mandate. Obstacles of all 
kinds abounded. They included initial local incomprehension, communi-
cation difficulties, differences in scenario appreciation, as well as political 
and financial problems. We – meaning those in command of the mission 
– realized that concepts such as the state and the rule of law were not 
part of Haitian life. The interim government was weak and lacking in 
basic capabilities. And not everyone understood we were there to enforce 
a UN mandate. We were aware that Haitians did not understand the rea-
sons for our presence in their country. We knew that the contingents 
would have to make a great effort and commitment to be perceived as 
legitimate players, an essential requisite for accomplishing the mandate. 
To have our presence acknowledged as legitimate and to have the popu-
lation join our efforts was an uphill struggle.

Being able to communicate with the people, meaning “to speak their 
language”, was crucial to the success of the mission. In any mission, rela-
tions between the military and the local population go much farther than 
just providing security. Good relations require effective communications 
with locals. This is crucial to gain their trust. When international forces 
arrived, none of the foreign contingents spoke Creole, and only a few 
could speak English or French. Eventually, we ended up hiring Haitian 
translators and interpreters to help us.

Even more crucial is the ability to “read” the environment. To “read” a 
scenario, and not just “see” it, requires knowledge and sensitivity. Deep 
knowledge means being well acquainted with current developments. Sen-
sitivity refers to the ability to appraise a scenario accurately. This entailed 
realizing that MINUSTAH efforts could not rely solely on the use of 5.56 
calibre weapons. Insecurity and confusion are a product of Haiti’s miser-
able poverty. Everything is tainted by the destructive effect of poverty, 
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even military leadership. Yet, we knew that solutions would only emerge 
from working hand-in-hand with Haitian society and complying with the 
UN mandate.

Support for the interim government was tepid. Any solutions to Haiti’s 
problems would only be possible with a legitimately elected president in 
office. But holding elections was by no means an easy enterprise. In 2006, 
when the electoral process began, 36 candidates ran for the presidency, a 
reflection of the absence of any consensus within the Haitian society at 
the time. It was also proof that local problems were deeply rooted.

There were also financial difficulties. Each presidential election can 
cost as much as US$12 million, and twice that amount should none of 
the candidates achieve a majority of votes and a second round of voting 
is required. For a society in which 70 per cent of the population lives 
on  less than US$2 per day, and 60 per cent of their income depends 
on  remittances from abroad, elections are a tremendously expensive 
activity.2

Knowing where one stands

Usually, personnel participating in peace missions have a basic know-
ledge regarding the areas of responsibility (AORs) where they will de-
ploy but learn gradually about locals. Our men’s respect for locals grew 
quickly when they saw that Haitians, despite their painful poverty, never 
failed to pay their fare while boarding a “tap tap”, a fragile-looking vehi-
cle used as public transportation, or when they learned that the freely 
roaming goats that one could see everywhere had an owner and no would 
ever dare “take” one despite their need for food and protein.

It is standard practice that prior to their departure military contingents 
are fully trained by their countries on UN regulations concerning Rules 
of Engagement (ROE), and that all are provided with information on the 
history and culture of the country to which they are being deployed. This 
kind of information must be provided beforehand, because once the mis-
sion begins, the outgoing unit will transfer its AOR to the incoming unit, 
and from then on there will be no time for anything but active duty. 
Should any mistakes occur once deployed, the price to be paid is usually 
a high one. In military science, we are taught that generals are responsi-
ble for making strategic decisions and soldiers are assigned tactical mis-
sions. In peace missions, however, one mistake committed by a soldier 
can have serious consequences for the mission itself. Lieutenants and ser-
geants are thus strategically relevant as well. They are required to exert 
effective, permanent and proactive leadership. Contingents need to have 
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comprehensive knowledge of their AOR in order to be able to team up 
and work with other players.

In situations where the state is virtually non-existent, as in the case of 
Haiti, blue helmets become the only reference available to locals. In such 
cases, command and leadership over the contingents becomes even more 
significant. We learned about local reluctance towards the Haitian Na-
tional Police (HNP) and about difficulties in administering justice. Be-
tween November 2005 and February 2006 the number of kidnappings 
and deaths, of violence in general, exceeded all levels to be considered 
tolerable. From an average of 35 kidnappings per month, by December 
2005 the number soared to 250. In Cité Soleil, the main hotspot, the Hai-
tian police did not dare set foot. No employment, health or education 
programmes were available. People lived in excruciating poverty. The 
performance of the judiciary was no better. No detention orders against 
the gang leaders were being issued. No reliable information on the crimi-
nals was available. Only UN troops were present.

Team work is a must

One of the greatest difficulties I encountered was to determine which 
international institutions and organizations to work with and which ones 
to trust; in other words, who to listen to. Straightforward and transparent 
relations between the military and the other international agencies are 
critical. This is particularly true for agencies working on political affairs, 
legal matters and human rights, and the press, given that any military de-
cision will have an impact on the work of other entities. In an ideal world 
the UN military command would work closely together with the other 
players from all of the UN divisions – a situation far from the commonly 
imagined lonely military command. Granted, conflicts and disagreements 
among the members of a mission and other agents such as NGOs are not 
unusual. At times everyone is questioning everyone else’s contribution. 
The local population is not aware of these disagreements, or of the differ-
ent sensitivities felt by the different parties involved, and appraises the 
efficacy of the authorities and agencies on the actual help they receive. 
Thus, the mission command and agencies must seek ways to get every-
body to contribute, as opposed to focusing on disagreements.

NGOs have a legitimate mission to accomplish. But I am convinced 
that it is highly desirable and possible to work closely and cooperatively 
to achieve the goal of the mission, which in our case is to help Haiti. All 
stakeholders should do their best to generate a climate of mutual coop-
eration which will then spread to the contingents. Despite the reluctance 
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and misconceptions by some, I was able to get support from the Red 
Cross and Médecins sans Frontiéres (MSF) as a result of honest, straight-
forward communication with them. There were problems, and some ac-
cusations were made against our contingents. But in the end we were 
able to establish good relations with those NGOs and others. Transpar-
ency when dealing with civil society organizations and compliance with 
the ROE on the part of the military were key factors. I committed to 
conduct in-depth boards of inquiry any time one of our men was accused 
of human rights violations. Irregularities were not tolerated. One of the 
tangible results of this mutual trust and cooperation was that we were 
able to provide safe transport and deliver medical service in critical areas. 
Coordination of all the actors operating in Haiti proved to be a difficult 
task. The latter included: the military force, the UN police (UNPOL), 
various UN agencies, many NGOs, the local police, local authorities, reli-
gious groups, representatives of international organizations and a variety 
of armed gangs. Many of them did not grasp the causes of Haiti’s prob-
lems, and were reluctant to be team players. It was tempting to work ex-
clusively with foreign personnel, to impose our solutions and to use the 
military as mere enforcers of security. But we knew how sensitive Hai-
tians are to undue foreign interventions. The key was to partner with the 
Haitian population. If something accounts for the success of our contin-
gents during the time I participated in the mission, it was the fact that 
our men blended the locals into the solidarity work they performed and 
responded to their problems respectfully and effectively.

When structure “destructures”

There was a duality in command between the two organizations focusing 
on security. One of my concerns was how information was disseminated 
and how to work in an environment in which intelligence gathering is 
lacking. Intelligence is vital to elaborate initiatives and strategies. Yet, no 
UN information or “intelligence” structure was considered when the mis-
sion was deployed. An organization to coordinate and analyse news com-
ing from the local forces, the local police, local governmental agencies, 
embassies, NGOs, the militia and the mission itself was essential. With it, 
we could have had a clearer picture of who the enemies were, where they 
were and who the violent ones were. Without it, much of the information 
coming in from different sources could not be processed. This made it 
difficult for a newly arrived force to conduct a successful military or po-
lice operation, let alone fulfil the tasks of the mission. Multiple sources of 
information are common at the beginning of any peace operation and 



132  Aldunate
	

represent a challenge for the command, as it needs to move cautiously so 
as not to lose control of its mission. We obtained the best information we 
could from military personnel alone.

We had just been in Haiti for a few months when the international 
press began reporting on the activities of armed groups known as ex 
Fad’h (the Haitian Armed Forces). More than once we were pressured – 
sometimes even by members of the mission – to launch massive military 
operations against them. But we had learned that rumours are an impor-
tant part of Haitian culture, and thus, most of what was being reported 
was just that – rumours. We realized that these supposed situations were 
aimed at triggering troop movements, and perhaps even at provoking 
possible mistakes in order to blemish MINUSTAH’s image.

We ran into such a situation in September 2005. There was what ap-
peared to be an unending escalation of violence in one neighbourhood of 
the capital. To some, the situation was indicative of an impending war. 
Following each violent act, a rather incomplete account was given of 
what had happened. Rarely were these incidents explained in the Haitian 
context. Usually, an ex-post analysis of an incident was performed. But 
what would have been useful would have been a broad analysis integrat-
ing all data provided by the agencies of the mission, state authorities and 
the press so as to provide a clear picture of the ongoing situation. We 
also quickly realized that the HNP lacked credibility with the citizenry.

In August 2005, the United Nations responded and created the Joint 
Military Analysis Center (JMAC), a structure which provided the UN 
Chief-of-Mission Special Representative of the Secretary-General 
(SRSG) with useful strategic information but which was insufficient for 
the operational needs of the mission. This led us to create a department 
of our own, but this was not the solution that was needed. At the begin-
ning of missions such as the one in Haiti, a multidisciplinary unit with ci-
vilians and military personnel should be established to provide accurate, 
up-to-date intelligence to all personnel.

In terms of the military personnel (MP) and UNPOL contingents, who 
were both responsible for security, there was a difference in strength and 
capability. The military force was comprised of 7,500 soldiers from 11 
countries and the UNPOL had approximately 1,500 men from five coun-
tries. The military force HQ was made up of more than a hundred offi
cers from 21 countries; the UNPOL had a small advisory group of no 
more than 10 people. The military personnel were all active professionals; 
many members of UNPOL were former police officers hired for this mis-
sion, with previous experience ranging from traffic control to guerrilla 
warfare.

The two groups had to work in parallel, not under one command as 
any elementary manual on operations would suggest. Coordination be-
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tween the MP and the UNPOL was based on the UNPOL police com-
mander’s goodwill. Luckily I always had his support and we had a good 
relationship. Still, in complex situations a unified command is best. I am 
not suggesting that the military force should take on administrative or 
training duties for the police. In an operational area, for security reasons, 
there should be one command and it should incorporate all parties in its 
planning. A unitary command was eventually achieved, but only after 
several months and several unnecessary failures which could have been 
prevented.

The international press reported that given the mission’s efforts to sup-
port a transition government and to organize an election, MINUSTAH 
was not providing security. We were accused of failing in our mission, of 
allowing gangs to overpower the United Nations and of not protecting 
the population. This was also suggested by visiting authorities, some of 
the local press, the interim local government, the Haitian bourgeoisie and 
even some members of our forces whose personnel were attacked by 
gangs. There was pressure on us to use force more decisively, particularly 
at a time when kidnappings and killings were peaking. A simplistic read-
ing of the situation could lead one to believe that by combating gangs we 
would be able to provide security for the local population. Yet, such a 
course would have led to the death of many civilians. It would also have 
distracted us from our mandate, which included the holding of elections 
and setting up a legitimate government.

A tactical success could have been a strategic disaster. Requests for us-
ing more force are easy to make when a contingent has lost men. Yet, 
success through the use of force is often difficult to achieve and even 
harder to explain. Those who demanded a heavier hand against the gangs 
wanted it to comply with standard ROE. What was the real situation? In 
a small part of Port-au-Prince the level of violence was unacceptable. It 
was no pleasure for me to have to attend the funerals of four blue hel-
mets killed by the gangs. Fortunately, the rest of the country did not show 
any signs of violence. It all happened in Cité Soleil.

We knew that gangs used women and children as human shields, and 
an intervention could have resulted in their injury or death. This would 
not have helped the UN mission, whose mandate was to lead the country 
to an election process. When talking to government authorities I pointed 
out that you could not ask the military to use force when schools in Cité 
Soleil were not open, hospitals were not working and drinking water 
and power supplies were not available. Even the local police were absent 
and did not dare set foot in Cité Soleil. To make matters worse, the elec-
tions, initially to take place in December 2005, were repeatedly post-
poned; this affected security. So as not to affect the elections, the military 
command postponed enforcing more effective strategies in areas under 
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gang control. We knew that the use of force would not solve the problem 
of insecurity.

But even in situations where the use of force is necessary, there are 
bureaucratic obstacles. The amount of red tape needed in order to deploy 
military helicopters and military engineers was huge. Mission regulations 
specified that all such military requests were to be addressed to the civil-
ian administrator. The logical procedure would have been to have given 
military officials operational control of helicopters and military engineers, 
and leave administrative issues to be dealt with by the civilian authority 
in the mission. By February 2006 MINUSTAH had fulfilled its mandate 
to help the Haitian people hold free and fair elections.

After the elections, we moved from a General Control Zone Strategy 
in the capital to a Continuous Advance Strategy. This allowed us to con-
solidate our presence by breaking up the areas controlled by gangs, and 
to provide peace, security and protection to the civilian population in 
Haiti’s capital. That Haiti’s population, with the sole exception of Cité 
Soleil, was under UN control speaks volumes. That Haiti had a chance to 
have a legitimate election and a president-elect, Rene Préval, also speaks 
volumes. We thus accomplished the UN Security Council mandate. Ex-
treme poverty, deficient political and administrative structures, and the 
lack of commitment of the Haitian society to social reforms still need to 
be dealt with in the future.

Applying a suitable strategy

MINUSTAH designed a sensible strategy of military and police presence, 
which worked. As I remember the daily gang attacks against us and the 
faces of the soldiers as they saw their comrades leave in a coffin, I am 
convinced that the military command we exercised was vital for their mo-
rale. They behaved and conducted themselves as we expected. I suggested 
commanders share the risk with the soldiers, and be present in hard 
times, not as mere witnesses but to remind them how to act in difficult 
moments. I will always be grateful to our contingents and remember 
them with deepest appreciation for their work. A fluent relationship be-
tween the troops and mission commanders is essential.

In MINUSTAH, I must highlight the work of the two special repre-
sentatives of the UN Secretary-General (SRSG) with whom I worked, Juan 
Gabriel Valdés and Edmund Mulet. They led the mission effectively, and 
established an excellent relationship with the military command. I also 
wish to underline the capable leadership exhibited by the two force com-
manders I worked for: the late General Urano Bacelar and General Elito, 
both of them exceptional Brazilian officers. Considering the challenges 
we faced, we designed a sensible strategy by isolating the area of conflict, 
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and controlling it through our military presence. This allowed most of the 
population to register and be part of the elections. We chose to postpone 
a tactical goal for the sake of a strategic one.

During my courses on strategy at the Chilean Army War College, I al-
ways told my students that a commander must distance himself from the 
operations map and provide his people with a wider view of the situation. 
Commanders who are too close to tactical considerations lose sight of 
why they are there. While I was on duty, we resisted the temptation to 
confuse strategy and tactics. Yes, we had casualties and we were attacked 
by gangs, but we never forgot that we were not to interfere with the elec-
tion. It was not easy to resist the natural instinct to use force when visit-
ing the battalions who had suffered the losses. My suggestion to all 
commanders and authorities is to never get off track when making deci-
sions. No matter how difficult the situation may be, military personnel 
must collect the essential data and not forget the purpose of the mission. 
A clear picture of the purpose of the mission helped us make decisions. 
This put more responsibility on our contingent but also prevented us 
from making mistakes. In peacekeeping missions, credibility comes down 
to whether locals perceive the contingents as a supportive rather than as 
an occupying force.

MINUSTAH’s success

We knew exactly the type of challenge we were taking on, and thus were 
able to give our troops a clear orientation. We understood that the mis-
sion’s success would depend on how locals reacted to our troops. The 
blue helmets mingled with the population on a daily basis. Sometimes 
they would be soldiers in security-related situations. On another occa-
sion, they would be riot police, social workers, builders or rescuers in nat-
ural disasters, and so on. In short, our men could play multiple roles, 
understand local idiosyncrasies and the demands and needs of Haitians. 
This type of soldiering helped us to gain the hearts and minds of the pop-
ulation, one of our main objectives.

MINUSTAH’s performance was due to multiple “pro-people” activ-
ities, such as water delivery, road construction, street cleaning, medical 
care, training courses and so on. As our soldiers became police, social 
workers and providers of medical help, they showed they were able to 
provide the population with support. Ultimately, a blue helmet is much 
more than a combatant. They gained the people’s trust and respect, and 
learned to have a better understanding of who they are.

Quick-impact projects also helped win the trust of the population. 
Small projects such as those conducted by the contingents using their 
own means proved to have a greater and faster impact than those carried 
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out by some agencies. Small-scale initiatives should be developed, multi-
plied and provided with the necessary resources to succeed. For example, 
led by General Elito, the Brazilian force commander, the Brazilian con-
tingent in conjunction with Chilean military engineers, cleaned and re-
paired a playground in Cité Soleil. They recovered public space in the 
most dangerous neighbourhood and at the most dangerous period of the 
mission. This was much appreciated by the population.

Keeping the UN mandate in sight

As important as grasping the reality in which one is immersed, is the 
faithful interpretation of the UN mandate. This is more easily said than 
done, particularly with the daily pressures of the mission. These pressures 
affect all of those involved: military troops and command, as well as civil-
ians. One of the first requirements for a commander is to understand and 
fulfil the UN mandate. This means adhering to the mandate, analysing the 
alternatives that have led to a military presence, considering daily events, 
making the right decisions and keeping all parties involved. Solid know-
ledge along with the implementation of suitable measures will avoid 
being influenced by the sheer volume of information that reaches the 
military command. This may be a symptom of something deeper. A good 
commander and his advisers should be able to interpret the situation 
properly and follow the best strategy.

I fear, however, that the international community itself has not under-
stood the depth of the problem. Haiti’s solution does not solely depend 
on the international community. Help and an international presence are 
not enough. It needs time, support and help to cover basic needs. What 
may have worked in other missions, will not necessarily be applicable in 
Haiti. Cookie-cutter solutions do not work. Our challenge was to provide 
security to Haiti at a very delicate moment. The initiatives that the mili-
tary command developed in my time there were successful in getting 
people to trust and respect soldiers. To this day, MINUSTAH is consoli-
dating its role in helping find the way to solutions.

The problem is not violence. The problem is a confluence of factors 
that lead to poverty and corruption, and it is the latter that leads to vio-
lence. In 2008 we witnessed violent acts and riots breaking out over the 
high price of rice. These confirmed my belief of the essence of the prob-
lem; that the international community has little understanding of the 
situation of Haiti. Long- and mid-term objectives derived from the UN 
mandate need to be established. These should focus on how we wish to 
see the country develop, what is important at each stage and how this re-
lates to force organization. We all wish to have the military presence give 
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way to strong and active civilian instances. We also hope to see a self-
supporting country in terms of security.

Notes

1.	 I have recently published Backpacks Full of Hope: The UN Mission in Haiti (Aldunate, 
2010) about my experience – what we did and how we faced our mission – in MINUS-
TAH as a Chilean military commander. This chapter is an abridged version of that book.

	   The views expressed in this chapter are my own, and represent neither those of the 
government of Chile nor those of the institution to which I belong.

2.	 Expensive elections are not Haitians’ only concerns: 90 per cent of its prisoners have 
never come to trial, 30 per cent of the national police are involved in corruption and 80 
per cent of Haitians who have completed their higher education live abroad.
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Latin American peacekeeping: 
A new era of regional cooperation
Johanna Mendelson Forman

Introduction

Latin American armies have been involved in United Nations peace-
keeping from the outset of multilateral operations in 1948. Beginning 
with the United Nation’s operations in Lebanon, Latin American officers 
participated in the UN Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) in 1948 
and in the Indian–Pakistan observer mission in 1949 (UNMOGIP). In 
1960 Argentine pilots helped support supply lines for the UN Mission in 
Congo (UNOC). In spite of continued troop contributions, Latin Ameri-
can military units did not view peacekeeping as part of their obligation to 
the United Nations. Not one of the region’s armies embraced peacekeep-
ing as part of their defence doctrine during the Cold War (see chart, Ap-
pendix A).

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, the global 
security environment changed, and Latin American participation in 
peacekeeping increased exponentially. Beginning in 1990, many Latin 
American military units were deployed as part of the United Nations 
Observer Group in Central America (ONUCA). Before and after the 
1992 peace accords in El Salvador, contingents from Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela served in the UN Observer Mis-
sion in El Salvador (ONUSAL). By 1994 there were 2,816 Latin Ameri-
can military personnel from 10 different countries serving in 13 UN 
operations throughout the world. These missions helped to transform the 
view of the region’s armed forces from being obstacles to democracy and 
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good governance to being partners with civilian leaders. Latin American 
military units now were deployed around the world as part of UN peace 
operations whose missions were to enforce peace accords, to prevent 
state failure and to participate in post-conflict reconstruction and peace-
building.

In 2008 there were 6,468 Latin American troops participating in peace 
operations around the globe (UN, 2008). Several factors account for this 
expansion. On the geopolitical level, the increased troop contributions 
to  multilateral operations represented the region’s re-emergence on the 
world stage as it reinserted itself into the international political system. 
The most specific manifestation of this situation was that many of the re-
gion’s military units revised their doctrine to include peacekeeping and 
peace operations as important components of their military missions. In 
addition, peacekeeping training institutes began operations in the South-
ern Cone (Argentina and Uruguay), and others followed. A new centre 
has opened in Guatemala.

Financial incentives also account for this increased involvement in 
peace operations. The United Nations pays the salaries of participating 
soldiers, thus relieving the burden of national governments to finance the 
total operation and maintenance of their armies. Most important, how-
ever, is that as Latin American military units participate in peace opera-
tions, their presence in these missions reflects a maturing of civil–military 
relations in the Americas. Today the use of their armed forces in support 
of global commitments is considered a way for national governments to 
project their power both abroad and at multilateral forums.

The 2004 Brazilian-led UN Peace Operation in Haiti, MINUSTAH, 
put a regional face on an international mission. The military leadership of 
Brazil allowed the United Nations to bring in other states from the hemi-
sphere to collectively provide security in Haiti after the departure of its 
president Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Not only did Brazil help to stabilize the 
on-the-ground situation in Haiti, but it also assumed a leadership role 
among troop-contributing states in order to provide better support for 
security in the region through their respective roles as partners in Haiti. 
MINUSTAH also catalysed a process of regional security meetings 
among defence ministers that ultimately led to the creation of a Brazil-
ian-led regional security council. Thus, the Brazilians parlayed their work 
in Haiti into a larger and more vocal body of defence experts that 
brought order to the regional security situation in the absence of US par-
ticipation or interest.

This chapter will review the role of peacekeeping in the Americas. It 
will discuss the Latin American contribution to date, followed by the spe-
cific case of Haiti, whose status as a post-Cold War mission has had a 
profound impact on a wide range of actors working in the field. Finally, 
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we will explore how Latin American participation in overall peace mis-
sions has added to a growing awareness of regional security demands. It 
is precisely through the events in Haiti that the regional interest in peace-
keeping has engendered a deeper interest in peacebuilding as a serious 
mission of the region’s armed forces.

After the Cold War: Transforming the armed forces

A new dynamic began as the United Nations expanded its peacekeeping 
agenda in the wake of the withdrawal of Soviet support in states around 
the globe. During the 1990s Africa, in particular, was a region of multiple 
peace operations. A concomitant set of events, including a decline in mili-
tary funding and a concerted effort to change national and international 
opinion through a renewed effort in democratic governance, also spurred 
an interest in peace operations in the Americas. According to Antonio L. 
Pala (1995), “the spread of democracy, the control of the debt crisis, and 
an increased focus on economic integration appear[ed] to be at the apex 
of regional issues”. Regional leaders turned their focus away from both 
financial and ideological authoritarian policies aimed at routing enemies 
and concentrated their energy and funds on democratic governance and 
economic self-sufficiency.

Table 8.1  Latin American troop contribution MINUSTAH, September 2008

Country Personnel Number

Argentina Military     553
Police         4

Bolivia Military     217
Brazil Military 1,212

Police         4
Chile Military     499

Police       12
Colombia Police         2
Ecuador Military       67
El Salvador Police         4
Grenada Police         3
Guatemala Military     118
Paraguay Military       31
Peru Military     205
Uruguay Military 1,143

Police         6
Total Contribution: 4,080

Source:  United Nations, 2008
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A significant downsizing of military personnel accompanied the de-
mocratization of the Southern Cone after decades of military rule. This 
waning military involvement in national security sparked a reduction in 
military spending, creating a shortage of funds to support military opera-
tions. This situation laid a foundation for wider participation in peace-
keeping operations since these missions provided both an economic 
and  a social safety net for the armed forces of many South American 
countries as funds to pay military personnel were guaranteed upon de-
ployment. The continued dedication of Latin American troops to Peace-
keeping Operations (PKO) in the midst of budget crises highlights the 
changing nature of the region’s armed forces. In a statement made to the 
United Nations addressing late payment issues, Uruguayan delegate San-
tiago Wins (para phrased in UNGA, 2003) remarked that

his country was strongly committed to the difficult task of keeping and re-
establishing peace in regions in conflict . . . As most developing countries con-
tributing troops, participation of Uruguay depended on timely reimbursements, 
given its limited financial capacity.

Money, especially after the neo-liberal policies of the 1980s and 1990s, 
was an important factor in regional participation.

While finances often motivated regional participation, PKOs offered 
Latin American countries the opportunity to use their armed forces for 
the common good. The first post-Cold War peace operations in the Cen-
tral American countries of El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua cre-
ated opportunities for other Latin American countries to express their 
new commitment to peace. The United Nations Observer Mission in El 
Salvador (ONUSAL), initiated in 1991, was a pivotal part of a rise in 
Latin American participation in peacekeeping. Claimed as a success by 
the United Nations, ONUSAL occurred at a crucial point in both the 
UN’s peacekeeping agenda and Latin America’s budding role in these 
processes. With a multidimensional base that centred on human rights, 
ONUSAL represented a mission, like the United Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) today, that not only focused on demilita-
rization but also incorporated goals of national reconciliation and infra-
structure building (Montgomery, 1995: 140, 142, 146). Its success after the 
failures of missions in Bosnia, Somalia and Rwanda legitimized both 
PKOs and regional participation (ibid.: 139). Latin American troops were 
fundamental to the mission’s success. Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Mexico and Venezuela sent troops, and Uruguayan Police General 
Homero Vaz Bresque was pulled from his post in Western Sahara to head 
up the mission in light of his expertise (ibid.: 151). After the end of 
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ONUSAL a new mission that worked in consolidating peace accords, the 
United Nations Mission in El Salvador (MINUSAL) began under the 
direction of the last ONUSAL director, Venezuelan Enrique ter Horst, 
Special Representative to the Secretary-General (ibid.: 160).

The United Nation’s success in Central America redefined Latin Amer-
ican armed forces and their commitment to PKOs. As Mexican security 
analyst Raúl Benítez Manaut (2008) noted, these regional UN operations 
in El Salvador, Nicaragua and Guatemala were as important as the de-
mocratization of the political systems that occurred after the conflicts in 
these countries ended.1

This twofold positive reinforcement began a process of transformation 
for Latin American armed forces. Now peacekeeping operations, accord-
ing to Pala (1995), helped “form new images for these historically contro-
versial armed forces”. While the Southern Cone had recently emerged 
from the same internal warfare now plaguing Central America, countries 
such as Argentina and Brazil solidified their new position as regional 
democratic leaders by participating in PKOs.

International recognition and improved morale

Regional leadership in peacekeeping operations gained international rec-
ognition as well. As Sir Brian Urquhart, former UN undersecretary, said 
of Argentina’s commitment in the region, “Argentina has provided hospi-
tals, troops, engineers, police, and electoral observers. I wish that all coun-
tries would participate at this level and diversity” (quoted in Pala, 1995). 
Favourable opinions were not kept to rhetoric and praise. During the 
presidency of Carlos Saúl Menem in Argentina, the United States agreed 
to sell the country upgraded fighter planes in view of their peacekeeping 
and regional arms-control participation. Similar transactions occurred in 
Uruguay and Chile (ibid.).

Opinion within the troops also changed. The deployment of troops to 
other parts of the world expanded the world view of soldiers who previ-
ously had not been exposed to other regions, not to mention other mili-
tary units, outside the Americas. As Argentine army general and former 
UN sector commander in Croatia Carlos María Zabala (quoted in ibid.) 
notes:

On a professional level, it is an occasion to operate in a complex operational 
environment. You have the opportunity to work with other armies and appreci-
ate their capabilities as well as your own. It provides firsthand knowledge of 
the effects of war, allowing our troops to appreciate the importance of the UN 
and its peace operations. On a personal level, it lends opportunity for travel to 
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foreign locations and exposure to other cultures and customs. Additionally, it 
allows the troops to feel as representatives of their country in an important 
mission abroad.

Officers who previously had fought against their own countrymen were 
now asked to support and uphold conflict-resolution strategies in war-
torn countries across the globe. Being abroad also added to troop 
training.

For many Latin American troops, this experience abroad marked their 
first exposure to different countries and expanded their view on inter-
national affairs and military operations. Troops interact socially with the 
population they work with. The cultural affinity that exists between Bra-
zil and Haiti highlights this point. A soccer match in August 2004 between 
the two countries increased non-military relations. The majority of Hai-
tians welcomed Brazil’s involvement. According to Amélie Gauthier and 
Sarah John de Sousa (2006), “the acceptance of the Brazilian presence by 
Haitians is positive and this facilitates the social legitimacy of the stabil
ization and peacekeeping process” (see also Hirst, 2007). Additionally, 
morale within the armed forces has risen. PKOs provide an alternate mis-
sion for the armed forces, one that entails international governance, a 
commitment to regional democracy and a rejection of authoritarianism. 
Argentina’s participation in PKOs is case in point. According to Monica 
Hirst (1995): “There is a clear contrast between the confidence derived 
from accumulated PKO experience and the manifest sensitivity caused by 
degradation suffered by the military as a consequence of both the defeat 
in the Malvinas-Falklands War and the record of human rights abuse dur-
ing the authoritarian regime.”

Through peacekeeping, troops can attempt to salvage their own views 
of their role in national and international security and move away from 
the past. This is reaffirmed by political scientist Juan Tokatlian (2008: 6):

quite apart from the humanitarian sentiment behind the LA involvement in a 
Haitian contingent, many countries of the region assign a growing value to 
their armed forces in processes of pacification, stabilization, and reconstruction 
beyond their borders. The kinds of intra-military linkages that are being made 
in the hemisphere, the internal training that foreign military missions requires, 
and the impact in the medium term on civic-military relations and domestic 
democratic evolution are questions worth some careful reflection.

Peacekeeping was not seen as a “weak” alternative to past “harsh” mili-
tary actions but rather as a democratic yet powerful alternative to past 
policies.

Peacekeeping participation also changed national attitudes towards the 
armed forces. With dictatorships targeting internal enemies and violently 
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crushing dissenting opinion, civilians fostered a large anti-military senti-
ment during the 1970s and 1980s. Mistrust, based on past human rights 
violations and military involvement in civil democracy, was the overarch-
ing relationship between civil–military society. As Pala notes, the region’s 
newfound peace activism did not erase past atrocities, but it did lessen 
the animosity between the two arenas (Pala, 1995).

Peacekeeping training centres

Heightened Latin American involvement in the peacekeeping process 
is also evident in the growth of peacekeeping training centres in the re-
gion. Table 8.2 illustrates the growth of these centres from 1995 to the 
present.

The first training centres opened and operated in the Southern Cone. 
Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay and Chile all had centres by 2001, with 
Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela not far behind. The Argentine Center for 
Joint Training of Peacekeeping Operations (CAECOPAZ) is located at 
Campo de Mayo, which, ironically, was the site of some of the most noto-
rious detention centres of Argentina’s “Dirty War” in the 1970s. CAECO-

Table 8.2  Peacekeeping training centres in Latin America

Country Name of the Centre Date of Foundation 

Argentina Argentine Centre for Joint Training in 
Peacekeeping Operations (CAECOPAZ)

27 June 1995

Uruguay Uruguayan Army Peacekeeping 
Operations School “Mayor Juan Sosa 
Machado” (EOPE)

22 December 1998

Paraguay Joint Training Centre for Peacekeeping 
Operations (CECOPAZ)

8 October 2001

Chile Joint Peacekeeping Operations Centre 
(CECOPAC)

15 July 2002

Ecuador Peacekeeping Unit School “Ecuador” 
(UEMPE)

10 November 2003

Peru Joint Training Centre for Peacekeeping 
Operations (CECOPAZ)

11 November 2003

Brazil Centre for Peacekeeping Operations of the 
Brazilian Army (CI OP Paz)

23 February 2005

Guatemala 
(office)

Regional Training Centre for UN 
Peacekeeping Operations (CEOMPAZ) 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and 
Nicaragua

8 June 2005

Bolivia Centre for Peacekeeping Operations of the 
Bolivian Army (COMPEBOL)

23 January 2007

Source:  Courtesy of Resdal, http://www.resdal.org
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PAZ was founded in 1995, and it trains approximately a hundred students 
each year.

The Cobán training centre in Guatemala is a regional school for peace-
keepers from Central America. Approximately a thousand students study 
in Cobán at any given time. In August 2008, there were 1,030 students 
from Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua and the Dominican 
Republic preparing for deployment with the United Nations.

The importance of regional training demonstrates the growing commit-
ment to preparedness among the armed forces of Latin America. It also 
underscores the impact that MINUSTAH has had on the region’s need 
to  expand training to prepare troops for eventual deployment to Haiti. 
In August 2008 seven countries established ALCOPAZ, the Latin Ameri-
can Association of Peacekeeping Operations Training Centers. This group 
represents the regional commitment to this type of military mission as 
central to the global security role that so many states see themselves 
playing in the years to come.2 What is also of interest are recent attempts 
by Russia to become an observer to this new organization. The request 
speaks to the broader geopolitical changes that are occurring in the West-
ern Hemisphere as multipolarity replaces historically unipolar politics 
(Pala, 1995). Many of these peacekeeping centres also have received ad-
ditional assistance from both the US and the Canadian governments, who 
maintain active programmes to complement regional training needs.

The US and UN peace operations in Haiti, 1994 –2008

From initial UN involvement in 1990 to facilitate a democratic election,3 
to the present UN and OAS engagement as intergovernmental organiza-
tions charged to restore order, security and economic development, Haiti 
remains a political challenge, and still verges on being categorized as a 
failed state. In spite of Haiti being a test case for post-Cold War peace 
operations, these UN-mandated interventions have done little to provide 
long-term improvements in the daily lives of the average Haitian, even 
though the costs to date have totalled US$1.8 billion. Eighty per cent of 
Haitians live in abject poverty; the literacy rate is only 53 per cent. Com-
bining measures of income, life expectancy, school enrolment and literacy, 
Haiti ranks 177 out of 192 countries on the UN Development Pro-
gramme’s Human Development Report (UNDP, 2005). Haiti is also 98 
per cent deforested, so that agriculture is precarious and many parts of 
the country can easily be destroyed by natural disasters such as floods 
and hurricanes.

US intervention in Haiti in 1994 through participation in a multilateral 
peace operation was significant, not only because of its international 
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dimensions at the end of the Cold War but also because, of the four pre-
vious US interventions in the Caribbean since 1965, this was the first that 
was done under a Security Council mandate (Dobbins et al., 2003: 84). It 
reflected the “assertive multilateralism” that former Secretary of State 
Madeleine Albright had called for at the beginning of the Clinton years.

Reports of the initial UN experiences in Haiti have provided many 
lessons for the international community in subsequent peace operations. 
For example, the United Nations learned about the importance of police 
forces and using civilian police in its operations. Some believe that the 
1994 intervention in Haiti represents the first case of humanitarian inter-
vention, a precursor to the concept of “responsibility to protect”, even 
though restoration of a deposed elected leader was the basis for Security 
Council action.

The restoration of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide to his elected posi-
tion as president of Haiti in October 1994 was carried out with UN and 
US forces standing side-by-side. Cooperation between the United States 
and other international actors represented a new era of nation-building 
that included a focus on security and a commitment to governance that 
focused on the creation of a new judiciary and other institutions that 
could move Haiti forward. But Haiti came in the wake of a failed UN 
mission in Somalia, and US forces were not willing to dedicate the time 
or resources to Haiti. The military mission was construed very narrowly 
so that “mission creep” would be avoided. By November 1994 US forces 
exited Haiti, leaving the policing to the United Nations. Today we know 
that no successful peace operation has ever been accomplished in less 
than five years. We also know that only half of post-conflict situations ac-
tually stabilize in that same period of time. Thus, the return of the United 
Nations in 2004 was to be expected (Azam et al., 2001).

Since the forced resignation of President Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 
February 2004, Haiti has seen the deployment of its tenth international 
peace operation in a decade – six missions, two multinational forces 
and two regional missions (Mendelson-Forman, 2007). Both the Haitian-
interim government and the United Nations requested the US-led Multi-
lateral Interim Force. Comprised of troops from the United States, 
Canada, France, and Chile, the Force landed in the Haitian capital of 
Port-au-Prince to bring stability to the country until the United Nations 
could act. In April 2004, the United Nations Security Council approved 
Resolution 1542, which established the UN Stability Mission in Haiti 
(MINUSTAH). From then on, the mandate has been re-approved at six-
month intervals by the Security Council. It is currently extended to 15 
October 2011 with the intention of further renewal.4 But Haiti is a diffi-
cult case that raises questions about the timeframe of a reconstruction 
programme in a country where institutional capacity is weak, and the 
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economic conditions so dire. Former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, 
in March 2004, asked the central question about cases such as Haiti:

Should we have learned by now that outsiders cannot solve Haiti’s prob-
lems? . . . For a time in the early 20th century it was a US protectorate. Should it 
not now be left alone to sort itself out? The proposition is attractive only in the 
abstract. Haiti is clearly unable to sort itself out, and the effect of leaving it 
alone would be continued or worsening chaos. Our globalized world cannot af-
ford a political vacuum, whether in the mountains of Afghanistan or on the 
very doorstep of the remaining superpower. (Annan, 2004)

These powerful words sum up the dilemma of peacekeeping in situa-
tions like Haiti not only for US policy but also for other parts of the 
globe that are affected by deep-rooted poverty, weak governance and a 
set of development problems that cannot be solved without long-term 
commitment to financial and technical support. It goes to the core of how 
the United States will manage cases like Haiti that require not only se-
curity for the long haul but also intensive investment in institutional cap-
acity building and support to the private sector to promote trade and 
investment. The US government still remains unable to muster an ade-
quate civilian response to the needs of societies like Haiti. The United 
Nations is by far more capable of making long-term commitments 
through its various development and humanitarian agencies which under-
stand the culture, have international staff and the mandate to work in 
development over the course of the next decade.

One of the most distinctive aspects of this current UN intervention in 
Haiti has been the absence of the United States from MINUSTAH after 
the successful removal of President Aristide in February 2004. Once the 
UN Peacekeeping Office was able to mobilize sufficient international 
forces to take over the Haiti mission, the US military left and turned mil-
itary operations over to the Brazilians. It demonstrated that for the 
United States, the United Nations was a tool of US foreign policy to be 
used when needed but ignored or circumvented when core American val-
ues were threatened elsewhere.

Another feature of this ongoing UN mission in Haiti has been the 
leadership of regional powers, and especially Brazil. Timing of events in 
Haiti clearly had an effect on the level of US government interest. Aris-
tide’s departure and the consolidation of the MINUSTAH forces oc-
curred at the same time as the US-led Coalition Provisional Authority 
was ending in Iraq. The United States did not have the military capacity 
or the patience to deal with Haiti. When Brazil stepped up to a leader-
ship role, the United States gladly accepted the offer.

Resolution 1542 marked the first UN mission headed by Latin Ameri-
cans (Manuat, 2008:17). Southern Cone countries have taken the lead in 
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the MINUSTAH operation, especially after the pullout of the United 
States and Canada. Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Uruguay are supporting 
what is termed “diplomacy of security” in an effort to reposition them-
selves as geopolitical actors in the international security system (Manuat, 
op cit: 10). Participation in MINUSTAH has provided the political space 
to create a more cohesive regional peacekeeping force among Latin 
American military units. The ongoing commitment to support the UN op-
eration has also led to the establishment of consultative processes in the 
hemisphere that have served not only as confidence-building exercises 
but also as genuine attempts to increase the independence of decision-
making about peacebuilding in the Americas.5

Collaboration: The evolution of “the 2 × 4 process”

Starting in May 2005 with a meeting in Buenos Aires, the vice ministers 
of foreign affairs and defence of Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Uruguay 
met to discuss ways to strengthen the regional contribution to MINUS-
TAH. This meeting, known as the 2 × 4 process, expanded in August 2005 
to a 2 × 7 group, when Ecuador, Guatemala and Peru joined. This cohort 
reaffirmed its commitment to a democratic Haiti and to continued sup-
port of MINUSTAH. In a meeting in Lima in February 2007 the group 
expanded to nine countries (2 × 9), adding Bolivia and Paraguay to the 
mix. All countries were also troop contributors. The absence of the 
United States from these consultations is significant, suggesting a new 
age of regional security. New leaders are defining what can only be called 
the new civil–military relations of this century.

The timing of the Haiti crisis was actually a politically propitious mo-
ment for Brazil. As a regional leader in the Americas, Brazil has had a 
long history of support for the United Nations. Events in Haiti coincided 
with the emergence of a more aggressive regional policy on security 
where Brazil, using its leadership in MINUSTAH, was able to convene 
defence ministers of other Latin American nations to begin a process of 
collaboration and coordination for the Haiti mission. The 2 × 4 process 
described above led to improved regional coordination among the re-
gion’s nine troop-contributing defence ministers. Out of this process came 
the roots of what is now being proposed by Brazil, a regional defence 
council for the Americas.

Although regional military integration had been discussed in the past, 
the topic was recharged by Brazilian President Luiz Inacio “Lula” da 
Silva during the diplomatic crisis sparked by Colombian military incur-
sions into Ecuadorian territory in March 2008. Brazilian Defence Minis-
ter Nelson Jobim officially reintroduced the idea of creating a regional 
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defence organization, to be known as the South American Defense Coun-
cil (CDS), and member states of the Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR) signed a pact on 23 May 2008 in Brasília to establish judicial 
and political components for the limited yet emerging union (Council on 
Hemispheric Affairs, 2008a).

The Council is intended as a forum for the increasingly divided South 
American continent to cooperate in security matters and as a response to 
the waning US influence in the region. The United States has expressed 
an interest in participating in the Council but has been rebuffed. The 
CDS is meant to be distinct from the OAS – excluding the United States 
or Canada while including Cuba (Council on Hemispheric Affairs, 2008b).

Regional debate

Another important outcome of the Latin American participation in MI-
NUSTAH is that it integrates many facets of a national security organiza-
tion in a democratic framework. The decision to send troops to UN 
missions supports civilian control of defence policy. It also encourages 
defence efficiency through the requirement that budgets for troops par-
ticipating in UN missions must be debated by Defence Committees in 
the legislatures of each nation. The impact of the Haiti mission has gone 
far beyond the ranks of the armed forces. Based on press reports from 
Chile, Brazil and Bolivia, it has stimulated important and open discussion 
among civilian leaders about the role of the military in Latin America 
and the costs associated with peacekeeping.

Participation in PKOs, and especially MINUSTAH, has not been with-
out debate. Regionally, opposition has occurred in response to MINUS-
TAH. The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) initially opposed the 
operation. As MINUSTAH’s positive presence grew, however, especially 
in the wake of natural disasters, CARICOM supported reconstruction 
plans and efforts (Hirst, 2007).

Internal debates in the ABC countries (Argentina, Brazil and Chile), 
as well as Uruguay, have been centred on the individual country’s quest 
for greater presence in the international arena. At the same time, unique 
domestic concerns shaped the debate from one country to the next. These 
concerns are expressed by political scientist Monica Hirst:

During the 1990s, participation was motivated in large part by the need to re-
define the role of the Armed Forces in the context of local re-democratization 
processes. In Argentina, due to the importance of civil-military subordination; 
in Uruguay, mainly as a [sic] economic source for the maintenance of the mili-
tary; in Brazil, as a source for a renewed and prestigious engagement in inter-
national affairs (ibid.).6
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Hirst also suggested that despite domestic differences, regional discus-
sions centred around four issues: (1) the pro-coup origin of the mission; 
(2) its “de facto” subordination to US interests; (3) the costs and benefits 
for the presence in Haiti; and (4) the mission’s chances of success (Hirst, 
ibid.). Debates in each country were shaped by different visions of inter-
national policy, domestic priorities and past actions of the armed forces; 
nevertheless, they reflect regional similarities.

In Chile, popular opinion, influenced by foreign policy interests, sup-
ports Chilean support for local and regional peacekeeping missions to 
ensure stability in the hemisphere (Mora, 2000). This debate argues for 
the need to stabilize global interest areas and contribute to the growth of 
strategic national policy in the international setting. Interestingly enough, 
Chile expressed the most support for MINUSTAH, shown in its partici-
pation in the US-led multinational force (Hirst, 2007). Argentina, how-
ever, was the least willing to participate in the mission. In large part, 
hesitation reflected popular opinion which linked PKOs to the Menem 
administration. It was under the now unpopular Menem that Argentina 
participated in 22 PKOs in the 1990s. Yet after these initial doubts, opin-
ion shifted as Argentina’s cooperation with neighbouring armed forces 
changed opinion of past defence policy (ibid.). Uruguay has seen debate 
with respect to international peacekeeping operations. The country seeks 
to prove its worth in foreign policy talk and establish itself as a greater 
international actor while staying true to Multinational Force and Observ-
ers (MFO) commitments and its desire to further democracy. One pri-
mary argument is that Uruguay, and any country for that matter, can 
further their own economic goals by way of peacekeeping, which gives 
them greater “positive exposure” to foreign actors (Ulery, 2005).

Due to its leadership role in MINUSTAH, Brazil has seen the most 
debate surrounding PKO participation, which is discussed in Chapter 11 
in this volume. In fact, the Lula administration faced opposition from the 
beginning of its involvement in MINUSTAH. Opposition leaders, includ-
ing legislators, intellectuals and union leaders focused on two key issues: 
the imperialistic nature of an occupying force and the economic cost of 
the operation. Even members of Lula’s Workers’ Party, the PT, opposed 
deployment. As Amélie Gauthier and Sarah John de Sousa write: “Ac-
cording to opponents, the fact that Haiti suffered a coup d’état supported 
by American armed forces, which, along with French and Chilean forces, 
installed the transition government, made any foreign military mission in 
the country an occupation force” (Gauthier and de Sousa, 2006).

After Lula encouraged legislators to visit Haiti, however, key oppon-
ents changed their minds. The result was increased support for troop de-
ployment. These visits also identified the need for cultural and educational 
programmes between Haiti and Brazil. Nevertheless, opponents con-
tinued to complain that money spent on MINUSTAH would be better 
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spent at home where social projects combating urban violence were 
needed (Gratius, 2007; Gauthier and de Sousa, 2006). Brazilian elites 
counteracted this position, citing that the training the armed forces re-
ceived in Haiti was crucial to more efficient domestic policies that battled 
organized crime (Hirst, 2007). Brazil’s executive branch faces restrictions 
put forth by the legislature, and only the foreign ministry and the armed 
forces may be deployed abroad. Gaining the support of the legislature 
was a crucial step in resolving internal debate (Hirst, op cit).

Conclusions

The history of Latin American participation in UN peacekeeping has 
evolved over the last 60 years from individual nations’ troop contribu-
tions to UN missions to a cohesive regional phenomenon. MINUSTAH 
has served as a springboard for the hemisphere’s security forces to dis-
cuss issues that go beyond the operation in Haiti. Thus, the role of Latin 
American armed forces in peacekeeping has benefited from this effort 
while bringing into public debate the importance of peace and stability in 
Latin America.

The growth of peacekeeping training centres since the end of the Cold 
War has served the region’s armed forces well. While all centres have 
provided important courses to prepare military units for UN operations, 
they also have reflected a shift in military doctrine around the region. 
Peacekeeping is now a central component of the region’s military object-
ives. The most recent centre in Guatemala is working to create a Central 
American peace contingent, something that would have been unheard of 
20 years ago when those nations were in the throes of their own internal 
conflicts. These centres also benefit from external support in the form of 
training and technical assistance from the US, Canadian and European 
governments.

MINUSTAH also has created a genuine Latin American-dominated 
peace operation in the Western Hemisphere under UN auspices. This is 
significant since the leadership of Brazil has shown a new dedication to 
peace operations while, at the same time, acknowledging the profound 
challenges to regional peace and stability that remain. This attitude has 
united governments around the tragic conditions of poverty and depriva-
tion that characterize the situation in Haiti. MINUSTAH also has spurred 
a regional security consultation process comprised of defence and foreign 
ministers. This summit has built upon the situation in Haiti by using the 
forum to discuss a broader regional security agenda. The recent creation 
of the Defense Council and the emergence of UNASUR reflect a deep-
ening role by Latin American states in a regional geopolitical system that 
is independent of US influence. Since efforts are in their formative phase, 
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it is unclear how they will coordinate with US, Canadian and European 
governments. There is evidence, however, that US involvement in other 
parts of the world, especially in Iraq and Afghanistan, has provided an 
opening for regional actors to move into the space once dominated by 
the United States.

Judging from the discussions in the region about troop commitment 
and financial support of MINUSTAH, a healthy public debate exists 
around the appropriate role of the armed forces in peace operations. On 
the one hand, the transitions to democratic governance in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s were successful in part due to the reintegration of the 
armed forces into peacekeeping missions. This not only provided the mil-
itary with a new mission but also fit into the popular notion of civilian 
control of the armed forces. The increased use of the armed forces in UN 
operations provided an important outlet for soldiers at a time when there 
was pressure to downsize forces while also paying for the increased costs 
of maintaining security in a democratic society.

If MINUSTAH has been the driver of a wider agenda for peace and 
security in Latin America, it still remains unknown whether it will con-
tinue to serve that purpose as the mission comes to a close (at present, it 
is scheduled to leave in 2011). Haiti’s problems will continue as the na-
tion’s ability to govern itself and provide security for its population will 
require external security presence for some time. Recent natural disasters 
have devastated the island, undermining much of the economic progress 
that had taken root. Great challenges remain in the wake of these hu-
manitarian crises. The UN presence, however, will facilitate recovery, 
though it might create a longer timeline for MINUSTAH.

What is important to take from this experience in Haiti is the capacity 
regional leaders hold to unite around a problem and to support a solu-
tion that works multilaterally with the United Nations. Whether this 
multilateralism will translate into the creation of a regional peacekeeping 
force to provide stability after the UN operation ends is unresolved. 
What is clear, however, is that collective security in the Americas will 
never be the same after MINUSTAH.

Notes

1.	 As Manaut writes, “Los procesos de paz en Centroamérica revaloraron la geopolítica de 
las operaciones de paz en el hemisferio, y se dieron a la par de la democratización de los 
sistemas políticos. Tanto los países donde se implementaron dichos procesos (principal-
mente El Salvador y Guatemala), como los países que participaron, evaluaron muy posi-
tivamente la forma de lograr el desarme y la pacificación.”

2.	 “Siete países latinamericanos crearon este lunes ‘ALCOPAZ’ ”, Diario critico Ecuador, 
8  August 2008. Available at http://www.diariocritico.com/ecuador/2008/Agosto/noticias/ 
90701/ latinoamerica.html The countries included Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Gua-
temala, Peru and Uruguay.
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3.	 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 45/2, 10 October 1990, asked the 
secretary-general to provide the broadest possible electoral support to Haiti. It created 
ONUVEH to meet this mandate. The OAS was also asked to participate in this effort.

4.	 Please see UNSC resolution 1892 (2009). Available at http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/
category,LEGAL,,,HTI,4ad886272,0.html

5.	 As of 29 February 2008, the United States provided a total of 313 forces, or 0.3 per cent, 
to all UN peacekeeping missions. Of this number, 11 were military troops, 284 were po-
lice troops and 18 were military observers. In Haiti, the United States provides 4 police 
personnel and 45 military troops for a total of 49, or 0.5 per cent of total troop strength. 
There currently are no US participants in UN peacebuilding operations.

6.	 Like Uruguay, Peru’s debate focuses on monetary conditions (see Obando, 2005).
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Appendix

Table 8.A1  Latin American participation in UN peace operations, 1948–2008

Mission Original Contributors Dates

UNTSO: UN Truce 
Supervision Organization, 
Middle East

Argentina, Chile 1948–

UNMOGIP: UN Military 
Observer Group in India 
and Pakistan

Argentina January 1949–

UNEF I: UN Emergency 
Force Gaza

Brazil, Colombia November 1956 –
June 1967

UNOGIL: UN Observation 
Group in Lebanon 

Argentina, Chile, 
Ecuador, Peru 

June–December 
1958

UNOC: UN Operation in 
the Congo

Argentina, Brazil July 1960 –June 
1964

UNIPOM: UN India–
Pakistan Observer 
Mission

Initial Stages: Chile Full 
mission: Brazil, 
Venezuela

September 1965–
March 1956

UNEF II: UN Emergency 
Force, Suez Canal and 
Sinai Peninsula

Peru October 1973–July 
1979

UNGOMAP: UN Good 
Offices Mission in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan

Representative of 
Secretary-General: 
Diego Cordovez, 
Ecuador

May 1988–March 
1990
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Table 8.A1 (cont.)

Mission Original Contributors Dates

UNIIMOG: UN Iran–Iraq 
Military Observer Group

Argentina, Peru, Uruguay August 1988–
February 1991

UNAVEM I: UN Angola 
Verification Mission I

Argentina, Brazil January 1989–June 
1991

UNTAG: UN Transition 
Assistance Group in 
Namibia

Barbados, Costa Rica, 
Guyana, Jamaica, 
Panama, Peru, Trinidad 
and Tobago

April 1989–March 
1990

ONUCA: UN Observer 
Group in Central 
America

Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Ecuador, 
Venezuela

November 1989–
January 1992

UNIKOM: UN Iraq–
Kuwait Observation 
Mission

Argentina, Chile, 
Uruguay, Venezuela

April 1991–
October 2003

UNAVEM II: UN Angola 
Verification Mission II

Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia

June 1991–
February 1995

ONUSAL: UN Observer 
Mission in El Salvador

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, 
Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Mexico, 
Venezuela

July 1991–April 
1995

UNAMIC: UN Advance 
Mission in Cambodia

Argentina, Uruguay October 1991–
March 1992

UNPROFOR: UN 
Protection Force Former 
Yugoslavia

Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Venezuela

February 1992–
March 1995

UNTAC: UN Transitional 
Authority in Cambodia

Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, Uruguay

March 1992–
September 1993

ONUMOZ UN Operation 
in Mozambique

Argentina, Brazil, 
Guyana, Uruguay

December 1992–
December 1994

UNOMUR: UN Observer 
Mission in Uganda-
Rwanda

Brazil June 1993–
September 1994

UNOMIL: UN Observer 
Mission in Liberia

Brazil, Uruguay September 1993–
September 1997

UNMIH: UN Mission in 
Haiti

Antigua and Barbuda, 
Argentina, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, 
Guatemala, Guyana, 
Honduras, Jamaica, 
Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Saint Lucia, Surinam, 
Trinidad and Tobago

September 1993–
June 1996

UNAMIR: UN Assistance 
Mission for Rwanda

Argentina, Brazil, 
Guyana, Uruguay

October 1993–
March 1996

UNASOG: UN Aousou 
Strip Observer Group

Honduras May–June 1994

UNMOT: UN Mission of 
Observers in Tajikistan

Uruguay (January 1995–
May 2000)

December 1994 –
May 2000
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Table 8.A1 (cont.)

Mission Original Contributors Dates

UNAVEM III: UN Angola 
Verification Mission III

Brazil, Uruguay February 1995–
June 1997

UNPREDEP: UN 
Preventive Deployment 
Force Macedonia

Argentina, Brazil March 1995–
February 1999

UNMIBH: UN Mission in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina

Argentina, Chile December 1995–
December 2002

UNTAES: UN Transitional 
Administration for 
Eastern Slovenia, 
Baranja and Western 
Sirumium

Argentina, Brazil January 1996 –
January 1998

UNMOP: UN Mission of 
Observers in Prevlaka

Argentina, Brazil January 1996 –
December 2002

UNSMIH: UN Support 
Mission in Haiti

Trinidad and Tobago July 1996 –July 
1997

MINUGUA: UN 
Verification Mission in 
Guatemala

Argentina, Brazil, 
Ecuador, Uruguay, 
Venezuela

January 1997–May 
1997

MONUA: UN Observer 
Mission in Angola

Argentina, Brazil, 
Uruguay

June 1997–
February 1999

UNTMIH: UN Transition 
Mission in Haiti

Argentina August–November 
1997

MINOPU: UN Civilian 
Police Mission in Haiti

Argentina December 1997–
March 2000

UNPSG: UN Civilian 
Police Support Group in 
Croatia

Argentina January–October 
1998

UNOMSIL: UN Observer 
Mission in Sierra Leone

Bolivia, Uruguay July 1998–October 
1999

UNAMSIL: UN Mission in 
Sierra Leone

Bolivia, Uruguay October 1999–
December 2005

UNTAET: UN Transitional 
Administration in East 
Timor

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Uruguay

October 1999–May 
2002

UNMEE: UN Mission in 
Ethiopia and Eritrea

Bolivia, Brazil, 
Guatemala, Paraguay, 
Peru, Uruguay

July 2000 –July 
2008

UNMISET: UN Mission of 
Support in East Timor 

Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Peru, Uruguay

May 2002–May 
2005

ONUB: UN Operation in 
Burundi

Bolivia, Guatemala, 
Paraguay, Peru, 
Uruguay

June 2004 –
December 2006

Source:  Compiled by Cassia Paigen Roth from UN sources
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UNPKO and the Latin American 
forces
Juan Emilio Cheyre

Introduction1

Peacekeeping operations (PKO) arise from a mandate of the United Na-
tions, which, through the Security Council, adopts collective measures to 
maintain international peace and security. Although this has been a key 
goal of the United Nations since its inception, the term “peace opera-
tion” itself is not found in the text of the UN Charter. The framework in 
which PKOs are initiated, developed and activated is found in Chapters 
VI, VII and VIII of the UN Charter. Chapter VI refers to peaceful con-
flict resolution; chapter VII to actions undertaken in response to threats 
to peace, the interruption of peace or acts of aggression; and Chapter 
VIII is tied to regional agreements, stating specifically that the United 
Nations is not opposed to these alliances if they are geared toward peace-
keeping and regional security, and only if their actions are compatible 
with the principles and goals of the United Nations (2010).

Currently, close to 100,000 troops carry out peacekeeping missions 
throughout the world, including in Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe 
and the Middle East. This peacekeeping force, drawn from some 120 
countries, is handled by the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Opera-
tions (DPKO), which was first headed by Kofi Annan before his elec
tion as secretary-general, and whose director reports directly to the UN 
secretary-general.

The evolution of peacekeeping has been closely tied to the develop-
ment of the international system: the application of multilateral policies 



158  Cheyre
	

that seek to resolve problems that are beyond the capacity of individual 
states and threaten the principles of global peace and stability. Many 
changes have occurred since the first peacekeeping mission. In 1948, the 
UN Security Council authorized the deployment of the organization’s 
military observers to the Middle East, charged with the mission to over-
see the ceasefire between Israel and its Arab neighbours. Since then, 
PKOs have evolved in terms of the willingness of states to participate in 
them, the types of roles which missions undertake, the way in which they 
are met, the effects produced in the areas where they are carried out and 
in the type of objectives they must assume. A review of deployments to 
date reveals 63 UN peacekeeping operations, of which 20 are active as of 
this writing.

The changing nature of peacekeeping is directly tied to global dynam-
ics, and specifically to the end of the Cold War and the imperatives of 
globalization. From there sprung the early 1990s programme “An Agenda 
for Peace” (1992), led by then UN Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali, 
which laid the foundations for preventive diplomacy, peacemaking, peace-
keeping and post-conflict peacebuilding. These concepts were placed in a 
regulatory framework that defined state actions under the mandates of 
the United Nations Charter.2

Initially somewhat limited in their participation, Latin American coun-
tries (LACs) have increased their commitment to PKOs. This is not an 
accident. With more and more countries in the region becoming active 
participants in the global order, involvement in PKOs has increased 
considerably – albeit unevenly, in large part because of the differing 
world views and perceptions of the international system held by various 
LACs. Why? A view of PKOs, based on the model of complex inter
dependence (Keohane and Nye, 1987; Kauppi, 1999: 309), removes LACs 
from the idealist framework of international relations theory. Rather, the 
origin, characteristics and the willingness of states to participate in these 
operations can be explained through realist theory, which allows us to 
understand Latin America’s participation in PKOs, and specifically their 
high levels of participation in the United Nations Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti (MINUSTAH).

This chapter discusses the role of LACs in UN peacekeeping opera-
tions and their growing involvement in them. With specific reference to 
MINUSTAH and its predecessors, it examines the underlying causes as 
to why the Chilean government has been involved in these operations. It 
then looks outwards to the rest of Latin America to assess how and why 
other LACs are opening up to these operations as a means to becoming 
part of the multilateral world order, as well as helping to create a re-
gional security agenda. It concludes with a discussion of what the grow-
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ing role of LACs in UN PKOs in the region means for their involvement 
in operations elsewhere.

MINUSTAH and the regional scenario

Latin American countries hold different perceptions of the necessity and 
benefits of interdependence and active participation in international or-
ganizations. Differences also exist in terms of the involvement of each 
state in the support of UN resolutions, especially if they are tied to the 
use of military force for the promotion of peace (Chapter VII of the UN 
Charter).

In this respect, MINUSTAH has marked a milestone. This is partly the 
product of the evolution of the international system and the perceptions 
of the benefits of being part of multilateral operations. The consolidation 
of democratic systems, as well as the resolution of internal and external 
conflicts, has also led to greater participation in PKOs. This shift has fa-
voured an integrationist view in support of international cooperation.

It is curious that the poorest country of Latin America, located on the 
western half of the small island of Hispaniola, marks a regional turning 
point in terms of commitment to PKOs. The importance of MINUSTAH 
lies in its origin and in the manner in which it has tried to reach its ob-
jectives. The decision of the Chilean government to participate in it pro-
vides evidence about emerging regional trends.

Table 9.1 shows the percentage of the contributions to MINUSTAH by 
Southern Cone countries in relation to their contributions to PKOs 
around the world. Table 9.2 shows the contribution of troops and police 
by each region of the world to MINUSTAH (Marcondes de Souza, 2009). 
Both demonstrate the significant regional commitment of Latin America 
to the mission in Haiti. Why?

Table 9.1  Percentage of Southern Cone’s contributions to MINUSTAH in rela-
tion to Southern Cone’s general contributions to UNPKO (including troops and 
police officers)

Country MINUSTAH Total Percentage

Argentina 562 893 62.9
Brazil 1,283 1,352 94.89
Chile 519 525 98.85
Uruguay 1,143 2,538 45.03

Source:  UNDPKO, December 2008
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In 1993 chronic instability in Haiti led to UN Resolution 1940 which 
authorized the first PKO in Haiti, known as the United Nations Mission 
in Haiti (UNMIH). The mission’s purpose was to re-establish democracy, 
create a secure environment and reinstate the power of the police force. 
In July 1994, 20,000 soldiers were deployed to back up the multinational 
force. Despite its size, UNMIH failed to reach its objectives.

The series of subsequent international missions reflect the complexity 
and uniqueness of the Haitian predicament. Between 1994 and 2001 we 
had: the UN Support Mission in Haiti (UNSMIH); the UN Transition 
Mission in Haiti (UNTMIH); the UN Civilian Police Mission (MI-
PONUH); and finally the International Civilian Support Mission 
(MICAH) in 2001; as well as an Organization of American States (OAS) 
initiative that deployed a limited civilian human rights mission, MI-
CIVIH. In these missions, Latin American countries were not signifi-
cantly represented, nor did they bring together a collective willingness to 
become part of the solution. The problems of a regional neighbour sim-
ply did not generate sufficient interest.

Yet, the geographic position of Haiti is key. The country shares an is-
land with the Dominican Republic along a virtually open border. Haiti is 
located a short distance from both Miami and Caracas, and it has a privi-
leged position in the Caribbean Sea, which surrounds its north, south and 
west coasts. It is a central hub for the drug trade. This is particularly 
heightened by its position in a region where this threat has become a key 
issue, directly related to narco-terrorism, crime and political instability.

None of the above-mentioned missions achieved their goals, thus leav-
ing the country in the hands of successive governments that failed to gen-
erate stability, progress or peace. This culminated on 29 February 2004 
when President Bertrand Aristide – elected in 2000 – was forced to leave 
the country following a bloody armed insurrection against him. Subse-
quently, the president of the Supreme Court, Boniface Alexandre, was 

Table 9.2  MINUSTAH troop and police contribution by region

Region Troops Police Percentage

Asia, Africa, Europe, 
Oceania and Americas

7,036 2,053 100

Latin America 4,102 38 45.54 (of the total 
contribution)

South America 3,985 34 97.07 (of Latin American 
contributors)

Southern Cone (including 
Paraguay with 31 troops)

3,504 27 87.85 (of South American 
contributors)

Source:  UNDPKO, December 2008
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sworn in as interim president after announcing Aristide’s resignation (see 
Aldunate, 2010).

The same day, the new Haitian authority requested international assist-
ance from the United Nations and authorized troops to enter the country. 
The United Nations had already sent a representative to the country and 
responded to the country’s request by approving Resolution 1529, which 
authorized the deployment of the Multinational Interim Force for Haiti 
(MIFH). The mandate also called for the establishment of a follow-up 
UN stabilization force to maintain peace and permit a constitutional pro-
cess aimed at stabilizing the tumultuous country. The MIFH had a three-
month mandate which ended on 29 May 2004. On 29 February, Chile, 
located 8,000 km away and in a groundbreaking decision, committed it-
self to Haiti.

Chile and the mission in Haiti

That same day, Chile received the first news on the subject from then 
president Ricardo Lagos and then minister of defence Michelle Bache-
let. Chile sought to both manage the flow of information on the island’s 
situation and follow the United Nation’s decisions closely. Chile’s willing-
ness to integrate a multinational force, alongside France, Canada and the 
United States, was met with interest. The United Nations also made it 
very clear that it desired to rely on regional powers, in part because pre-
vious military missions, missions that were very large but foreign to the 
Haitian reality, had failed. This was a vital step that opened a space for 
other countries in the region to participate. It represented a new solution 
to an old problem that had been impossible to resolve.

In Chile, government opinion was divided as to whether the United 
Nations would decide to use force. For the army, Sunday, 29 February 
2004, became a day to gather background information and create a pre-
paratory order, as is done in these situations. The General Staff for plan-
ning was activated; a link was established with Chile’s attachés in the 
United States and the United Nations; and a plan to enlist a unit ready to 
act from a distance, with a force trained to fulfil whatever type of mission 
was to be authorized, was assembled. Few armies in the world are cap
able of mobilizing in such a short time. Indeed, on 3 March, I had the hon
our of introducing then president Lagos to the commanders of the unit; 
in the afternoon, then Defence Minister Bachelet oversaw the troops and 
gave a farewell to the battalion.

There are currently over 5,500 men and women who make up the Chil-
ean XI Battalion. In the first months many of them became part of the 
MIFH, and following UN Security Council Resolution 1542, on 30 April 
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2004 they joined MINUSTAH. The transition from MIFH to MINUS-
TAH saw the US, Canadian and French forces withdraw and replaced by 
a contingent that was led on the military side by Brazilian General Au-
gusto Heleno. Leading the mission was Special Representative of the UN 
Secretary General in Haiti, Chilean Ambassador Juan Gabriel Valdés.

Below are excerpts of the speech I delivered to the military force prior 
to their departure. They outline the understanding of the mission and 
orientation of the military responsibilities, which differ considerably 
from previous missions. They are fully in sync with our objectives of re-
establishing peace, avoiding conflicts and laying the foundations for the 
Haitian people to take charge of their own destiny. These are the guiding 
principles which lead our conduct in Haiti.

As I have already reiterated, we do not have enemies, we are not an occupa-
tional force, nor are we at war. Our mission was given by the Chilean State, 
with the authorization of the Senate to cross our borders, by mandate of the 
United Nations, to work with the Haitian people so that they may once again 
find peace and civic harmony . . . It is with them, and not only among soldiers, 
but with the people of Haiti, that we must pacify altered spirits and attitudes, 
leading to a logic of understanding and giving up of arms . . . As soldiers, from 
the moment we embrace this career and prepare ourselves for the missions we 
must accomplish, we know that the cost may be our lives. And that – because 
we are fully aware of it – leads us to undertake exhaustive planning. It is a plan 
that has considered all scenarios, where the goal is zero losses of our own sol-
diers, and zero losses of the counterpart . . . The Coordinator in Haiti is in con-
tact with the delegate from the United Nations that has already arrived on the 
scene, because every day we must have more coordination, not only among 
military actors, but also between the actors who are offering sanitary support, 
health support, and political support, because our effort is to bring peace, and 
that must be constructed with the many organisms with which we are in con-
tact. No one is alone or conducts himself with individualism. (Cheyre, 2004)

It was thus that Chile, through its army and as a product of a presiden-
tial decision, supported by the senate, became the only Latin American 
country to join the MIFH. This was the first time that the country took 
on such a task. It moved Chile from a position where it had previously 
participated only with limited forces – originally as military observers 
and later with forces of no more than 50 troops – to one in which it plays 
an active role in UN initiatives involving Chapter VII initiatives. Further-
more, as illustrated in Tables 9.1 and 9.2, the assertive use of Chilean 
forces led other countries in the region to evaluate and to commit to par-
ticipate with forces.

Therefore, Haiti marks a critical turning point in relation to the com-
mitment of Latin American countries to PKOs. In the following sections 
of this chapter, we will analyse the variables that are believed to play a 
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role in this process, as well as the considerations that may prevent other 
countries from joining in this emerging trend.

Variables influencing a greater commitment of 
Latin American countries with PKOs

The case of Chile

The deployment of Chilean forces first in MIFH and later in MINUS-
TAH marks a change in Chile towards greater commitment with PKOs. 
This shift is then projected to other countries in the region.

Figure 9.1 depicts the Chilean army’s participation in PKOs. Between 
1935 and 1960, 20 members of the army participated in these operations, 
while between 1990 and 2000, the number jumped to 186. In turn, be-
tween 2001 and 2006, the number reached 2,057 troops. The numbers 
speak for themselves – they reflect the change from timid participation to 
an assertive commitment. This change can be attributed to a number of 
factors:

The fall of the Berlin Wall

This event marked a paradigmatic shift in which the Cold War logic dis-
sipated, bipolarity ended, and through UN Secretary-General Boutros-

Figure 9.1  Participation of the Chilean Army in peace operations
Source:  Appendices and data from Varas (2006)
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Ghali’s aforementioned “Agenda for Peace”, the United Nations began 
to undertake preventive diplomacy and a new type of PKO, in places 
such as Angola, Cambodia, the former Yugoslavia and Somalia. Accord-
ing to Thomas Weiss:

these operations were qualitatively and quantitatively different from UN oper-
ations during the Cold War. The formal consent of the parties simply could not 
be assumed to mean much on the ground. Also, the military effectiveness re-
quired from, and the dangers faced by, UN military forces went far beyond the 
parameters of traditional lightly armed peacekeepers. Moreover, these opera-
tions suggest the magnitude of the new demands on the UN for services that 
threaten to overwhelm troop contributors and “break the bank,” so to speak. 
(Weiss, 2001: 60)

Threats thus do not exist only between states, but within borders, changing 
the nature of conflict and the way in which the United Nations intervenes.

Chilean commitment to PKOs

In Chile, the executive, Parliament and armed forces responded to this 
new trend in 1996 by defining a policy for Chilean participation in PKOs, 
termed the “National Policy for Participation of the State in Peacekeep-
ing Operations”. In 1999, it was supplemented by legislation that assigned 
the ministers of foreign relations and national defence with the task of 
assessing and informing decisions by the Government of Chile relating 
to  participation in peacekeeping operations. This presidential directive 
limited the support of the armed forces to missions established under 
Chapter VI of the UN Charter (Le Dantec, 2006: 118). Then in December 
2008, Parliament further codified Chile’s commitment to international 
peacekeeping by passing the Law on Peacekeeping Missions, which al-
lows for the creation of an Inter-Ministerial Commission for Peacekeep-
ing Operations. This Commission is charged with permanently advising 
the ministers of foreign relations and national defence on issues relating 
to participation of national troops in PKOs. This same legislation also 
states that the president should request the approval of the senate for the 
dispatch of troops by means of an official document and with the signa-
tures of the ministers of foreign relations and national defence. Chile has 
thus embraced the new international sensibilities of the post-Cold War 
era. When a state takes on such commitments, the government and the 
armed forces need to be in agreement regarding the standing of those 
from neighbouring countries over border disputes. Decisions about in-
volvement in international PKOs must also be made in a democratic con-
text that allows the armed forces full dedication to these duties, meaning 
they cannot be involved with domestic activities such as those that oc-
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curred in Chile and elsewhere in the hemisphere during the military re-
gimes of the 1970s and 1980s.

In Chile, the successful resolution of 22 border disputes with Argentina 
in 2000 created an atmosphere of confidence that allowed the armed 
forces to lower their involvement in the defence of national territory, 
thus opening a space for PKOs. Mutual confidence with Argentina led to 
the groundbreaking creation of a joint unit that, in 2003, sent a military 
force to the UN PK mission in Cyprus. In 2006, the unit became the basis 
of what is now known as the bi-national “Southern Cross Force”, with 
integrated commands and general staff, a groundbreaking initiative.

At the time of military rule in Chile and other countries of the region, 
there was a lack of confidence in these bodies, specifically the United Na-
tions but also the OAS.3 Regarding participation in PKOs, this persisted 
even after President Patricio Aylwin came to power with the return to 
democracy on 11 March 1990. This was due in part to the fact that Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet remained as army chief. Pinochet did not believe 
in PKOs. His position in this regard was reflected in a statement made 
in  1997: “the Army, being consequent with national policy, sustains the 
doctrine that, regarding peace operations, these are exclusively humani-
tarian, therefore the use of coercive force to impose peace is considered 
inappropriate” (quoted in Le Dantec, 2006: 119). With his departure, a 
different view emerged.

A shift in Chilean foreign policy towards multilateralism and 
international integration

The third factor that plays a role in the paradigm shift in Chile is the 
large number of Free Trade Agreements it has signed. These agreements 
brought the country into close ties with important regions such as the 
United States, the European Union and Asia. Table 9.3 depicts the large 
network of agreements that have multiplied by several levels of magni-
tude the scope of Chile’s foreign trade.

This engagement with the international community influenced the way 
in which the government, the opposition and society viewed the world. 
Chile linked up with remote nations and benefitted from it. The conclu-
sion was reached that stable countries with the means to do so should 
contribute to pacifying countries experiencing instability and conflict.

A shift in the military and its mentality

Participation in a PKO requires that armed forces have a doctrine, with 
planning, organization, equipment, instruction, training and personnel 
with a sufficient level of expertise to confront the challenges this entails. 
Chile transformed and modernized its armed forces in general and the 
army in particular. The changes began in 1999, and were consolidated in 
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2002–2006, and are scheduled to be completed by 2010. The army tran
sitioned from being a territorial, vertically and hierarchically organized 
force, employing materials, equipment and weapons from the 1950s, to-
wards an institution that is functional, inter-operative and equipped to 
NATO standards. A new strategic and operational doctrine with empha-
sis on the challenges associated with PKOs was also developed.

Cases in the region

Considering the four variables mentioned above, we can examine in the 
experiences of other Latin American countries, which have also resulted 
in a greater commitment to the needs of the United Nations, especially 
regarding the PKO in Haiti.

The countries in Table 9.4 – particularly the Latin American ones – 
have experienced changes with respect to their attitudes towards PKOs 
that are not dissimilar to those of Chile. The result has been a more ac-
tive commitment to PKOs. Those countries where the factors have been 
stronger have contributed more prominently (Brazil, Chile, Argentina 
and Uruguay). Those countries where the variables have been weaker 
have contributed in a more limited fashion (Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Paraguay and Peru).

Table 9.4  Breakdown of MINUSTAH forces

No. Country Officials Troops Total by Country

1 Argentina     9 549 558
2 Bolivia     3 205 208
3 Brazil   15 1267 1282
4 Canada     4 – 4
5 Chile     6 497 503
6 Croatia     3 – 3
7 Ecuador     1 66 67
8 France     2 – 2
9 Guatemala     4 113 117
10 Jordan   10 718 728
11 Nepal   10 1067 1077
12 Paraguay – 31 31
13 Peru     4 204 208
14 Phillipines     2 155 157
15 Sri Lanka   11 949 960
16 Uruguay   14 1123 1137
17 United States     4 – 4

Total 102 6,944 7,046

Source:  CECOPAC data. See www.cecopac.cl
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The numbers above refer to the mission in Haiti. This suggests an un-
derstanding that conflicts in one country can be a threat to the region as 
a whole. Governments of different political persuasions now have similar 
views regarding PKOs in a multilateral context. PKOs also provide the 
forces with a means of interaction and cooperation that builds trust, even 
between countries with a history of border differences, such as Peru with 
Ecuador and Chile with Argentina.

The aforementioned countries make up 48 per cent of the total troop 
contributions to MINUSTAH (UN, 2009). There are, however, important 
countries that are absent, such as Mexico, Venezuela and Colombia. Also, 
Central America and the Caribbean are only represented by Guatemala. 
In these countries, the factors cited above have either not been present, 
or are still developing. Domestic problems or government positions to-
wards foreign involvement may also prevent them from contributing to 
PKOs.

Missing in action? Neighbours’ reasons for not being 
involved in Haiti

Mexico

In the case of Mexico, its legislation prevents the deployment of military 
forces beyond its borders. Mexico is also currently fighting drug traffick-
ers at home. This has meant the deployment of the armed forces for in-
ternal security purposes.

Nonetheless, there have been important indications of a greater will-
ingness on the part of President Calderón’s administration to take a more 
active role regarding Mexico’s integration into PKOs and, particularly, in 
its closest area of influence, Central America and the Caribbean. A pos-
sible scenario in the medium term may be the evolution of military ideol-
ogy and a shift in political will, altering Mexico’s traditional absence from 
these initiatives. While Mexico is contributing development assistance to 
Haiti, an invitation from international organizations and from countries 
like Chile and Brazil to join these military initiatives would be of help. It 
would certainly benefit a regional policy on the subject, where the pres-
ence of Mexico would be a great asset.

Colombia

In the case of Colombia, which contributes a smaller number of police 
forces to MINUSTAH, the reason for their minimal involvement lies in 
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the country’s more than 40-year battle against narco-terrorism. This con-
firms the proposition that a state does not participate in PKOs when 
problems of this nature exist within its territory.

Venezuela

Venezuela is certainly a different case, in that its unique form of manag-
ing its foreign policy is directly tied to the ideology of twenty-first-century 
socialism. This translates into constant denunciations from President 
Hugo Chávez that international organizations like the United Nations 
serve as a disguise for the political interests of the United States. This 
position implies a rejection of UN actions. This indifference to inter-
national cooperation through the United Nations has stood in the way of 
a Venezuelan contribution to the missions. While Venezuela does give 
considerable amounts of aid to Haiti, initial cooperation by Venezuela 
has been selective. It is only undertaken in situations where unilateral 
leadership can be exercised and is focused on those countries with an 
ideological affinity.

Central America

In Central America, only Guatemala has some degree of involvement in 
Haiti. As in the cases of Mexico and Colombia, the reason for this sub
regional absence, even considering that these are the countries most af-
fected by Haitian instability, results from governments and armed forces 
that have a high degree of involvement in the battle against so-called 
emerging threats within their borders, which have reached a worrying 
level in the subregion (OAS, 2009: 8). Levels of violence, crime and drug 
trafficking are high in Central America. For example, in Figure 9.2 and 
Table 9.5 we see that the levels of homicide in Latin America are higher 
than in many other regions of the world, and have increased in recent 
years. These figures relate directly to the high levels of violence and drug 
trade that plague the region and monopolize the concerns and use of its 
armed forces and police.

Conclusion

In Latin America, the last decade has marked a PKO paradigm shift, im-
plying greater support for multilateralism, trust in international organiza-
tions and a willingness to use armed forces beyond domestic borders. It 
shows that the participating countries have been capable of resolving 
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their internal problems, strengthening their armed forces, developing na-
tional policies on the issue, and in doing so, taking on missions that until 
recently had been quite alien to them.

The mission in Haiti constitutes the best proof of this. The fact that this 
is the first PKO mission formed by contingents of Latin American troops 
is telling. The region has finally taken on a commitment in its own geo

Table 9.5  Number of homicides in world regions (per 100,000 people)

Caribbean 30
South/West Africa 29
South America 26
East/SE Asia 22
Central America 22
East Europe 17
Central Asia   9
East Africa   8
North America   7
South Asia   4
Southeast Europe   3
Oceania   3
West/Central Europe   2
North Africa   1
Middle East/SW Asia   1

Source:  OAS, 2009

Figure 9.2  Homicide rates in the Dominican Republic, St Lucia, and Trinidad and 
Tobago, 1999–2005
Source:  UNOD/LAC World Bank, 2007: 13
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political space. However, this does not translate into Latin American sup-
port for PKOs in other regions of the world. In 2009 there were 19 
missions controlled by the DPKO, with 93,530 deployed troops from 118 
contributing countries. Only 13.5 per cent of these countries are Latin 
American, and in terms of deployed forces they only contribute 7 per 
cent of the total operating in the world. 4

Comparing this contribution to that of MINUSTAH, one notes an im-
portant difference. In the case of MINUSTAH, the region’s contribution 
is 48 per cent of the troops, much greater than the 7 per cent on a world-
wide level. Additionally, analysing the data of the 20 countries that con-
tribute the most to PKOs, Uruguay is the only one from the region that 
appears on the list, coming in at number 15. Paradoxically, higher on the 
list are states of less influence than many in the region that are located in 
distant territories and distanced from the effects of international conflict, 
such as Bangladesh, Nigeria, Nepal, Rwanda and Ghana (UN, 2009).

Even so, looking forward, one can envisage the possibility of greater 
involvement in operations of this nature. On the regional level, Mexico’s 
commitment is desirable, as it would carry an explicit example to Central 
American countries. For states that are not currently contributing to 
PKOs, the resolution of their internal problems, the consolidation of 
democracy, a greater professionalization of their armed forces for this 
type of operation and the political will to assume a multilateral commit-
ment are required.

Finally, the world’s current conflicts, of which a majority are in Africa, 
raises the question of whether Latin American countries should go to dis-
tant places, separate from their historical and cultural identity, and with 
levels of complexity greater than those that result from operating in 
closer and more familiar places. With current data, we cannot answer 
whether Latin American troops will join missions in foreign regions. The 
decision to participate in these new scenarios will depend on the impor-
tance that states give to the character of and commitment to multilateral 
action. This will involve a debate on foreign policy that has not yet taken 
place.

Notes

1.	 This chapter was written with contributions from Mariana Perry, candidate for Master of 
International Studies, University of Chile; Licentiate in History, Catholic University of 
Chile and Analyst of the Center for International Studies, UC.

2.	 It is vital to highlight that the creation of the Peacebuilding Commission originated in 
Resolutions A/ RES/60/180 and S/ RES/1645(2005) of 20 December 2005, of the General 
Assembly and the Security Council, respectively, with the objective of joining forces for 
peace in post-conflict countries. This highlights the commitment of PKOs, not only to 
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controlling a conflict situation but also in setting the institutional foundations for the fu-
ture that allow the state in question to sustain the stability that permits growth and de-
velopment.

3.	 In this regard, Paulina Le Dantec (2006:50) establishes that “Chile, for the first time in 
the history of the 20th Century, breaks with its multilateral tradition of international work 
framed in the context of the United Nations, and with this it also distances itself politi-
cally from regional organizations like the OAS”.

4.	 Calculated based on an analysis of force deployment in UN 2009 Report and MINUS-
TAH Force Report corresponding to March 2009.
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Haiti and the regional dynamics of 
international cooperation
José Raúl Perales

Introduction

The myriad problems in Haiti are too daunting for the fragile state to ad-
dress on its own. Recognizing this, the international community has di-
rected a large amount of support towards this Caribbean country. In the 
aftermath of the January 2010 earthquake, this support was dramatically 
increased; a March 2010 United Nations donor conference saw more than 
a dozen donors pledge nearly US$10 billion, twice the amount that the 
country had requested (quoted in Carroll, 2010). This group of inter-
national donors includes countries that have been traditionally active 
players in Haiti’s stabilization, such as “The Big Three” of the United 
States, Canada and France, as well as a group of rising Latin American 
and Caribbean (LAC) actors who are becoming increasingly involved in 
their regional neighbour’s security and future (Loredo, 2009) – most no-
ticeably the ABC countries of Argentina, Brazil and Chile.

Much of Latin America’s newly found activism and self-confidence in 
global politics, especially on the diplomatic, humanitarian, political and 
peacekeeping fronts, can trace its origins in collaborative efforts to stabi-
lize Haiti since 2004. As an initiative undertaken by Latin American 
countries within the context of multilaterally sanctioned mandates, stem-
ming from shared principles of global responsibility in matters of abject 
poverty and political instability, Latin American cooperation in Haiti is 
an exemplary case for understanding the evolution of the region’s foreign 
policy choices and behaviour.
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Haiti has become an important test case for examining the ways in 
which multiple foreign actors of various juridical and institutional charac-
teristics work with one another. Efforts in Haiti illustrate the successes 
and failures of: new developments in inter-regional cooperation; the role 
of international institutions in mediating domestic crises and building 
democratic governance; and the role of international factors and vari
ables in legitimizing – or hindering – changes in the institutions of coun-
tries involved in (and subject to) sustained humanitarian cooperation 
efforts.

The aim of this chapter is to focus on this interaction, to examine re-
gional cooperation in Haiti through the lens of international relations 
theory and to provide a critical assessment of certain aspects of inter-
national cooperation and international institutional behaviour as applied 
to the case of Haiti. In this sense, and contrary to other chapters in this 
volume, Haiti appears as a sole variable for analysis, though its treatment 
as a case study is in no way meant to diminish the enormity of the task 
for which international cooperation is sorely needed. Yet it is hoped that 
this exercise may ultimately offer possible avenues for further research 
on understanding the interplay between theory and praxis of inter-
national cooperation among developing countries.

Situating Haiti in the international system

Much of what analysts and observers of international politics or inter-
national relations discuss about Haiti stems from treatment of the coun-
try as a failed or quasi-failed state. In principle such statements seem 
appropriate given the circumstances affecting Haitian politics, the econ-
omy and society. Indeed, there is a large amount of literature on “failed 
states” that touches upon many of the most prescient questions and cir-
cumstances at play in Haiti (see Kaplan, 1994; Rotberg, 2002). Studies on 
the international politics of such countries focus on aspects of regional 
stability or instability resulting from state failure or breakdown; foreign 
military interventions in cases where failed states are zones of military 
conflict (especially civil wars); questions of transnational actors (terror-
ists, NGOs) and their work in these countries given inorganic, weak or 
non-present state institutions; and other thematic considerations such as 
environmental decay, public health problems, migration or other prob-
lems spilling over national borders (see Chesterman, et al., 2005; Rotberg 
2003; Miliken, 2003).

However, analysts disagree on the treatment of Haiti as a case of state 
failure. An example of this is when distinguishing between state failure 
and state collapse: the first being the case of a government losing its abil-
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ity to provide public goods such as security and the right to participate in 
politics given the persistence of intense conflict; the second, a geographic 
expression of a territory where centralized political authority has all but 
disappeared. Rotberg characterizes Haiti as an endemically weak but not 
failed state. Haiti has no ethnic, religious or other communal cleavages 
that are typically found in failing states. Although violence and crime are 
a major concern, there is no insurgency in Haiti, nor is there any rapid 
deflation or economic collapse. In this respect, Haiti may be better re-
garded as a “fragile state” (see Shamsie and Thompson, 2006).

While useful, many of these approaches confine Haiti to a rather nar-
row place in terms of our understanding and appreciation of the features 
of normalcy in the country and as a member of the international system. 
This focus distracts from the tools available in Haiti to effect long-lasting 
change, which is the objective of international involvement in the country 
in the first place. In addition, it could deprive us of empirical material 
and analytical lessons that may be learned from circumstances at play in 
Haiti for theoretical development in fields of inquiry such as international 
institutions, theories of international cooperation, state behaviour and 
other such areas.1

In order to discuss the regional dynamics at play in Haiti, it is neces-
sary to understand the factors and circumstances influencing Latin Amer-
ican and other actors involved in the various operations in Haiti as well 
as the way in which the country relates to the broader international sys-
tem through which it seeks trade, investment, cooperation, security and 
other state goals.

Situating Haiti in Latin American international relations

International assistance efforts in Haiti, from peacekeeping to stabiliza-
tion, have been deemed so daunting that even before the January 2010 
earthquake a few calls had been made for an “international trusteeship” 
(Ward, 2006), despite the presence of MINUSTAH. 2 The idea for a trus-
teeship is rather controversial in Haitian politics, as it runs counter to 
deeply rooted sentiments of sovereignty and national independence that 
have characterized Haiti’s complicated relations with foreign powers.3 
Yet this is where Latin American and Caribbean cooperation in MINUS-
TAH brings important new elements to the table. Assistance to Haiti has 
traditionally come from actors such as Canada, the United States and 
France, the latter two important foreign powers whose past role in Hai-
tian politics often makes their involvement a politically charged affair, 
more so in the climate of public unrest and volatility in post-Aristide 
Haiti. In contrast, Latin American and Caribbean involvement carries no 
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such political undertones, and thus lends itself to a different type of rela-
tionship with the population and the relevant political actors through 
which peace and stability must be achieved and institutionalized.4

To be sure, Latin American involvement in Haiti did not start with 
MINUSTAH, just as this is not the United Nations’ first mission in the 
country, although it can be considered a turning point in Latin America’s 
involvement in peacekeeping affairs.5 Latin American participation in 
peacekeeping missions had been relatively rare; even in the case of Haiti, 
in which four missions had preceded the current MINSUTAH effort, 
participation by neighbouring countries was strongest in the first effort 
(UNMIH) and much diminished at their end. Their relatively weak par-
ticipation in UN missions can be attributed to a variety of factors, includ-
ing political susceptibilities regarding foreign intervention in another 
Latin American or Caribbean country (as will be explained below); the 
ambiguous relationship between fragile democracies and the armed 
forces in many Latin American countries during the earlier part of the 
1990s; and the absence of an obvious political “anchor” to domestic inter-
ests.6

From a foreign policy standpoint, participation in multilateral military 
expeditions, even for peacekeeping purposes, conflicted with an historical 
apprehension most Latin American and Caribbean governments have 
felt regarding foreign military units in national territories. The concern 
lies not so much in nationalistic posturing but rather in the complicated 
history of foreign interventions (military, political, economic) that these 
countries have endured throughout much of their independent lives.7 
This apprehension finds in Haiti an acute case, to the extent that its oc-
cupation by the United States (and the blockade imposed by the French 
after independence) still plays an important role in the historical memory 
and political repertoire of politicians and other leaders, not just in Haiti 
but elsewhere in the Caribbean.

Yet some of these perceptions and attitudes have been changing since 
the mid-1990s, especially in cases of egregious human rights violations or 
instances of dire need and potential humanitarian disasters.8 The consoli-
dation of democratic rule and the rule of law throughout much of Latin 
America have also reduced the seeming conflict between peacekeeping 
work, the establishment of democratic rule and domestic politics, espe-
cially in the Southern Cone and Central America. This may help explain 
why it is only in 2004 that a UN peacekeeping mission has consisted of a 
majority of Latin American troops.

Indeed, Latin American cooperation in Haiti builds on regional prece-
dents stemming from the Contadora process of the 1980s that subse-
quently led to the Rio Group, as well as unilateral or bilateral mediating 
efforts launched by Brazil and Argentina in cases of crisis and regional 
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instability, such as their responses to the Peru–Ecuador war of 1995 and 
Paraguay’s attempted coup in 1996. The ideological principle underlying 
the evolution of this cooperation is the search for regional solutions to 
regional problems – a practice more recently witnessed in several African 
(Zimbabwe, Congo) and Asian (East Timor) cases – that has become en-
trenched in Latin America and the Caribbean.

The MINUSTAH mission in Haiti also builds on the expertise that the 
ABC countries (Argentina, Brazil, and Chile) have developed in peace-
keeping since the return of democracy to the region, as explained above. 
This is also why regional intervention in Haiti has originated from South-
ern Cone countries rather than from Haiti’s more immediate neighbors 
(and potentially those with a larger vested interest in a stable and suc-
cessful Haiti), such as Mexico, Venezuela, Cuba and the Dominican Re-
public.

ABC countries also possess a particular trajectory in human rights, 
links to democracy and governance, and other humanitarian affairs, to-
gether forming the backbone of a principled policy that finds in Haiti a 
moral case for action. This is all the more relevant because a unifying and 
consistent feature of most Latin American foreign policies has been the 
strict observance of the principle of non-intervention in the domestic af-
fairs of other countries. Countries in the region have altered their percep-
tions regarding sovereignty to allow for international intervention for 
humanitarian purposes (see Farer, 1996). As demonstrated in the case of 
Kosovo in 1999, the ABC countries did not reject NATO’s intervention 
even if it did not have a stated mandate or approval from the UN Secur-
ity Council but was based on a principled position that national sover-
eignty should be related to respect for human rights (Serrano, 2000).

As in most cases of international cooperation, absolute and relative 
gains, as well as multiple levels and intersections of national interests, 
were at play in the decision of the ABC countries to intervene in Haiti – 
the maintenance of the military and technical presence, and the neces-
sary  collaboration and coordination with other actors (state, inter- 
governmental and non-governmental) at work in Haiti.

MINUSTAH and beyond: The ABCs

Intervention in Haiti following President Aristide’s departure from power 
in 2004 was a controversial matter for the ABC countries. It was debated 
in the Argentine congress and was an issue of much internal discussion in 
the Brazilian executive, on account of the nature of the mission: namely, 
whether it would be an occupation force (because Aristide left power 
through violent means) or a peacekeeping one. Given the recent history 
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of these countries, especially the lessons from democratic breakdowns, 
this was no small consideration. It bears some parallel to the case of 
CARICOM, whose initial sanctioning of Haiti began on account of a 
break in the democratic order of the country.

Other matters were also an issue of debate. The expenditure of finan-
cial and military resources in foreign operations in the face of citizen in-
security at home in Brazil and the collapse of Argentina’s economy, as 
recently as 2002, and the problem of resources for military missions, were 
also considered.

The mission in Haiti entailed different considerations for the respec-
tive foreign policies and international interests of the ABC countries. 
Brazil’s leadership role in MINUSTAH fits with its aspirations to play a 
larger global role in security and governance affairs, thus supporting its 
bid for a permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council.9 In 
spite of its economic travails, Argentina had a serious interest in partici-
pating in the mission in Haiti, not only because of its long trajectory in 
UN peacekeeping operations (of the more than 50 peacekeeping opera-
tions created since 1948, Argentina has participated in 35) but also 
because of concerns over not being left out of what was becoming a “re-
gional mission”. Additionally, Argentina, for whom MERCOSUR occu-
pies a key role in the formulation of its foreign policy, saw in regional 
collaboration in MINUSTAH a chance to give MERCOSUR a security 
and common foreign policy component. In Chile, as in the other coun-
tries, participation in MINUSTAH played an important role in the trans-
formation of the identity and missions of the country’s armed forces, a 
process that has also included Chilean participation in peacekeeping op-
erations elsewhere.

Argentina

In spite of its trajectory in peacekeeping operations and its previous in-
volvement in such activities in Haiti, Argentina’s decision to participate 
in MINUSTAH was a divisive and controversial affair in government and 
civil society. Considering the circumstances surrounding the removal of 
President Aristide from power, it was not entirely clear that MINUSTAH 
would be a peacekeeping operation in the strict sense of the term (as op-
posed to a “peace-imposition” mission). Were it to be the latter, it would 
run counter to longstanding principles of Argentine foreign policy, spe-
cifically on matters of non-intervention but also on the possible use of 
the country’s armed forces in policing and repressive actions (Lengyel, 
2006). Yet Brazil’s and Chile’s relatively quick joining of MINUSTAH, 
without consulting Argentina, introduced strategic concerns in the Kirch-
ner government about both countries’ interests in increasing regional 
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influence and international projection at the expense of a financially 
weakened Argentina. This convinced the Argentine foreign policy estab-
lishment about the importance of participating in MINUSTAH: a line of 
thought had evolved from neighbourly suspicion to a new thinking about 
confidence-building measures and strategic cooperation among the ABC 
countries in matters of collective security and other foreign policy goals.

Argentine participation in MINUSTAH thus was originally conceived 
(and authorized by Congress) as a short-term mission to control violence 
and allow the safe provision of international humanitarian assistance to 
meet basic social needs. The early success of MINUSTAH and the assess-
ment of the dramatic political and economic situation and needs in Haiti, 
however, shifted Argentina’s perception of its role in the multinational 
force from a short-term commitment to a broader, more comprehensive 
notion of development and democracy involving functioning institutions, 
sustainable growth and social justice. This shift translated into a new le-
gitimacy for Argentine participation, including a renewed and extended 
mandate from Congress (which must authorize all uses of Argentine 
armed forces abroad) and a greater involvement by civil society and 
other actors.

Yet one should be careful about reading too much into such interest 
and policy transformation. In spite of long-term efforts and substantive 
participation in policy debates concerning its democratic and economic 
development, Haiti remains a distant land for Argentine political audi-
ences and an isolated “topic” in Argentine foreign policy, a political realm 
that itself has suffered important transformations in recent govern-
ments.10 Argentina’s involvement in Haiti remains a symbol of principles 
guiding Argentine foreign affairs, from multilateralism to strategic coop-
eration, but is also a reminder of limits to the type of sustained engage-
ment in Haiti that can be expected when a middle income country’s 
attention to international affairs and its capability to deliver much needed 
public goods are compromised over domestic and other regional, equally 
pressing concerns.

Brazil

Brazilian involvement in Haiti also proved controversial in domestic pol-
itics, in light of debates regarding fiscal spending and foreign policy strat-
egies in the newly inaugurated Lula government. After the return of 
democratic rule in 1985, international cooperation, especially South–
South forms of technical and diplomatic cooperation focused on the 
regional context, assumed a pivotal role in Brazilian foreign policy. Suc-
cessive governments supported initiatives such as the Rio Group, the 
Buenos Aires Act and other attempts to build cooperative forums with 
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regional partners, in the process helping to build trust in Brazil as a re-
gional leader and partner. As in the case of Chile, these efforts also pro-
vided an important vehicle for recasting the armed forces away from old 
doctrines of national security and perceptions of threats associated with 
domestic politics and national developments. Thus the groundwork was 
laid for an increasing role of Brazil in regional and global affairs as we 
see today.

Involvement in Haiti seemed like a natural progression in the evolu-
tion of these multiple facets and identities of Brazilian foreign policy and 
the country’s armed forces. It came in the context of an evolution of Bra-
zilian thinking about the role of international organizations and their 
role in peacekeeping – the difference between keeping the peace and 
peace imposition, and the degree to which institutions are called to exert 
a bigger role in deeply conflicted zones (see Valler Filho, 2007), while also 
recognizing and strengthening the centrality of sovereignty and non-
intervention as principles of Brazilian foreign policy. It became a testing 
ground for Brazilian leadership and international projection in the con-
text of renewed aspirations for a permanent seat in the Security Council 
of the United Nations. The effort to lead a multilateral peacekeeping mis-
sion with a UN mandate acquired a deep significance and place in Bra-
zil’s foreign policy agenda, especially if the mission was to take place in a 
Latin American or Caribbean country, an area commonly regarded in 
Brazil’s foreign policy establishment as its traditional sphere of action.

Principles of solidarity, cooperation and democratic consolidation not-
withstanding, Brazilian participation in MINUSTAH was at first the sub-
ject of much domestic debate in the legislative and executive branches of 
government. Because some Brazilian politicians perceived the mission as 
peace imposition and not peacekeeping, as had also been the case in Ar-
gentina, the possibility of Brazilian involvement (not to mention leader-
ship) in the multinational force became the subject of attacks from the 
opposition through media and other public channels. As the Lula govern-
ment implemented ambitious programmes to curtail increasing fiscal defi-
cits and contain urban violence, some politicians speculated about the 
appropriateness of sending the largest contingent of Brazilian troops 
since World War II to a mission that was considered to be a legitimiza-
tion of American imperialism and of the violent removal of democrati-
cally elected President Aristide (see Diniz, 2005).

Chile

In keeping with its trajectory of participation in UN peacekeeping mis-
sions to Haiti, Chile’s role proved critical at the onset of the governabil-
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ity crisis following the departure of President Aristide, and later as the 
mission morphed into the MINUSTAH stabilization mission. While Pres-
ident Lagos’s decision to send troops to Haiti (at the request of UN 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan as well as the US and French govern-
ments) was quick and made without consultation with the Chilean senate 
(a politically risky and controversial move), important political interests 
brought about this course of action. Chile had been criticized for its rela-
tive indifference to regional problems, its excessive reliance on commer-
cial diplomacy and its relative isolationism (see Llenderozas, 2006). The 
fact that MINUSTAH elicited a regional response from Brazil and later 
Argentina reaffirmed for the Chilean foreign policy establishment the 
political significance of the mission for Chilean hemispheric relations. 
Chilean politicians also perceived that the country’s unwillingness to sup-
port a UN Security Council resolution authorizing the invasion of Iraq a 
year earlier, followed by the ratification of a free trade agreement with 
Chile in the US Congress, required sending a strong signal to the United 
States about Chile’s commitment to strengthening bilateral links.

In this sense, it is very important to note the regional identity of MI-
NUSTAH (in spite of the individual motivations of its participants) and 
the ways in which the ABC countries have come to develop a sense of 
community in their work on Haiti. This is no small feat considering that 
until very recently these countries had considered each other as security 
threats and maintained the possibility of armed conflict in strategic scen
arios. MINUSTAH became a catalyst for a strategic security dialogue, 
especially between Chile and Argentina (all the more important after the 
gas crisis of 2003). But more generally, cooperation on Haiti and MINUS-
TAH galvanized a vision of the ABC countries as mature democracies 
operating in a region of peace and stability, built on certain governance 
principles.

The challenge confronting the ABC countries and others currently in-
volved in Haiti is how to move this cooperation beyond matters of sta
bility (still a daunting and delicate task) towards institution-building. 
Regional cooperation in Haiti has been a sort of learning process for the 
Latin Americans as much as the first intervention in peacekeeping was a 
lesson for their militaries and foreign policy/security doctrines. ABC 
countries ought to be considered as mature democracies which can there-
fore bring a variety of resources and instruments to bear upon the insti-
tutional construction that needs to develop in Haiti. The question now is 
from the perspective of the ABC countries: how does their involvement 
in Haiti evolve into building governance and the basis for political and 
administrative sustainability of Haiti, especially given the level of com-
mitment, coordination and resources required to carry through this 
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uncertain task? This is a more pressing matter following the January 2010 
earthquake that has raised the notion of “refounding” Haiti as the way 
forward.

The Caribbean context of Haiti

At this point it is also instructive to discuss the role of international insti-
tutions and the regional dynamics at play in Haiti. Following the analyti-
cal logic proposed in the introduction to this chapter, the discussion of 
international institutions here will not highlight the work of bodies such 
as the United Nations, the Organization of American States (OAS) or 
the World Bank, though coordination among these bodies and national 
governments itself offers an interesting scenario for developing hypothe-
ses and propositions about the interrelationships between layers of 
governance in the international system and specific policy scenarios.11 In-
stead, the focus in this chapter is on organizations to which Haiti belongs, 
particularly ones with more stringent terms of member commitments and 
rules of behavior. Most salient among these is the Caribbean Community 
(CARICOM), to which Haiti acceded in 1995 as one of the only two non-
English speaking members of the Community.

A note should be made regarding the capacity of states like Haiti to 
effectively participate in international bodies and rule-based institutions. 
Given its particular domestic circumstances, Haitian participation in 
international organizations and other interstate forums has been con-
strained and determined by its dire governance and economically strained 
circumstances, not to mention domestic political vetoes that hinder 
Haiti’s ability to strike bargains and maintain policy consistency. Never-
theless, Haiti belongs to several relevant international institutions in the 
Caribbean region whose policies and activities are, or ought to be, a very 
important component of the regional dynamics at play in any effort to 
build effective governance in Haiti. Because Haiti is not a failed state, in 
the sense described by the literature and highlighted earlier in this chap-
ter, it is still possible to speak about the domestic role of international 
institutions, particularly the import of rules and the supply of a variety of 
public goods that can influence state behaviour.

International institutions are important in this sense because they 
would seem to be ideal providers of the long-term, stable and predictable 
environment for international cooperation in Haiti. While the story of 
international institutional involvement in Haiti is well known (especially 
OAS, UN and economic agencies such as the World Bank and the Inter-
American Development Bank), the potentially powerful role that rule-
based institutions (clubs) with sanctioning mechanisms can play in the 
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domestic behaviour of states, even anomic ones like Haiti, ought to be 
examined.

A growing body of literature highlights two features of international 
institutions and the ways in which they play into the domestic politics of 
member countries (rather than other approaches to the study of inter-
national institutions, which look the other way round at how international 
institutions are determined by the national – even rational – interests of 
its members; see, for instance, Pevehouse and Russett, 2006). One is the 
relationship between democracy and international institutions. Countries 
undergoing democratization processes have a strong incentive to join 
international institutions (especially those with democratic charters or 
other such political requirements) because the rules of these organiza-
tions help leaders maintain political reforms over a long period of time, 
given the sanctioning capacity of the international body in case of defec-
tions from the rule. The credible presence of the sanctioning mechanism 
would facilitate the consolidation of democracy. Haiti’s accession to 
CARICOM in the 1990s can be examined in this light.

A second feature is that of state socialization in international organiza-
tions (IOs): changing the behaviour of states through the iterated interac-
tion of different policy networks involved in IO membership. This is an 
important feature because it does not mean that IOs work simply or 
solely through sanctioning mechanisms (like democratic charters – again, 
in the case of CARICOM and Haiti in 2004) but also work “from below” 
– through the dense policy network that international institutions ought 
to be building in order to strengthen their functioning and enhance their 
capabilities. In CARICOM one could cite the University of the West 
Indies as an example of such a network but also the longstanding de
mocratic tradition of individual CARICOM members throughout their 
history, and how this became a constitutive principle for CARICOM 
membership for almost as long as the institution has existed. In other 
words, the concept ought to apply both to formal and informal rules and 
policy networks within the international organization.

CARICOM’s inability to impose its institutional network (both formal 
and informal institutions) on Haiti speaks not only about that group’s in-
attention to the concerns of one of its members (thus calling into ques-
tion many of the supposed advantages of belonging to the club in the first 
place) but also questions the essence of CARICOM itself as an inter-
national institution and its ability to create precisely such policy networks 
that allow for a different socialization of its member states. In this sense, 
as has often been pointed out for the ABC countries in terms of Haiti’s 
relevance for the principles of human rights and personal freedoms in 
their foreign policies, a failure or collapse of Haiti ought to be considered 
as a failure of the international institution – CARICOM – itself, to 
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become more than a club of like-minded countries or even to provide 
more than just a sanctioning mechanism. While Haiti’s membership in 
the organization has been limited by the administrative and economic 
constraints facing the Caribbean’s poorest country, acceptance of Haiti as 
a member of CARICOM could have proven an important moment for 
institutional strengthening and consolidation of the Community as an en-
gine for growth, development and political stability in the region.

Like almost everything else after the January 2010 earthquake, CARI-
COM’s role in the reconstruction of Haiti, especially the political and in-
stitutional one, can be regarded both as a challenge and an opportunity. 
CARICOM has designated former Jamaican prime minister P.J. Patterson 
as its special envoy to Haiti and coordinator of the Community’s efforts 
toward rebuilding Haiti. Patterson has made repeated statements about 
the need to integrate Haiti into the Caribbean Single Market and Econ-
omy, as this offers the best possibilities for the Community to remain en-
gaged in Haiti through a long-term project that should be beneficial to 
both Haiti and the region in general. Legislative elections in Haiti should 
have taken place in March 2010, but the level of destruction, voter dis-
placements and sheer magnitude of the human emergency after the 
earthquake made these impossible. Yet as plans for elections and other 
political processes get underway, it remains to be seen whether much of 
this seeming level of CARICOM involvement can be sustained and tar-
geted over a long period of time. Indeed, how can the Caribbean Com-
munity articulate a contribution that sets the bases for fully integrating 
Haiti into the Community in a way that fosters a more fluid socialization 
and active participation of the grouping’s poorest member?

Finally, the role of Haiti’s most immediate neighbour, in this case the 
Dominican Republic, cannot be overlooked. Haiti raises a variety of 
questions about the foreign policy responsibilities and capabilities of 
countries such as the Dominican Republic, which are at more advanced 
stages of development and thus possess certain capabilities that can im-
pact upon the travails of their poorer, more troubled neighbours. Indeed, 
while not usually addressed in this fashion, one can think of the relation-
ships between the two neighbours occupying the island of Hispaniola in 
light of comparable cases like South Korea and North Korea, South Af-
rica and Zimbabwe, or Ethiopia and Somalia. Yet Dominican policy to-
wards Haiti has not been sufficiently taken to task and brought up to 
appropriate scrutiny in light of this seeming responsibility as a neigh-
bouring, more developed country. The fact that they are both members 
of most organizations involving important principles of international be-
haviour (including the OAS, the WTO and possibly CARICOM if the 
Dominican Republic’s request for admission is sanctioned favourably) 
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further highlights the importance of examining the interplay between 
international institutions and the policy behaviour of neighbouring coun-
tries.

Again, the earthquake drama has been changing some of these over-
sights and is perhaps beginning to move matters in the direction of a 
closer involvement and leadership role for the Dominican Republic in ef-
forts to help its ailing neighbour. In the aftermath of the January 2010 
catastrophe, the Dominican Republic became an important conduit for 
rescue and other humanitarian operations moving into Haiti, and since 
has become a meeting point for international discussions and planning 
sessions regarding Haiti’s reconstruction. Dominican leaders have made 
important efforts and financial commitment toward the reconstruction of 
Haiti, a move that serves both international aspirations of the Dominican 
Republic as a “mediator” of sorts in regional crises (as evidenced in Pres-
ident Leonel Fernandez’s role in the Honduran crisis, and in the dispute 
between presidents Uribe of Colombia and Chávez of Venezuela) and 
the immediate interest of the Dominican Republic in having a stable and 
prosperous neighbour, besides the critical position of the Dominican Re-
public as a conduit for relief to Haiti.

Conclusion

Haiti’s prolonged history of unstable governance and weak institutions 
have made the country seem like it is perpetually dependent upon for-
eign assistance. The nature and character of this assistance has been 
changing since MINUSTAH was first launched in 2004, when for the first 
time Latin American countries have been the leaders of the effort to help 
Haiti become a stable country. The magnitude of the January 2010 earth-
quake, both in terms of the disaster and the strong international response, 
may yet open a new chapter for understanding the complex interplay be-
tween international cooperation and state building, especially the new 
ways of crafting such cooperation and how different kinds of actors 
(international institutions, states and non-governmental organizations) 
can act cohesively and constructively.

The urgency of Haiti’s plight and the sheer scale of the reconstruction 
work – both physical and political – highlight the fact that institutional-
ized cooperation does not only work through the explicit mechanisms of 
foreign assistance like military and technical aid, capital and funding, and 
the supply of services but also through other, less obvious channels, espe-
cially when foreign assistance and cooperation take place over a pro-
longed period of time. In the same way that the rules of international 
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institutions help make stable predictions about the international choices 
of states (and socialize states into patterns of behaviour), this “assistance 
from below”, in the sense that it is less tangible than direct assistance, can 
carry an important weight into the creation of stable and predictable in-
stitutions in countries that belong to such organizations. Yet this effect is 
proportional to the level of interaction through the mechanisms afforded 
by the international institution, a feature for which some of the region’s 
bodies, like CARICOM, should be taken to task.

Notes

	 1.	 A very important and useful exception to this literature, as related to our understanding 
of political developments in Haiti, is Robert Bates (2008). By problematizing public 
order rather than treating it as an independent variable, Bates applies social choice and 
game analysis to build a political economy of public disorder and state failure. His anal-
ysis of African conflicts captures the complex relationship between agents and struc-
tures, and opens the possibility of multiple scenarios of state “success” and “failure” 
coexisting under the same political system.

	 2.	 United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti, based on the French name of the mission.
	 3.	 The idea has even been proposed by senior US politicians such as Senator Christopher 

Dodd (D-CT) in March 2010.
	 4.	 An important exception to the absence of political undertones, of course, is the Domini-

can Republic, whose relationship with Haiti has been a tense one for many decades. The 
case of the Dominican Republic and the current Haitian juncture is a separate matter in 
this chapter.

	 5.	 Of the current Latin American participants in MINUSTAH, only Argentina had partici-
pated in previous UN missions to Haiti: specifically, in the earlier United Nations Mis-
sion in Haiti (UNMIH) in 1992, and subsequently in the United Nations Transition 
Mission in Haiti (UNTMIH) and the United Nations Civilian Police Mission in Haiti 
(MIPONUH). Other Latin American and Caribbean countries, including Honduras, An-
tigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Guyana, Jamaica, St Kitts and Nevis, St 
Lucia, Suriname and Trinidad and Tobago have participated in UNMIH; one Caribbean 
country (Trinidad and Tobago) had participated in the United Nations Support Mission 
in Haiti (UNSMIH).

	 6.	 On the need for domestic “anchors” for foreign intervention in states under severe cri-
sis (or “failure”, depending on assessments), see Ignatieff (2005).

	 7.	 An important exception to the nationalist posturing in this argument has been, of 
course, Cuba, whose 1959 revolution and subsequent foreign policy have been based on 
strong nationalist roots.

	 8.	 On the relationship between national sovereignty and doctrines of international hu-
manitarian intervention such as responsibility to protect, see Farer (1996).

	 9.	 For more on Brazil’s involvement in Haiti and the connection with global governance 
more generally, see Chapter 11 in this volume.

10.	 On the recent evolution and shifts in Argentine foreign policy philosophy and priorities, 
see Corgliano (2008).

11.	 On the coordination of multiple international actors in Haiti, see Bryan, et al. (2007).
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Brazil’s mission in Haiti
Marcel Biato

Brazil steps up to the plate

The history of Haiti is an example of the long-lasting, pernicious effects 
of colonization and slavery. Since independence, Haiti has been plagued 
by the legacy of colonial rule. The inability of the Haitian state to over-
come these challenges is due to myriad factors – both internal and 
external – which have contributed to a seemingly perpertual fragile state. 
In early 2004, the Haitian crises led to a debate as to whether the country 
could ever become a self-sustatining state. After only a decade since last 
being occupied by foreign troops, life in Haiti was deteriorating again.

In many ways, Brazil’s history is similar to Haiti’s. Both countries were 
born under the same conditions: a collision of cultures, the forced inter
mingling of ethnic groups and a long journey towards political adulthood 
and economic self-reliance. Partly because of this, Brazil came to Haiti in 
2004 with both a mission and a vision. It led the United Nation Security 
Council’s (UNSC) peacekeeping mission to Haiti to help the Haitian 
people back on the road to political reconciliation and economic recovery. 
If Haiti were to move from its precarious economic position, and not 
become a proto-failed state threatening regional security, a new paradigm 
for peacekeeping was required.

Brazil believes that lasting stability in Haiti is possible only if there is a 
social safety net that is built upon economic prosperity and social justice. 
In the last six years, with assistance from the United Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), Haiti has been making encouraging 
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strides. The country’s security has been improving, the government has 
been gradually increasing activities and improving its standing and signs 
of economic improvement have been appearing, even though un- and un-
deremployment remained a persistent problem.

In this context the earthquake that hit outside of Port-au-Prince on 12 
January 2010 was a major setback. Much of the city’s infrastructure was 
destroyed and the country experienced the loss of some 230,000 lives. 
The full force of the earthquake was quickly brought home to Brazilians. 
Over 20 of Brazil’s civilians and military troops died in the earthquake, 
including a well-known aid worker, Zilda Arns, and the UN’s Deputy 
Head of Mission, Luiz Carlos da Costa. Will the ensuing economic and 
human crises put the modest progress that Haiti experienced during MI-
NUSTAH’s operations at risk?

The destruction caused by the earthquake underscores the nature of 
the challenge in Haiti. MINUSTAH’s engagement with the country is not 
based on bringing peace to the country by creating a security blanket 
that allows foreign forces to leave quickly. Instead, MINUSTAH is fo-
cused on helping to facilitate a stable and sustainable Haiti. As the 
international community helps the Haitian people recover from the 
earthquake, few Brazilians question the role that their country is taking, 
a role that had previously been considered beyond the scope of Brazil’s 
foreign policy traditions. In 2004, opponents of Brazil’s involvement with 
MINUSTAH argued that the country’s traditional respect for the princi-
ple of non-intervention was being compromised. There were accusations 
that joining the mission amounted to doing the “dirty work” of former 
colonial powers, despite the Brazilian government’s belief that leading 
the mission would improve that country’s chances of gaining a perma-
nent seat on the UN Security Council. A group from the Brazilian Con-
gress even flew to Port-of-Prince to highlight their opposition, only to 
return convinced that the country did have a role to play in Haiti.

Brazil’s reaction to the earthquake was swift. The country’s defence 
minister, Nelson Jobin, flew to Port-au-Prince the next day to supervise 
Brazil’s relief support. The Brazilian military took emergency aid to Port-
au-Prince on a daily basis. The Brazilian navy provided medical person-
nel, food and equipment. Congress earmarked US$210 million to double 
Brazil’s present aid effort to Haiti. Brazil’s troop levels in MINUSTAH 
doubled to 2,600. Brazil is also offering scholarships for 500 Haitian uni-
versity and secondary school students to complete their academic train-
ing in Brazil.1

Brazil’s decision to take an active role in Haiti’s recovery is consistent 
with key tenets of Brazilian foreign policy. Non-intervention does not 
mean indifference or inaction. In the post-Cold War world of multiplying 
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intra-state conflicts – where civilians are more often than not the major 
victims – strict adherence to traditional notions of absolute non-
intervention is no longer tenable. Brazil could not stand by as Haiti re-
mained fragile. The country’s national sovereignty was threatened but not 
in terms of the Haitian state, which was largely non-existent. Rather, 
what was at stake was the right of the Haitian people to have a better 
future.

This belief is underpinned by a growing sense among Latin American 
countries that the region must begin to take on greater responsibility for 
its own future (see Chapter 9, this volume). This is the true meaning of 
the notion of sovereignty. In 2003, Chile and Mexico demonstrated the 
region’s newly assertive position by refusing to support the US invasion 
of Iraq in the UN Security Council. Many in the region believe that 
outside military intervention is hardly the best solution; it is rather a 
symptom of the international community’s failure to effectively engage 
with crisis situations. Haiti’s ongoing situation is a striking example of 
this. Despite its limited geopolitical and economic stature, the mission in 
Haiti is a litmus test. Believing that Haiti is an opportunity to test the 
newly found resolve of Latin America, Brazil decided to head the military 
wing of the UN mission.2

The Brazilian government’s encouragement of regional responsibility 
has a strong social and political basis. This has coincided with the election 
of governments committed to addressing the concerns and expectations 
of the popular sectors in the region (for more, see Cooper and Heine, 
2009). Throughout Latin America, groups that had been traditionally 
marginalized from mainstream economic and political life are now 
demanding access to the benefits of sustained growth and globalization. 
National sovereignty becomes a question of how to enable people to 
create policy spaces, ensure public debate and facilitate democratic 
decision-making for the common good. The growing concern for social 
equity is critical to understanding why Latin America has collectively 
taken up the task of assisting Haiti.

At a time when the debate over the “Responsibility to Protect” gained 
new impetus, Brazil believed that preventive engagement is the answer to 
large-scale threats to basic human rights. The international community 
needs to become involved before the only option is a highly intrusive 
intervention. With Haiti, Latin America has a chance to test this new 
paradigm for international involvement in crisis management. Refusals 
to  allow outside intervention, due to an absolutist sense of national 
sovereignty, have been rejected. From the new perspective, the global 
community – and especially nearby neighbours – have a duty to act to 
prevent situations from deteriorating. Haiti’s historical experience 
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provides a cautionary tale of how a wrong-headed understanding of the 
principle of non-intervention can be a recipe for disaster. MINUSTAH 
offers the opportunity to show how things can be different.

MINUSTAH: liberators or occupation force?

A new path for Haiti meant reversing the long-standing pattern of estab-
lishing peace and then pulling out before the same was done with stabil-
ity. Brazil agreed that it is unrealistic to imagine that military security by 
itself will foster long-term economic and political recovery. It was clear 
from the beginning that social reconciliation and political re-engineering 
could not be achieved through force alone. This belief was later expressed 
in UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s (2005) report In Larger Freedom, 
where a direct linkage between development and security was stated.3 By 
accepting command of MINUSTAH Brazil sought to avoid the mistakes 
of previous missions. Contrary to past practices, operations against crimi-
nal elements and the political insurgency would be as unobtrusive as pos-
sible. Tangible progress in Haiti would be more likely if international 
forces focused on improving the lives of average Haitians and on 
reinstating a sense of individual agency and collective dignity.

Yet, the first months of the mission seemed proof that this was 
unsustainable. Fanmi Lavalas,4 Aristide loyalists, exploited the unrest in 
Haiti in the hope of forcing the former president’s return. Lavalas were 
encouraged by the modest size of the MINUSTAH contingent – initially 
only 3,000 troops – that had replaced the 20,000-strong United States 
force that first landed on the island. Flairups in Port-au-Prince, most 
notably in Cité Soleil, threatened to engulf the capital. This meant that 
the populace’s initial open-armed support for the UN troops was affected 
by the lack of improving conditions. Many of MINUSTAH’s initial 
supporters were threatening to turn against it. Even Prime Minister 
Gérard Latortue, head of the interim government, suggested that if the 
troops could not contain the violence, they might as well leave. As the 
invasion of Iraq had shown, in the eyes of the local population a liberating 
army can quickly become an occupation force.

There was little hope that MINUSTAH would bring about lasting 
change without local support. Political leadership was necessary to restore 
faith in government. Yet this could not be achieved without progress 
on  the issues that concern voters everywhere: basic public services, such 
as sanitation, energy, transportation and law and order. Progress was 
frustratingly slow in the first months. The interim government soon 
proved incapable of meeting the task. Many of the cabinet members had 
been pressured by gangs to accept public office, while others lacked the 
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necessary managerial skills. This government was essentially a government 
in waiting – waiting for elections to be called so that its members could 
return to anonymity.

The challenge before the international community was clear. Plagued 
by looting gangs and disillusioned by MINUSTAH’s apparent ineffec
tiveness, the populace had little hope in the success of the mission. 
MINUSTAH was being criticized on many fronts. Voices in US and 
European security services began to question the command’s unwilling
ness to act more forcefully. Lack of decisiveness, it was alleged, risked the 
success of the mission and the safety of the troops. Given the modest 
pace at which basic services were being restored, the whole rationale 
behind MINUSTAH’s strategy for recovering popular support seemed 
untenable.

From dialogue to elections

In order for MINUSTAH to succeed a new elected government was 
needed, but the political climate in Haiti was a mix of precarious group-
ings and shifting allegiances operating in an atmosphere of mutual suspi-
cion and intimidation. This made political dialogue and accommodation 
between opposing factions seemingly impossible. Rumours of Aristide’s 
return loomed over any attempt at crafting a post-Aristide path to polit-
ical stability.5

This was the situation that Marco Aurélio Garcia, President Lula’s for-
eign policy adviser, encountered upon his arrival in Port-au-Prince in Oc-
tober 2004. Heading a Brazilian mission, Garcia was there to find a way 
to restore the political process and increase the pace of reconstruction. It 
was decided that the first step was to establish the logistical and political 
conditions necessary for the scheduled 2005 election to go ahead. Only 
an elected government would have the credibility necessary to mobilize 
citizens around an agenda of national renewal. This meant a national dia-
logue between all democratic and non-violent groups. Over five days of 
negotiations, progress was made towards setting up a political coalition 
that would agree upon ground rules for scheduling the elections. Aristide 
would not be allowed to return to power.

Organizing fair elections meant more than providing secure voting 
booths. The logistical nightmare began with the lack of organized and ef-
fective oversight of the balloting process. The legitimacy of the outcome 
also required guaranteeing credible voter turnout despite potentially ad-
verse conditions. For the most part, Haiti lacked the roads and transport 
infrastructure to get voters to polling stations. Brazil joined other coun-
tries in providing the financial and material support needed for this. 
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Technical hurdles made it impossible to hold electronic voting – seen to 
be faster and more secure than traditional paper ballots – as the Brazil-
ian government had initially proposed.

Despite these obstacles, the elections took place on 7 February 2006, 
only a few months behind the initial schedule, with a turnout of approxi-
mately 4.6 million voters. The frontrunner, René Préval, was unable to 
win an outright victory in the first ballot, having failed by a fraction of a 
percentage point to achieve a clear 50 per cent majority. The risks of pro-
longing the electoral process led almost all contenders to agree to ac-
claim Préval the winner. To avoid the uncertainties of having a second 
ballot, Brazil urged the United Nations Security Council to issue a presi-
dential declaration highlighting the urgency of achieving a constitution-
ally sound electoral outcome. This encouraged other presidential hopefuls 
not to challenge the outcome and speeded up recognition of Préval’s 
victory.6

Getting the international community onboard

Holding fair and transparent elections was the first hurdle to establish an 
effective government in Haiti. The dysfunctional nature of the post-
Aristide political system made international donors reluctant to disburse 
large-scale support for the Haitian government. There were concerns 
over Haiti’s history of government ineptness and corruption. Thus, much 
of the international aid that had been pledged was slow to come. Foreign 
governments and agencies instead funnelled resources through non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), mostly foreign, perceived to be 
more trustworthy. This means that aid is often slow to reach needy com-
munities. This has also fed a cycle where the Haitian government and 
people have little say in how foreign aid is allocated, fostering a sense of 
ineffectual leadership and loss of confidence in both the government and 
the international community.

The need for immediate action to rebuild basic infrastructure and for 
the local government to take effective charge was compounded by the 
2010 earthquake. Yet this was already the case in 2004, when flooding 
wreaked havoc in Gonaïves, an outlying city that was isolated and its 
dwellers stranded without access to relief. MINUSTAH responded by re-
directing some of its activities to road clearing so that emergency sup-
plies could get through. Following this, military engineers joined the 
Brazilian troops to provide the skills needed for rebuilding. Plans were 
drawn up to put the economy on a sustainable path of development. Hai-
tian authorities took part in this process by providing a list of structural 
reforms that were required, demonstrating the availability and enthusi-
asm of local expertise.
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Keeping political reconciliation and economic recovery going was fur-
ther challenged in September 2007, when MINUSTAH’s mandate came 
up for renewal. President Préval had made the case for a continued UN 
presence in Haiti during his trip to Brasilia soon after taking office in 
March 2006. Addressing the Foreign Affairs Committee of the Brazilian 
senate, he argued that Brazil’s continued commitment and leadership 
were critical to the Mission’s success and to the stability of the country. It 
therefore came as a shock when China threatened to veto the Security 
Council resolution renewing MINUSTAH’s mandate. Haiti had become a 
major battleline in Taiwan’s diplomatic row with the People’s Republic of 
China over the island’s international status. Beijing had become increas-
ingly incensed at Taipei’s cosy relationship with Port-au-Prince. Only 
after strenuous negotiations – involving the UN secretary-general, the 
Brazilian Embassy in Port-au-Prince and its military advisers, as well as 
other Latin American nations – did Beijing relent.

The parallels with the East Timor independence process are clear. This 
was a cautionary tale of the consequences of premature withdrawal of 
peacekeeping forces in a country still trying to gain its political balance. 
Timor’s fragile institutions were not up to the challenge of shepherding 
the country through political pressures and economic imbalances. In 
Haiti, it was no different, given the ongoing feuding between the differ-
ent branches of government. In the balance was the international com-
munity’s willingness to contribute to the island’s future. This was critical 
to retaining the confidence of foreign donors and prospective investors. 
The willingness of the Haitian diaspora to commit resources is of particu-
lar importance, as remittances annually average an estimated US$1.5 
billion. Remittances are four times the combined yearly overseas devel-
opment aid and multilateral support that Haiti receives. They play a key 
role in mitigating the impact of social and economic dislocation.

Solidarity Brazilian style

President Lula has visited the island twice to encourage the international 
community to commit to Haiti as well as to instil confidence in the Hai-
tian people. His trips to the country and other Brazilian initiatives under-
score Brazil’s commitment to assisting in Haiti’s recovery. During Lula’s 
initial visit, in August 2004, the Brazilian and Haitian national soccer 
teams played each other as a way of demonstrating Brazil’s solidarity. On 
his second trip, in March 2010, Lula checked on post-earthquake recov-
ery efforts. Despite well-placed security concerns, these visits have helped 
open the way for other leaders to follow suit. In the same vein, Brazil 
took the lead in encouraging the CARICOM countries to overcome their 
fears about the new Préval government.7
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Brazil’s commitment is not limited to symbolic gestures. Measures are 
being taken to help improve living conditions. Even before the 2010 
earthquake, three-quarters of Brazil’s technical cooperation budget for 
the Caribbean was earmarked for Haiti. This support helps to strengthen 
core institutions, such as the national police, the electoral oversight office 
and the human rights protection agency. Equally critical are projects 
addressing the economic frailties that hold the country back. Through 
technology transfer and financial support, Brazil helps to provide food 
security and energy self-sufficiency. Other priorities are improving basic 
sanitation8 and providing affordable housing. During his most recent 
visit, President Lula announced what could be the most important 
Brazilian-financed initiative to date: the building of a hydroelectric dam9 
near Port-au-Prince, to upgrade local access to services requiring energy 
and water.

MINUSTAH has played a critical role in bringing services to local 
communities. Security has improved since 2007. Brazilian military engi-
neers are active in road building. Technical and financial support for 
training and enlargement of the Haitian National Police has enabled MI-
NUSTAH to reduce its own policing duties, allowing it to focus on medi-
cal and engineering activities, well drilling, border patrol and humanitarian 
relief. The mission has also been at the centre of major political events, 
such as organizing and supporting elections and monitoring and control-
ling street protests. There are signs that the mission has captured the 
global imagination: 46 countries are represented in MINUSTAH, though 
Latin Americans make up the majority of the contingent.

Brazil is also involved in triangular initiatives that maximize synergies 
among donor countries. These include an AIDS treatment project with 
Canada to make use of Brazil’s experience in making affordable medi-
cine available to poor communities through low-cost drugs. With Spain, 
work is underway to recover some of the roughly 96 per cent of vegeta-
tion cover lost to deforestation. This will help reclaim the country’s agri-
cultural potential and avoid the massive flooding that regularly affects 
rural communities. In cooperation with Argentina, Chile and the Inter-
American Institute for Agriculture (IICA), Brazil is introducing modern 
practices to boost food production and productivity. The challenge of 
greater food self-sufficiency is critical to national security, given the low 
income of most of the population as well as the lack of foreign currency 
reserves to pay for imports.

Using Haiti to access the US market offers opportunities to local 
entrepreneurs. Brazilian-sponsored ethanol production in Haiti can be 
exported to the United States under a 2007 Brazil–United States Memo-
randum of Understanding on renewable energy cooperation that pro-
vides for tariff-free imports from the Caribbean Basin. This will allow 
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Haiti to replicate Brazil’s biofuels programme, based on sugarcane-
derived ethanol. A biomass-run electricity plant10 to be built under Bra-
zilian technical supervision will help reduce the country’s dependence on 
imported fossil fuels. While generating employment and income opportu-
nities for poor rural communities, this will cut the costs of imported oil as 
well as CO2 emissions. Similarly, a Brazilian company is considering set-
ting up garment production in Haiti with a view to tariff-free access to 
the US market under the HOPE Act.11

Brazil is also an active ally in lobbying donors to contribute to support-
ing the reconstruction process in Haiti. Brazil has regularly called on 
countries to fulfil their pledges to provide financial and technical support 
for Haiti. Brasília has stated it will remain engaged in Haiti as long as it 
takes to ensure that the country is on the mend.

Taking stock

By late 2009, Haiti had won over many cynics by overcoming major hur-
dles on the road to recovery. Yet, well into MINUSTAH’s sixth year, the 
task remained far from complete. Even before the earthquake of January 
2010, it was evident that continued long-term commitment was critical if 
Haiti was to have a brighter future. Despite improvements in security, 
thanks in large degree to MINUSTAH, living standards remained very 
modest. The country has largely been living on borrowed time and re-
sources. According to World Bank (2008) statistics, 80 per cent of all Hai-
tians were living at subsistence level, with 54 per cent in abject poverty. 
Inflation had increased to 16 per cent, cutting into consumer purchasing 
power. Over many years average economic expansion has only margin-
ally outstripped a demographic growth rate that hovers around 2 per 
cent. Per capita income remained at US$1,180 (the lowest in the Ameri-
cas) and the unemployment rate was 60 per cent.

The massive scale of the damage done to Port-au-Prince’s infrastruc-
ture by the 2010 earthquake and the humanitarian crisis that immediately 
followed have underscored the fragility of the progress achieved so far 
and the risk of “back-sliding”, given the persistence of institutional and 
structural vulnerabilities. A dysfunctional political system reflects a soci-
ety without self-confidence as a result of many interventions that rein-
forced squabbling within the governing elite. The resulting lack of 
governmental continuity – Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive is heading 
the fifth cabinet in as many years – helps keep Haiti a very poor country. 
Not surprisingly, in 2008 popular displeasure led to the senate failing 
to  elect the necessary two-thirds of its members, hampering legislative 
work. Blame has often been laid at the feet of the 1987 constitution that 
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allocates too much power to the president (see Chapter 3 this volume). 
However, attempts at constitutional reform face stiff opposition from 
many Haitians, many of whom fear that any changes are likely to further 
entrench vested interests. This distrust was demonstrated by the low turn-
out (roughly 11 per cent) for the 2009 senate race, and has been rein-
forced by the legal manoeuvres employed to keep Fanmi Lavalas from 
taking part in the election. As a result the vote was widely contested and 
boycotted by Lavalas (Al Jazeera, 2009). The mounting frustration rein-
forces mistrust and resentment, hampering attempts at meaningful com-
promise.

The failed expectations that Aristide embodied underscore this dark 
reality. Overcoming this cycle of failure will not be possible without the 
business community. Their reaction to the destruction wrought by the 
earthquake will be crucial. It will be a test of whether the opportunities 
for business loom larger than the uncertainties and perils associated with 
reconstruction. The diaspora’s support is indispensable but far from suffi-
cient. The challenge of modernizing the economy must include breaking 
up the control of a few powerful families12 who dominate banking, sugar 
production, the footwear, plastics, beer and textile industries, as well as – 
and this is key for its relations with the United States – the manufacture 
of baseballs. These clan-run conglomerates fear change and reject outside 
competition. Their destabilizing impact on political institutions was high-
lighted in May 2009 when the local business guild – the Association des 
Industries d’Haïti (ADIH) – pressured the government to go back on 
legislation already approved in both houses of Parliament that raised the 
minimum wage to 200 gourds (US$5). It was argued that this hike would 
jeopardize the 20,000 jobs that the garment industry was expected to cre-
ate as part of the Hope II Act. Growing pressure on then prime minister 
Michèle Pierre-Louis, mainly from student organizations and “rented 
crowds”, to enact the new minimum wage weakened the government. 
Further destabilized by her refusal to give in to public service pay de-
mands, she lost the support of the senate and of President Préval, both 
unwilling to face down her opponents in and out of Congress.

As a result, the country has not been able to carve out for itself an ef-
fective model of economic development and foster a competitive produc-
tion environment. The radical rebuilding required after the earthquake 
offers an opportunity to begin anew. Yet the difficulties in attracting the 
investments and financing required to bring down unemployment remain 
daunting. This is compounded by the country’s continued vulnerability to 
other natural and man-made external shocks (see Chapter 1, this vol-
ume). In 2008 food riots broke out in reaction to rising global food and 
oil prices requiring MINUSTAH to restore order. The country’s de
pendency on large-scale food imports was aggravated by a series of major 
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hurricanes that hit the island that same year and levelled most crops (see 
Chapter 2, this volume).

Looking ahead

There are, however, signs that civil society in Haiti is on the mend. One 
example has been the recent deputation from Cité Soleil – previously 
under gang control – organized to voice demands before the government. 
This was the first time that public officials received such a delegation. 
Furthermore, the relatively smooth change over to the new prime minis-
ter, Joseph Jean-Max Bellerive (a savvy technocrat), has raised expecta-
tions that Haiti might avoid a new constitutional crisis, raising hopes for 
consolidating what was achieved by the Pierre-Louis administration. It is 
encouraging that in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake, fears of total 
economic collapse and social unrest proved overdone. Despite enormous 
dislocation and a mounting death toll, order was quickly restored, with 
minimal outbreaks of violence.

Will the international aid be able, as in the first months of MINUS-
TAH, to deal with mounting frustration over the slow pace of improve-
ments? Will people begin to resent an overwhelming outside presence 
that begins to look more like foreign occupation than solidarity?

Some progress was made at the Haiti Donors Conference, held in April 
2009, in Washington, under the auspices of the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank. It was titled: “Towards a New Paradigm in Cooperation for 
Growth and Opportunity”. On that occasion, a total of US$324 million 
was pledged (Landler, 2009), largely for critical infrastructure projects, 
over a two-year period, bringing the total of outside aid to the US$3 bil-
lion mark originally promised. As for Brazil, its support for Haiti’s is il-
lustrated, as mentioned above, by the decision to finance a viability study 
for the construction of the US$55 million artibonite 4C hydroelectric 
dam. This will provide the much needed power and water required to 
generate economic activity and is the first priority in the post-earthquake 
recovery effort.

Once the immediate effects of the earthquake have passed and a sem-
blance of normality – albeit a drastically altered one – returns, the chal-
lenges facing the Haitian people will be to build the productive capacity 
necessary to sustain growth. If Haiti is to identify a coherent develop-
ment model, centred on identifiable economic variables, it must avoid the 
proliferation of stand-alone projects developed by some of the roughly 
10,000 NGOs active in the country. These do not provide an integrated 
vision or coherent scheme for recovery but rather “balkanize” economic 
policy and reinforce popular disenchantment with a government 
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relegated to the sidelines. Long-term policy proposals that have Haitian 
“ownership” are required to ensure legitimacy, effectiveness and long-
term consistency.

Haiti’s success and stability hinge on its ability to achieve self-
government. Foreigners must continue to engage with the Haitian gov-
ernment, even as it struggles with inefficiency and corruption. Local 
authorities must be given the opportunity and resources to prove them-
selves worthy of the people’s trust. Préval has been at pains to make this 
point in recent meetings to coordinate post-earthquake international as-
sistance. Bellevue has made the same point more tellingly. As one of the 
international community’s most vocal critics, he took office in 2009 by 
roundly denouncing lack of aid coordination, donors’ broken promises 
and the hundreds of millions of dollars that pass through private organ
izations without Haitian government input. The international community 
must take his message to heart. Part of the answer could lay in setting up 
a unified trust fund under UN control to ensure that the Haitian people 
are directly involved in managing foreign aid.

Overcoming a legacy of despair

The ongoing support of the international community is indispensable, yet 
the consent and participation of Haitians in identifying the way forward 
is crucial. Foreign models and criteria are ill-suited to this idiosyncratic 
Caribbean country. One must grasp Haiti’s singularity of culture, ethni
city, religious background and social and political makeup (see Chapter 7 
this volume). The international community can best help Haiti by putting 
its faith in the Haitian people and helping them renew their sense of 
pride and purpose.

The silver lining to be found among the ruins and chaos in the after-
math of the 2010 earthquake is the hope that the magnitude of the situa-
tion will awaken the international community to the nature of the 
challenge ahead. This was the undertone to several Brazilian authorities’ 
comments that the earthquake would have been less destructive had the 
international community not dragged its feet over the years in helping 
Haiti. The earthquake has made clear the failure to ensure that the coun-
try was minimally prepared for such a catastrophe. The very lack of basic 
human resources and services, as well as institutional infrastructure, hin-
dered initial efforts to provide emergency relief.

Our sense of urgency must be the same as that of the earthquake sur-
vivors who immediately turned to the task of unearthing fellow citizens 
from under the rubble, working for days on end without losing hope. That 
was the central message Brazil took to the March 2010 Donors Confer-
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ence in New York. Brazil will remain engaged in encouraging and chal-
lenging the international community to use this second chance, as it were, 
to get things right. To this end, Brazil will contribute substantially to the 
US$300 million fund being set up by Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR) for reconstruction work in Haiti. Brazil will call for Haiti’s 
foreign debts to be forgiven and the opening up of developed country 
markets to Haitian produce. Building on the temporary suspension of bi-
lateral restrictions in the name of speeding up the arrival of relief to 
Haiti, the United States and Cuba should grasp the collective recovery 
effort to overcome a half century of mutual mistrust.

The Brazilian government wants Haiti to become a nation that inspires 
generations and sparks acts of heroism. In the aftermath of the earth-
quake, Haiti is taking a stand in defence of its future. Its people and gov-
ernment have made it clear they will not bow to powerlessness and 
fatalism. The international community has the opportunity as well as the 
moral obligation to help make this happen.

Latin America and the Caribbean have taken these words to heart by 
seizing the opportunity to begin taking the region’s destiny into its own 
hands and to bring an end to a history of frustrations and lost opportuni-
ties. Hopefully Haiti will serve as a model of what is possible as the re-
gion comes together.

Notes

	 1.	 Besides the US$210 million to be appropriated by Congress, Brazil made has made or is 
in the process of making available the following resources for emergency relief:
• � US$15 million for humanitarian aid through the UN Office for Coordination of Hu-

manitarian Affairs;
• � US$130 million in voluntary contributions to the World Food Programme for human-

itarian aid;
• � US$50,000 for local acquisition and distribution of food;
• � US$100,000 for voluntary contributions to the UN Population Fund;
• � US$250,000 for the Brazilian Humanitarian Fund in association with the FAO;
• � US$200,000 for the UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF);
• � 100 tons of rice; 165 tons of food parcels; 50 tons of flour; 27 tons of milk; 11 tons of 

cereals and 40 tons of tinned food from government food stocks;
• � 144 tons of government medicine stocks and 32 tons of temporary shelters;
• � A field hospital and 26 medical personnel seconded for 6 months;
• � 65 tons of tinned meat; 13 tons of sugar; 39 tons of evaporated milk; 13 tons of orange 

juice and 400 thousand litres of water donated by private companies;
• � US$1 million collected by OCHA and the WFP;
• � 80 tons of foodstuffs; 100 tons of medicine and 16 tons of water delivered by a Brazil-

ian naval vessel;
• � 63 military and 11 civilian doctors, as well as two helicopters made available through 

a joint Brazil–Italy navel operation;
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• � US$135,000 for school lunches; and
• � US$400,000 earmarked for a UNESCO teacher-training course benefiting 110,000 

secondary school students.
	 2.	 More recently, specific forums have been set up within the Union of South American 

Nations (UNASUR). The aim is to foster greater regional cooperation and coordination 
of defence and drug-trafficking issues.

	 3.	 The Report’s preamble states “development is the indispensable foundation for collec-
tive security”. The setting up of the UN Peacebuilding Commission is perhaps the most 
concrete outcome of the report. It seeks to ensure that the UN system provides the 
kind of timely engagement in support of sustainable development through conflict pre-
vention. The goal is to act preventively rather than intervene intrusively when things 
are already out of hand and all options bad.

	 4.	 Meaning, quite appropriately, “family avalanche” in Creole.
	 5.	 Aristides’ incendiary rhetoric, strongarm tactics and powerful grassroots support while 

in office helped unhinge the traditional party system and encouraged a motley of polit-
ical interlopers and would-be usurpers.

	 6.	 René Préval was only the second president in Haitian history to take office after free 
and fair elections.

	 7.	 The CARICOM countries were slow to accept the 2004 intervention in Haiti, clinging 
to their long-standing position against foreign intervention. In this they were most cer-
tainly influenced by concerns that Haiti might provide a dangerous precedent and pre-
text for future outside interference in the Caribbean.

	 8.	 A Brazilian garbage-recycling project in Haiti was a finalist in the BBC 2009 World 
Challenge.

	 9.	 At a cost of US$55 million, the Artibonite 4C dam will be located near Port-au-Prince. 
Brazil is financing a technical viability study.

10.	 At a cost of US$27.3 million.
11.	 Haitian Hemispheric Opportunity Partnership Encouragement (HOPE) Act, passed in 

December 2006, has boosted clothing exports and investment by providing tariff-free 
access to the US market.

12.	 The similarities with Honduras, where the deposed president had sought to wrest some 
economic control from the local elite, is suggestive.
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Canada and the travail of 
partnership in Haiti
Stephen Baranyi

Since the departure of President Aristide in February 2004, Canada has played 
an important role in international efforts to re-establish security and stability 
in Haiti and to assist longer-term development and reconstruction efforts. To-
day, Haiti is the highest beneficiary of Canadian development assistance in the 
Americas and the second largest in the world. (DFAIT, 2009a)

This passage, taken from the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs 
and International Trade (DFAIT) website in 2009, reflects the common 
perception among Canadian officials that Canada has been an active, 
generous partner in the stabilization and development of Haiti since 
2004. There is considerable evidence to support this view. Indeed, since 
the US-Franco-Canadian military intervention that removed President 
Aristide in February 2004, Canada has:
• � Co-sponsored key UN Security Council resolutions including Resolu-

tion 1542, which provided the first mandate for the UN Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

• � Promoted the active engagement of Latin American middle powers 
such as Argentina, Brazil and Chile in MINUSTAH and in broader re-
construction efforts.

• � Made large, multi-year development assistance commitments to Haiti 
averaging around CA$100 million/year, and usually exceeded those al-
locations in its disbursements. This record made Canada the second-
largest bilateral donor to Haiti after the United States until 2010.1

• � Promoted greater investment and coordination by large multilateral 
and bilateral donors.
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• � Invested funds in key central agencies of the Haitian state to enhance 
its capacity to understand, track and lead development processes in the 
country.

• � Made major contributions to humanitarian and reconstruction efforts 
in the aftermath of the January 2010 earthquake.

Yet there are other perspectives on Canada’s role in Haiti. In 2008, 
Haiti’s Minister of Planning and External Cooperation at the time, Jean-
Max Bellerive, publically questioned Canada’s and other Western donors’ 
self-image by suggesting that they had not adapted their cooperation to 
Haiti’s real situation. Speaking to important audiences in Ottawa, Minis-
ter Bellerive (2008) argued that despite his government’s efforts to im-
prove the management of its own and the international community’s 
resources, and despite the principles enshrined in international instru-
ments such as the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, traditional 
donors were not investing enough to reinforce the Haitian state. This ten-
dency, he argued, put in peril the end-goal of sustainability, since national 
and state ownership were keys to durable development.2

Bellerive’s concerns converge with certain academic analyses. Robert 
Muggah has observed that historically Canada’s governance program-
ming in Haiti has “oscillated between reinforcing public institutions and 
. . . efforts that bypass the state altogether in order to strengthen ‘civil 
society’ ” (Muggah, 2007: 168). For that analyst, Ottawa’s declared shift 
back towards strengthening the state, after the military intervention in 
2004, masks a continued mistrust of Haitian public institutions and a 
habit of channelling funds largely through international and civil society 
organizations.

Drawing on the academic literature pertaining to local ownership in 
conflict-affected societies, Timothy Donais offers a deeper analysis of the 
challenges of working with the Haitian state. He suggests that the inter-
national community’s partnership-building efforts have been aided by the 
election of a moderate, legitimate president in 2006. Nonetheless, he ar-
gues that the Préval government and the international community have 
not been able to move from “regime ownership” to “national ownership” 
in the democratic sense of that concept. A key reason for this, aside from 
the weakness of Haiti’s public institutions and the particularities of its 
political culture, lies in the realm of policy. Indeed, Donais (2009) argues 
that a major obstacle to democratic support for the post-intervention 
model is that its liberal economic policies have failed Haiti before, and 
are not seen by the majority of Haitians as offering them a better deal 
for the future.

Yasmine Shamsie (2006) brings this line of analysis back to Canada, 
arguing that despite Ottawa’s considerable investments, its engagement 
tends to focus on institutional and market-oriented reforms that do not 
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address the social bases of democracy or the real needs of the poor. Can-
ada’s support for democratic development in Haiti has privileged support 
for procedural mechanisms like elections and parliamentary institutions 
at the expense of popular participation in policy change. Its support for 
economic development has focused on debt forgiveness, private sector 
development and export-oriented manufacturing rather than on reacti-
vating agriculture for the benefit of Haiti’s extremely poor rural dwellers 
– who still account for over half of the country’s population.

A network of solidarity and peace organizations grouped under the 
Canada Haitian Action Network (CHAN) has gone much further in its 
criticisms. CHAN accuses Canada of complicity in the 2004 “coup” and 
in  the “reign of terror” since (Sanders, 2007). It suggests that Canadian 
NGOs active in Haiti unwittingly participated in Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA)-sponsored plans to destabilize the Aris-
tide government from 2000 to 2004 (Sanders, 2008). Canada’s inter
vention in 2004, according to Richard Sanders, has been part of a 
long-standing strategy to undermine the pro-poor reforms of President 
Aristide, and install friendly regimes that would make Haiti safe for busi-
ness interests. In other words, Canada’s current role in Haiti reflects its 
sub-imperial role in a larger system of capitalist globalization.

Some might dismiss CHAN’s views as politically marginal or lacking in 
scholarly rigour. Yet this chapter treats them as contributions to an un-
derstanding of Canadian actions in Haiti. It does so out of respect for di-
verse perspectives, and because elements of CHAN’s analysis converge 
with those of respected academics and of Haitian leaders like Prime Min-
ister Bellerive. The methodological challenge is to identify the elements 
that stand up to empirically based scrutiny and weave them into a more 
nuanced view of Canada’s role as a “good partner” in Haiti.

Before turning to the historical record, it bears explaining that our as-
sessment is normatively and analytically rooted in two international in-
struments. The first is the Paris Declaration (PD), to which 55 Northern 
and Southern states (including Haiti), as well as numerous international 
agencies, adhered in 2005. The PD codifies the mutual responsibilities of 
donors and recipients to practise cooperation differently. It sets clear 
standards for donor alignment on national priorities and institutions, har-
monization among donors, joint monitoring and accountability for results. 
The Declaration contains a chapter on fragile states that lowers stand-
ards on both sides of the cooperation relationship. Yet multilateral moni-
toring exercises coordinated by the OECD have held donors and fragile 
state governments to core PD standards even in such contexts (see 
OECD, 2005; 2009).

One reason for upholding core standards is that the PD has been 
“amplified” by the OECD DAC (Development Assistance Committee) 
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Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile States and Situ-
ations, a document that influenced the PD and was formally adopted by 
OECD governments in 2007. The DAC Fragile States (FS) Principles 
codify 10 guidelines for engagement in fragile states. The key one, for our 
purposes in this chapter, is the commitment to “focus on state building as 
the central objective” (OECD, 2007). Though Southern countries have 
not formally adhered to this OECD instrument, in 2008 Haiti and six 
other self-designated fragile states agreed to jointly monitor its imple-
mentation in their countries. Several of the Latin American states most 
engaged in Haiti have agreed to join this process in Haiti. This is one rea-
son why Prime Minister Bellerive regularly uses the PD and the DAC FS 
Principles as normative referents to analyse his government’s and exter-
nal actors’ engagement in Haiti.

The chapter examines Canada’s engagement based on these norms. In 
the next section we discuss the big picture of how Canada’s approach 
crystallized during the transitional period from 2004 to the elections in 
2006. In the following section we examine Canada’s role during the initial 
years of the Préval administration, from 2006 to mid-2009. In the conclu-
sions we extend the analysis to Canada’s role in Haiti since the earth-
quake in January 2010.3 Throughout the chapter, we focus on the core 
governance issues of strengthening the Haitian state and nurturing na-
tional ownership.

Canada and the transitional government from 2004 to 2006

Before looking at the period since 2004, it is important to recall that Can-
ada has been active in Haiti for several decades. Canadian missionaries 
have been on the ground since the late nineteenth century. Diplomatic 
relations were established in 1954, Haiti became an important recipient 
of Canadian development assistance in the late 1960s and Canada (mostly 
Quebec) has accepted tens of thousands of refugees and economic mi-
grants from Haiti. Ottawa supported the democratic process that began 
in the mid-1980s, and opposed the 1991 coup against President Aristide. 
During the 1990s the Canadian government supported all UN and OAS 
missions, it was active bilaterally and it funded the field activities of many 
Canadian NGOs and church groups.4 Like most other Western countries 
and international organizations, after the highly contested elections in 
2000 Canada reduced its direct engagement with the state and channelled 
most of its assistance through civil society organizations (CSOs).5

Ottawa re-engaged in early 2004, first to support renewed CARICOM–
OAS attempts to forge a peaceful solution to the political crisis. A few 
days before President Aristide’s departure, Ottawa lined up behind the 
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US-French strategy of ousting Aristide through a combination of social 
pressure and armed rebellion, as well as external military and political 
intervention (Hallward, 2007). In the early morning of Aristide’s depar-
ture, Ottawa deployed Special Forces to Haiti to protect Canadian assets 
and secure the international airport. Later on 29 February, Ottawa put 
those troops under the command of the Multinational Interim Force 
(MIF) established by the UN Security Council on the same day. Canada 
then increased its military presence to over 500 troops.

That intervention remains controversial under international law, in 
Haiti and in Canada. It is a key piece of evidence used by CHAN to sup-
port its view that Canada conspired to replace President Aristide with a 
government more attuned to Western interests. It is difficult, without con-
ducting detailed historical research, to come to a definitive judgement on 
those events. It remains unclear whether Canadian officials truly dis-
cussed possibilities of sponsoring “regime change” in Haiti with their US 
and French counterparts in early 2003. What seems clear to this author is 
that Ottawa sided with Washington and Paris when they decided to move 
against Aristide in February 2004. This is presumably one of the issues 
that the Canadian parliamentary Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 
and International Development was alluding to when it noted that “the 
Committee acknowledges past mistakes of international intervention in 
recent years, including the controversy over Canada’s own role” (House 
of Commons, 2006: 2).

What is also clear is that since then Ottawa has played an active, multi-
dimensional role in Haiti. The first axis of its actions has been a “whole-
of-government” approach at the domestic level, involving the close 
coordination of diplomatic, security and development efforts. The second 
axis has been a multilateral approach at the international level, where 
Canada has championed a broad approach to stabilization in Haiti, 
mostly through the United Nations and with significant Latin American 
involvement. Let us touch on the second axis before examining the first 
in more depth.

While planning to remove President Aristide, Washington and its allies 
explored ways of avoiding the uncomfortable result of ending up as three 
Western occupying powers. By 29 February, they had persuaded Chile to 
join the MIF (see Chapter 9 in this volume). Although Brazil was open to 
playing a security role in Haiti, it indicated that this would have to take 
place under the aegis of a more legitimate UN mission, with Brazilian 
and other Latin American officials in lead posts (Brigagao and Fern-
andes, 2007: 25). Negotiations eventually led to the mandating of MI-
NUSTAH on 30 April 2004, the appointment of a Brazilian to command 
its military component and officials from other Latin American countries 
to lead other pillars, and the official transfer of powers to that mission on 
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1 June 2004. Canada actively promoted this evolution, on the understand-
ing that a UN mission which represented a wide diversity of countries 
in  the hemisphere would have more legitimacy in Haiti and internation-
ally.6

The other axis of Canada’s strategy after February 2004 has been the 
attempt to coordinate its own and others’ approaches to security and pol-
itical renewal, as well as economic and social development. Ottawa sent 
high-level representatives to Port-au-Prince, including Prime Minister 
Martin in November 2004, and invited Haitian officials to visit Canada. It 
was active in the Group of Friends formed to support the Haitian process 
in various capitals and in New York. Once MINUSTAH was deployed, 
Canada withdrew most of its military forces, replaced them with a contin-
gent of police officers and took the command of the United Nations Po-
lice (UNPOL) element for two years.

Canada also championed and assisted the joint formulation of the In-
terim Cooperation Framework (ICF) by donors and the transitional gov-
ernment. It then invested a growing portion of its development assistance 
to support the implementation of the ICF. In mid-2004, Ottawa pledged 
CA$160 million over two years for Haiti. Table 12.1 shows that from 
April 2004 to the end of March 2006, Ottawa’s disbursements actually 
exceeded its pledges to Haiti.

The distribution of Canada’s assistance to Haiti is also noteworthy. As 
shown in Table 12.2, Canadian Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
seems to have been fairly evenly spread over all the pillars of the ICF – 
from democratic development and security to humanitarian assistance 
and longer-term socio-economic development – with the traditional areas 
of Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) support receiv-
ing the greatest funding.

It is also important to note who “executed” those funds, in CIDA par-
lance. Canada is one of the few donors that invested ODA funds to help 
the Haitian Office of the President and Ministry of Planning participate 
in the elaboration of the ICF and in its follow-up processes. Yet during 
this period the lion’s share of Canadian aid was channelled through inter-
national institutions like the United Nations, the World Bank and the 

Table 12.1  Canadian ODA* disbursements to Haiti, April 2004 to March 2006

FY 2004 –2005, in CAN$ million FY 2005–2006, in CAN$ million

CIDA 104.62 96.13 
OGD* 0   2.29
Total 104.62 98.42

Source:  CIDA, 2006a: 33; CIDA, 2008a: 40
* Other Government Departments
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Inter-American Development Bank, as well as Canadian NGOs, firms, 
crown corporations and universities (see Baranyi, 2007).

Of course, what matters most is the outcome of these investments, not 
only where the money was spent. The Canadian government’s initial re-
ports on results provide indications of key outcomes during the 2004 –2006 
years. The most notable result is perhaps in the realm of democratic gov-
ernance, where the free and relatively fair conduct of three rounds of 
elections in 2006 is held up as a major positive outcome.7 CIDA reported 
that its assistance contributed directly to the registration of 3.5 million 
voters, the broad participation of women as voters and candidates, train-
ing for several thousand Haitian election monitors, training of 250 jour-
nalists in responsible media coverage, etc. Canadian assistance also 
contributed to strengthening the foundations for a modern civil registry 
and a permanent electoral council, both of which are crucial to the sus-
tainability of legitimate electoral processes in the country (CIDA, 2006b). 
This falls short of Shamsie’s call for substantive democratization, yet 
there is no doubt that Canada contributed significantly to procedural de-
mocratization during the transitional period.

While the elections received much domestic and international atten-
tion in 2006, insecurity was also a concern during this period. Canada was 
active in the area of security and justice through three main channels. Its 
main involvement, by far, was through political support to MINUSTAH 
and the contribution of a commander as well as about 75 officers to its 
UNPOL element. The second was to support attempts to reform key in-
stitutions such as the Haitian National Police (HNP) and the judiciary. 
The third channel was to support civil society organizations and their at-
tempts to promote the same reforms or human rights more broadly.

In its mid-2006 report to Parliament, CIDA claimed that these invest-
ments were producing significant results. It suggested that MINUSTAH 
had reinforced the HNP’s security operations and that a reform plan had 

Table 12.2  Estimated distribution of Canadian ODA disbursements to Haiti, 
2004 –2006

Theme Percentage of disbursements

Democratic development 18%
Security and justice 19.5%
Economic development 31.5%
Social development and humanitarian aid 31%

Note:  CIDA does not report the thematic breakdown of its disbursements in its 
annual statistical reports. These estimates were calculated on the basis of dis-
bursements that CIDA reported to the Canadian Parliament in ACDI (CIDA, 
2006b). For a more detailed breakdown of these funds and of their executing 
agencies, see Baranyi, 2007.
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been approved by Haitian authorities. It noted that a plan to strengthen 
the administration of the penitentiary system had also been elaborated, 
and that both the HNP headquarters and the prison in Jacmel had been 
renovated with Canadian assistance. It also suggested that civil society 
campaigns had increased the quantity and quality of citizen engagement 
in debates on judicial reform.

Yet as noted in an April 2007 whole-of-government response to Parlia-
ment, the “security situation, while still fragile, is stabilizing thanks to a 
better integration of efforts between Haitian authorities and MINUS-
TAH” though “progress has been slow and there are still many challenges 
that must be overcome to reverse the downward spiral in which Haiti has 
been caught” (Government of Canada, 2007: 2). The government’s re-
sponse also acknowledged that the reform plan formulated by HNP offic-
ers with Canadian assistance had been sidelined by the UN-drafted plan, 
while noting that the latter had incorporated elements of the first plan 
and was ultimately approved by the Haitian government. Finally, the gov-
ernment noted that Canada was having difficulties fulfilling its pledge to 
deploy the full contingent of a hundred police officers to MINUSTAH 
but was taking measures to boost its capacity for police deployments in 
this area.

In retrospect, the 2006 CIDA report probably downplayed the extent 
of the security crisis and exaggerated Canadian contributions during this 
period. Even if one does not accept all of CHAN’s claims, there is no 
doubt that grave human rights violations were committed both by MI-
NUSTAH forces and by the HNP during the grim years of 2004 –2005. 
From mid-2005 to late 2006, the Brazilian approach of exercising restraint 
in the use of force (and investing in community service) became the guid-
ing doctrine in MINUSTAH and the HNP, but by then both institutions 
had been tarnished by their initial abuses. Moreover, the United Nation’s 
attempt to impose its HNP reform plan on the outgoing Haitian govern-
ment in early 2006 undermined Canada’s painstaking efforts to assist the 
formulation of a more home-grown plan by the HNP. It took the United 
Nations and others three months of negotiations with the Préval govern-
ment to get its nominal agreement to a revised version of the so-called 
UN plan (see Fortin and Pierre, 2008). Finally, despite civil society efforts, 
judicial reform remained blocked during this period. Both the problem of 
national ownership and the missing link with justice reform would come 
back to haunt HNP reform.

With regard to economic and social development, the Canadian gov-
ernment argues that by paying CA$15 million of Haiti’s arrears to the 
World Bank and CA$18 million of interest on Haiti’s debt with the Inter-
American Development Bank, Canada facilitated the country’s inclusion 
in the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative, which will 
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greatly reduce Haiti’s debt burden over the coming years, thus freeing up 
scarce national resources for real poverty reduction in the country. Mean-
while, in mid-2006 CIDA reported that its more modest investments 
in  local development projects had already generated results, such as 
strengthening a network of 64 savings and credit cooperatives, enhancing 
the provision of electricity services in Jacmel, creating 5,000 jobs in poor 
areas of the country, etc. It also reported that its social assistance had 
helped increase the quality of schooling in departments such as Artibon-
ite and Nippes, and ensured the vaccination of thousands of children 
against diseases like rubella (CIDA, 2006a; Government of Canada, 
2007).

So Canada contributed to macroeconomic stabilization, to local devel-
opment in some regions and to the provision of essential social services 
during the 2004 –2006 years. Canada supported a hybrid rather than an 
orthodox market-oriented approach to economic reactivation. Though 
agriculture was not a CIDA priority during this period, some of CIDA’s 
investments in local development fostered natural resource management 
and production in rural areas.

Nonetheless, Shamsie’s question about whether even this softer mar-
ket-based approach is adequate for Haiti’s conditions remains relevant. 
The ICF and the Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (I-PRSP) 
elaborated in 2006 were incomplete plans based on limited consultation. 
As we shall see in the next section, the neglect of agriculture for domes-
tic consumption was one factor that detonated the governance crisis in 
2008. Moreover, the extremely modest amount of Canadian (and other 
international) funds channelled through Haitian state institutions perpetu
ated the state’s inability to take on a more active role in the economy.

In sum, Canada followed up on its problematic military intervention 
by contributing greatly to stabilization in Haiti. It championed a multilat-
eral approach in diplomatic forums and coordinated a multidimensional, 
whole-of-government Canadian approach. Ottawa exceeded its consider-
able aid pledges through a balanced portfolio of democratic, security, 
economic, social and humanitarian assistance. Many initiatives supported 
by Canada yielded early results, from the relative success of the 2006 
elections to the reduction of Haiti’s debt service payments.

Yet a number of worrisome trends appeared during this initial period. 
These included Canada’s inability to make a major difference in critical 
areas like security and justice reform, given the inherited situation on the 
ground and the problematic approaches of international actors such as 
MINUSTAH. It also included the tendency to channel the lion’s share of 
Canadian funds through international or Canadian institutions, despite 
the declaratory commitment to “focus on state building as a central pri-
ority”, in the language of the DAC fragile states principles.
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Neither of these tendencies can be attributed solely to Canadian or 
broader international approaches. The lack of political legitimacy and the 
inherited administrative weakness of the Haitian state under the transi-
tional government made it very difficult for international actors to re-
spect its orientations and even more challenging to trust it to administer 
international funds. Let us see if these tendencies changed under the 
elected government of President Préval.

Canada and the Préval government from 2006 to 2009

Shortly after taking office in mid-2006, President Préval and his officials 
began asserting their sovereign right to lead development cooperation 
processes in their country. They wanted the ICF and Interim Poverty Re-
duction Strategy Paper (PRSP) to be extended to the end of 2007, and 
they signalled their intent to lead the preparation of a full PRSP by the 
end of that year. During Canadian-sponsored expert consultations on the 
draft DAC Fragile States Principles, Haitian officials indicated their de-
sire to move from these principles to the concepts of national ownership 
and full partnership codified in the Paris Declaration (see OECD, 2006). 
It was during this period that the Préval government insisted on some 
revisions to the HNP reform plan and appointed a more activist National 
Commission for Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
(CNDDR) to coordinate disarmament efforts. This was also when the 
government took steps to increase the solvency, transparency and ac-
countability of public finances.

By late 2006, these attempts to strengthen state leadership ran into 
major problems on the ground. CNDDR’s attempt to negotiate with the 
leaders of armed gangs generated little disarmament. Violent crime and 
citizens’ demands for action continued to grow. After months of debate, 
in December 2006 MINUSTAH initiated aggressive security operations 
in the most crime-affected neighbourhoods of Port-au-Prince and in 
major drugs trans-shipment points like Les Cayes. These operations ap-
parently disarticulated several gangs and decreased the incidence of vio-
lent crimes by early 2007, but the government’s nationalistic discourse 
was dented by this reassertion of MINUSTAH’s prominent security role 
(International Crisis Group, 2008).

The process of formulating the full PRSP, finally approved as the Na-
tional Strategy Document for Growth and Poverty Reduction (DSN-
CRP) in November 2007, also complicated the government’s bid to 
reassert national ownership. As a positive move, with international assist-
ance the government managed to consult some local officials, private-
sector leaders and national experts, and draft a multipronged strategy to 
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foster growth, human development and better governance. On the down-
side, many civil society organizations (CSOs) felt excluded from the con-
sultations while key international actors felt that the DSNCRP lacked 
clear (and clearly budgeted) priorities. Even the president’s commitment 
to the document was questioned, both nationally and internationally.

The economic downturn which began in Haiti in late 2007, and the re-
sulting governance crisis in 2008, greatly weakened the attempt to reas-
sert national ownership. The riots against the high cost of food and other 
essentials prompted President Préval to relieve Prime Minister Alexis of 
his duties in March 2008, and Haiti found itself without a functioning 
government for almost six months. This caused the postponement of the 
conference with donors which had been scheduled for April 2008. It put 
the rivalries within Haiti’s political elite on public display. It also caused 
the financing and implementation of the DSNCRP to be postponed for a 
year.

By the time Prime Minister Michele Pierre-Louis truly took office in 
September 2008, the global economic crisis and four devastating hurri-
canes compelled her government and the international community to re-
visit the DSNCRP. It was only at the conference with donors in April 
2009 that the Haitian state gained international confidence in its plans to 
implement an updated DSNCRP over the following years.8 The introduc-
tion of external audits of government finances, competitive public pro-
curement procedures and strengthened tax and customs administration, 
also helped generate international confidence in the state. Those changes 
continued when Jean-Max Bellerive became prime minister in late 2009. 
That is the backdrop against which Canadian engagement in Haiti must 
be assessed, particularly on the issue of national ownership.

Canada remained diplomatically active on Haiti during this period. At 
the highest levels, Governor-General Michaëlle Jean visited in 2006 and 
again in 2008, while Prime Minister Harper visited the country as part of 
his Americas tour in July 2007. Those visits were reciprocated by high-
level missions from Haiti. The two governments established a Mixed 
Commission of senior officials for annual strategic consultations. At the 
second meeting of the Mixed Commission in March 2009, the Haitian 
side tabled a Mutual Accountability Pact to reinforce both sides’ commit-
ments to the principles of partnership. In Ottawa, the Haiti Taskforce was 
established in 2008 to strengthen whole-of-government coordination.

Canada remained very engaged in Groups of Friends of Haiti in New 
York and Geneva, as well as in numerous working-level committee
stables in Haiti. It broadened dialogue on Haiti with Latin American part
ners such as Argentina, Brazil and Chile. The key message of Canadian 
diplomats during this period was that the international community 
needed to “stay the course” in Haiti.
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Canada also increased its financial engagement under the Préval 
government. At the first conference between donors and the new govern-
ment in July 2006, Prime Minister Harper announced a five-year commit-
ment of CA$520 million. In 2007, Ottawa increased that allocation to 
CA$555 million. Those were clear votes of confidence in the newly 
elected government and important signals to other major donors about 
Canada’s engagement over the medium term. Table 12.3 suggests that 
Canada is on track to meet or exceed those allocations.

A preliminary analysis of CIDA reports on its and other government 
department OGD disbursements from 2006 to 2008 suggests that while 
Canada has maintained a balance of investments in the main areas of de-
velopment cooperation, it seems to be spending more in the area of se-
curity and less in the area of democratic governance (CIDA, 2008a; 2009). 
This may reflect the winding down of electoral assistance after 2006 and 
the ramping up of DFAIT/START (Stabilization and Reconstruction 
Taskforce) and Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) programming 
on security. A closer examination of Canada’s expenditures, by area, re-
veals other patterns.

In the area of democratic development, Canada’s support evolved con-
siderably from its focus on the elections in 2005–2006. CIDA is support-
ing new initiatives in this domain:9

• � A CA$15 million project (managed by the OAS) to modernize the 
Haitian National Identification Office’s civil registry. The civil registry 
is a key instrument for voter registration. It is also the starting point 
for broader citizenship, for example to access social services, jobs and 
property titles. This is critical in a country where large numbers of per-
sons have been unregistered and disenfranchised for generations.

• � A CA$5 million project managed by the Canadian Parliamentary Cen-
tre, to strengthen the Haitian Parliament’s capacity to provide over-
sight through its committees, make the Parliament more accessible to 
citizens and provide better administrative support for the work of par-
liamentarians.

Table 12.3  Canadian international assistance to Haiti, April 2006 to March 2008

FY 2006 –2007, in CAN$ million FY 2007–2008, in CAN$ million

CIDA   92.57 103.7
OGD   30.08   30.08
Total 122.65 133.78

Note:  The figures for FY 2006 –2007 disbursements are reported in CIDA, 2009: 
33. Those for FY 2007–2008 are based on CIDA’s August 2008 mini-report on re-
sults. Since that report did not include data on OGD disbursements in FY 2007–
2008, we used the figure for FY 2006 –2007 as a proxy.
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• � A CA$4.4 million programme managed by Rights and Democracy, to 
strengthen the advocacy work of Haitian human rights organizations 
on key issues such as the right to food, the role of political parties in 
democratic development and women’s rights.
Earlier initiatives like the Election Observer Mission, the Democracy 

and Peace Fund for Haitian CSOs were gradually completed. Ongoing 
and new projects during this period demonstrate that CIDA’s portfolio 
promoted both the strengthening of procedural democracy and the 
broadening of democratic participation. However they also suggest that 
CIDA continued to channel most of its funds through international and 
Canadian institutions. While these projects usually aimed to strengthen 
Haitian state and civil society partners, few if any of the large pro-
grammes and projects were managed by Haitian institutions themselves.

By mid-2008, CIDA could already report initial results from some of 
these projects. These included the registration of a further 560,000 adults 
on the voters’ list, bringing the level of its national coverage to 92 per 
cent. They also included the broadcasting of parliamentary sessions to 
make them more accessible to the public, and continued increases in 
CSOs’ capacity for human rights advocacy (CIDA, 2008b). These promis-
ing initial results suggest that more transparent, systematic monitoring 
and evaluation would be useful to track outcomes over time. Nonethe-
less, Shamsie’s analysis reminds us that few of these projects supported 
the self-organization of large and historically marginalized constituencies 
such as the rural poor, whose pressures from below would seem crucial to 
deeper changes in economic and social policy.

Women are one such constituency, yet they were sidelined by Canada 
during this period. For a decade CIDA supported networks of Haitian 
women’s organizations that were at the forefront of proposing and often 
gaining major legislative and programmatic changes from the state.10 
Leaders of the women’s movement were brought into the Préval govern-
ment as ministers and senior officials. On the basis of these antecedents 
and new developments, CIDA officials formulated a CA$17 million pro-
gramme with two tracks. The first would have expanded Canadian sup-
port for the Ministry for the Rights of Women (MCFDF) and its efforts 
to mainstream gender in government. The second track would have ex-
panded CIDA’s support for the service provision and policy advocacy ac-
tivities of women’s CSOs. Despite the impressive record of CIDA gender 
programming in Haiti, and despite the conclusions by a global review of 
10 years of CIDA gender programming that a two–track approach was 
essential, in 2008 the Conservative minister of international development 
decided not to approve this programme. Minister Oda’s rationale was 
that equality between men and women should become a “cross-cutting 
priority” in all of CIDA’s programming in Haiti. Nonetheless, CIDA 
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officials and their Haitian counterparts quietly found other ways of main-
taining some support for the women’s organizations that they viewed as 
being critical for human development.11

Security is an area in which Canada became even more programmati-
cally engaged under the Préval government, chiefly due to the establish-
ment of the Stabilization and Reconstruction Taskforce in DFAIT, and its 
growing security sector programming in Haiti. Highlights of START’s 
Haiti programming during this period include the allocation of:12

• � CA$5.5 million to CANADEM to fund the deployment of Canadian 
police and correctional experts to MINUSTAH. This is in addition to 
the approximately CA$30 million allocated to the RCMP over these 
two years, for the deployment of active duty officers to Haiti via the 
Canadian Police Arrangement (CPA).

• � CA$3.3 million via the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) for the refurbishment of the National Police School, and of 
CA$3.5 million via the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) to renovate several HNP stations in the South Departments. 
Also the allocation of CA$5 million via UNDP to renovate the infra-
structure and equip the HNP Inspectorate General.

• � CA$4.7 million via UNDP for a major disarmament and community 
security programme, and CA$0.4 million to the Brazilian NGO Viva 
Rio for a community security project in the Bel Air area of Port-au-
Prince.

• � About CA$6 million for several programmes and projects via the IOM 
and other international institutions to renovate the infrastructure and 
strengthen the capacity of border guards to control illicit activities such 
as arms smuggling and human trafficking.

• � As part of its programming in this sector, START has played an active 
role in government–donor coordination mechanisms: for example, by 
chairing the Donor Table on Prisons and helping to establish the 
Border Management Working Group.
It is worth noting that despite the prominent roles played by DFAIT/

START and the RCMP in the area of security, CIDA also made large 
grants in this area. It allocated CA$18.1 million to build and equip the 
new National Police Academy in Ganthier, outside Port-au-Prince. It al-
located CA$16.5 million to train and otherwise enhance the adminis
trative capacities of HNP managers. CIDA also allocated about CA$5 
million to support the continuation of Viva Rio’s community security 
programming in Bel Air.

A 2009 evaluation of START programming in Haiti, commissioned by 
DFAIT and the Canadian Office of the Inspector General, provides in-
sights into the outcomes of Canadian engagement in this sector. It point-
edly suggested that START’s programming “reflects some OECD best 
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practices for fragile state engagement and several of the principles on aid 
effectiveness” (DFAIT, 2009b: 15). Specifically, the evaluation observed 
that START programming is aligned with Haitian governmental priori-
ties codified in the DSNCRP, and in more specialized documents such as 
the 2006 National Police Reform Plan. It noted that most START-
supported projects aim to strengthen the infrastructure and human re-
sources of key Haitian institutions such as the HNP, prisons and the 
institutions involved in border management. It suggested that most of 
these projects were appreciated by Haitian counterparts for their rele-
vance and timeliness.

Yet the evaluation also noted some overarching challenges, in addition 
to numerous things that could be improved at the operational level. 
Though START deserved credit for convincing CIDA and other donors 
to make longer-term investments in key areas such as HNP reform, much 
remained to be done to ensure the sustainability of these investments. 
Critical challenges in this regard included deepening coordination with 
Haitian institutions and channelling more funds through the Haitian 
state. While recognizing the historic corruption and inefficiencies of Hai-
tian institutions, the report recommended that START shift from its al-
most total reliance on international and Canadian implementing agencies, 
and increase the portion of funds channelled directly through the HNP 
and other Haitian government institutions (ibid.: 67, recommendation 9).

The report noted that sustainability also depends on the will and effec-
tiveness of national actors in this sector. Indeed since 2004 the HNP, the 
judiciary and other state actors have slowed down or blocked interna-
tionally sanctioned reforms that they have viewed as too risky. Yet the 
international community’s somewhat technocratic and state-centric ap-
proach to reform has also left it hostage to the whims of political and 
bureaucratic leaders. The lack of international follow-up to a HNP Re-
form Plan provision to hold public consultations on “what kind of police 
Haiti needs” has been a major problem in this area. In 2007 senior Hai-
tian officials claimed that they wished to go ahead with these consulta-
tions. Yet key international actors, including MINUSTAH and Canada, 
withheld support for public consultations because they feared that this 
could further polarize public opinion on security matters. That may have 
been the case in 2007, but paucity or absence of parliamentary or citizen 
engagement in public security policy debates now makes it difficult for 
the international community to find allies in its quest to press the HNP 
on delicate matters such as the decertification of officers allegedly guilty 
of serious crimes (Fortin and Pierre, 2008), and debrief with senior Cana-
dian police officers who served with MINUSTAH in 2008).

In the economic and social realm, during the 2006 –2009 period CIDA’s 
programming was based on its 2006 Interim Strategy, informed by the 
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Haitian DSNCRP, and affected by the destruction caused by the hurri-
canes in 2008. Highlights of CIDA’s programming during those years re-
flect these diverse influences:
• � A CA$13.8 million project to increase the capacity of several govern-

ment of Haiti institutions to implement the DSNCRP.
• � A CA$18.5 million project via the Canadian Border Services Agency 

to increase public revenues through improved Haitian border and cus-
toms controls.

• � A CA$15.5 million project via the Ministry of the Economy and Fi-
nances, largely to reduce its short-term debt to the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank (IDB), and to strengthen public finances management.

• � A CA$75 million project via the IDB to build a new road connecting 
the towns of Jérémie and Les Cayes in the south-western region, and 
another CA$19.8 million project via the IDB for the rehabilitation of 
other roads and basic infrastructure.

• � A CA$20 million project via Canadian NGOs like Centre for Inter-
national Studies and Cooperation (CECI), to promote local develop-
ment and a CA$15 million project via Développement international 
Desjardins to support Haitian savings cooperatives.

• � CA$5.3 million for the Pro Huerta project with the Inter-American In-
stitute for Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA) and Argentine partners 
to foster community-based agriculture for food security for some of 
the poorest areas of the country.

• � A CA$17.5 million project via the Pan-American Health Organization 
(PAHO) and Brazilian partners to support the Ministry of Health’s 
Expanded National Vaccination Programme. Another CA$17.5 million 
project via the Université de Montréal to help the Ministry of Health 
strengthen its policies, planning, human resource management and 
stakeholder engagement processes. A CA$18.75 million project via the 
Canadian Embassy to help the Ministry of Health strengthen its regu-
latory role in the health sector.

• � A portfolio of small grants, such as CA$750,000 granted to the World 
Food Programme for relief to hurricane victims in 2008.
In mid-2008, CIDA reported results from some of these projects. These 

included the reduction of Haiti’s debt to the IDB; continued access to 
credit in 56 savings and credit cooperatives; the immunization of over 
620,000 children and young people against polio, measles and rubella; 
“doubling, and in some cases even tripling, of agricultural production for 
people benefiting from local development projects” (CIDA, 2008b). 
These all seem to be significant outcomes.

Thorough studies would be required to assess results, yet several obser-
vations are possible. First, although most of CIDA’s largest investments 
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were still channelled via international and Canadian institutions, there 
were important projects being implemented by the Haitian state. These 
included a large project to strengthen the state’s capacity to lead the im-
plementation of the DSNCRP, a central development mission over the 
coming years. Other projects could strengthen the revenue generation or 
financial management capacities of key state institutions that may make 
them more investment-worthy and even self-sufficient in the future. In-
deed, CIDA’s support helped key ministries prepare the DSNCRP prior-
ity investment plan presented at the donors’ conference in April 2009. 
That plan and measures to strengthen the accountability of public fi-
nances and increase customs revenues were crucial to regaining donors’ 
confidence and obtaining a further cancellation of Haiti’s external debt 
that year.13

Second, although most other projects addressed other important devel-
opment needs – from debt relief and the construction of roads to the pro-
vision of basic services such as immunization and primary schooling – few 
except for Pro Huerta directly stimulate agriculture for local consump-
tion. This is worrisome because food insecurity remained a major gap in 
Haiti’s stabilization-to-development strategy, and other large donors did 
not seem to be offering help in this area (Droits et Démocratie et 
GRAMIR, 2008; Baranyi et al., 2009). The establishment of the National 
Commission for Food Security, the initiation of promising initiatives 
under its guidance and the involvement of innovative partners from Ar-
gentina may help attract more investment from traditional donors like 
Canada.

Third, given the scale of Canadian investments in the economic and 
social sectors, there was little investment in democratic debate on policy 
alternatives. The focus on strengthening state capacity and delivering es-
sential services seems to have crowded out support for the organization 
of constituencies that could press for critical policy changes. Nonetheless, 
CIDA’s support for the Rights and Democracy’s programme to help rural 
producers lobby for increased investment in national agriculture, and its 
programme to help women lobby against gender-based violence, were 
steps forward in the direction of more participatory development.

Conclusions

If nurturing national ownership of development processes was a chal-
lenge in Haiti after the intervention in 2004, it has become an enormous 
challenge after the earthquake in January 2010. The authority, capacity 
and legitimacy of an already fragile state have been greatly weakened, 
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while the scope of international engagement has grown dramatically in 
quantitative and qualitative terms (Fatton, 2010). How has Canada acted 
in this even more difficult context?

Like many others moved by the dimension of the tragedy that befell 
Haiti on 12 January 2010, Canadians responded quickly and generously 
to the humanitarian crisis. Within a week Ottawa had deployed a thou-
sand troops and disbursed funds to support several UN and NGO hu-
manitarian assistance initiatives. On January 25 Canada hosted the first 
Ministerial Preparatory Conference, where core cooperation principles 
like national ownership, coordination and sustainability (which seemed 
threatened by certain large powers’ militarized initial responses) were re-
affirmed. Over the following weeks Canadian citizens donated a record 
$220 million to Haiti, while the government increased its financial com-
mitments to keep up with the Canadian public and with other donors. At 
the International Donors’ Conference on 31 March, Canada pledged an 
additional $400 million of assistance over two years.14 On that basis it 
was given a seat on the Interim Commission for the Reconstruction of 
Haiti (CIRH).

Although it is too early to assess these commitments, one can piece to-
gether a sense of where Canada is focusing its contributions:
• � Humanitarian aid: a large part of the funds allocated for 2010 –2012 are 

earmarked for short-term relief and reconstruction activities.15

• � Reconstruction and development: especially in CIDA’s priority areas, 
namely economic reactivation, food security, as well as children and 
youth.

• � Justice and security: support to rebuild the National Police and the 
broader rule of law system will remain a priority for DFAIT/START.

• � Democratic governance: Canada disbursed modest sums to support the 
organization of the elections in November 2010.16

What do these initial post-earthquake actions and the longer record of 
Canadian engagement from 2004 to 2009 suggest about Canada’s abilities 
to “walk the talk” of partnership in Haiti? What do the trends suggest 
about the debates noted in the introduction?

The historical record over the past five years supports Canadian offi-
cials’ self-perception of Canada as a diplomatically active partner which 
tends to exceed its substantial aid pledges. It confirms their claims 
that  Canadians coordinate their efforts fairly well through whole-of-
government, bilateral and multilateral mechanisms. The record also dem-
onstrates that Canada has been active in several important sectors – from 
democratization and public security to economic and social development, 
as well as humanitarian assistance – and that before the earthquake some 
Canadian-supported initiatives were yielding developmental results.
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The record shows that building the capacity of Haitian state institu-
tions has been a priority of Canadian development assistance since 2004, 
and that Ottawa has increased the funding it channels directly through 
state agencies since the elections in 2006. Indeed, Canada seems unique 
among traditional donors in having targeted some of its assistance to 
strengthen the capacity of key state institutions to plan and implement 
overarching development processes such as the DSNCRP. It has also tar-
geted funds to help border and customs agencies increase public revenue, 
help the Ministry of Finance manage public finances more effectively and 
help both the National Police and the Ministry of Health manage their 
human resources more professionally. All of these initiatives are critical 
to the goals of strengthening the Haitian state and its ability to own and 
orientate development processes in the country.

This tendency helps qualify suggestions made by Jean-Max Bellerive 
when he was minister of planning: namely, that Canada and other tradi-
tional donors have not adapted their cooperation to reflect Haiti’s ad-
vances and are not investing sufficient Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) funds through the Haitian state. While the data presented in this 
study confirm that Canada still channels the lion’s share of its assistance 
through international and Canadian executing agencies, it also shows that 
Canada has strategically invested in projects to strengthen the Haitian 
state and its absorptive capacity. The big question is whether this ap-
proach will be sustained over the coming years given the unpromising 
convergence of dramatically weakened state capacity/ legitimacy and 
equally dramatic increases in international engagement.

National ownership involves much more than state ownership. Can
ada’s support for inclusive, free and fair elections, its support for Par
liament and other aspects of procedural democracy, are important 
contributions to democratizing national ownership. In the past, CIDA has 
invested ODA funds to foster organization and constructive policy advo-
cacy by constituencies such as women that have an interest in policy 
change. Yet these investments in the social basis of democracy have been 
minute compared to Canadian investments in state institutions and pro-
cedural democracy. Before the earthquake, Canada still invested little in 
supporting policy advocacy by small rural producers and consumers, two 
constituencies whose engagement is essential to reversing the critical 
problem of food insecurity in Haiti. Similarly, DFAIT/START’s impor-
tant investments in security sector reform (SSR) have also largely ne-
glected the democratic dimension of SSR. Clearly, there is scope for 
improvement if Canada aspires to pursue the democratic approach to na-
tional ownership codified in the Paris Declaration and in the DAC Princi-
ples for Good Engagement in Fragile States.
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One of the most complex dimensions of development cooperation in a 
context like Haiti is the interface between democratic ownership and pol-
icy choices. Donais, Shamsie and others have argued that Western donors 
and multilateral institutions have encouraged democratic ownership but 
only within the bounds of liberal orthodoxies like macroeconomic stabil-
ity, fiscal restraint and social compensation typical of the post-Washington 
Consensus era. This model may have made sense immediately after the 
2004 intervention, when stabilization was the main goal. But as Robert 
Fatton Jr. (2010) and others have argued cogently, at a time when key 
sectors of the Haitian economy like agriculture need to be revitalized, 
when the provision of basic social services is unlikely to become more 
socially inclusive without greater public-sector activism, it seems impor-
tant to give Haitians space to explore policy mixes that might be more 
appropriate to their situation. That is also what Jean-Max Bellerive has 
been asking for since 2008.

That brings us back to the core of ownership, namely national agency. 
A former chief of a ministerial cabinet in the Alexis government has sug-
gested that: “When the state asserts itself, certain donors follow.”17 This 
suggests that when national ownership emerges from the inside and when 
it is seen as legitimate by the international community, it can provide a 
focus for external engagement. Shamsie and Donais remind us that dem-
ocratic support is another crucial ingredient of national ownership: state 
elites can assert themselves vis-à-vis external actors, but their capacity to 
sustain such efforts rests on their ability to marshal broad support for 
their positions. That, in turn, depends on being able to translate public 
policy into tangible benefits for broad constituencies – by stimulating and 
regulating the creation of more jobs with better incomes, affordable food, 
transportation and housing, public security, as well as better education 
and health care for the majority of citizens. It is these synergies between 
national ownership, democratic support and public policy effectiveness 
that require careful nurturing in Haiti.

If one believes that there is room for creative agency in history despite 
the weight of social structures or the devastating effect of natural disas-
ters, then it may be possible for the next leaders of Haiti to move ahead 
with the institutional and policy reforms that the country needs, and build 
the multiparty and multiconstituency alliances required to sustain such 
reforms. It may also be possible for international actors like Canada to 
support such reforms and help Haitians nurture the social bases of 
change, even when some movements’ discourses differ from liberal 
norms. That would require an imaginative leap beyond current practices 
of technical assistance for elections, institutional strengthening and the 
reconstruction of infrastructure. It would also require more investment 
in  public agency (as opposed to just “agencies”), as well as in public 
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accountability through parliamentary and other participatory mechan-
isms.

If Canada and its partners in Haiti rise to this historic challenge, they 
may find themselves “walking the talk” of national ownership and sus-
tainable development in Haiti. Yet if the earthquake and its aftermath do 
not lead to this qualitative leap, many Haitians may ask themselves what 
their leaders and their partners are really up to. Some will ask whether, 
despite their stated intentions, Canada, the United Nations and other 
partners are actually perpetuating Haiti’s condition of fragility and de-
pendence.18 And Canadians might well ask whether the considerable in-
vestments made since 2004 have really been worthwhile, as they are 
currently asking about Canada’s precarious role in Afghanistan.

Before readers dismiss this scenario too quickly, they might reflect on 
words written by Lyonel Trouillot, one of Haiti’s most prominent intel-
lectuals, in April 2010:

The “chiefs”, the big men . . . might speak of reconstruction led by Haitians, 
but it is not what is happening . . . In the street, in the homes of honest citizens 
. . . there is a sense of defeat . . . An impression . . . that what is being built is 
improvised, leaving much room for the private calculations of a few Haitian 
politicians and businessmen. The impression that a few international officials, 
“experts” . . . and NGOs will play the sorcerer’s apprentice to justify their nice 
salaries . . . In the street, a wave of anger is rising that we would be wrong to 
under-estimate. (Trouillot, 2010, author’s translation)

Notes

	 1.	 Pledges made at the International Conference on Haiti on 31 March 2010, suggest that 
Venezuela has replaced Canada as the second bilateral donor and that it may have re-
placed the United States as the lead donor (PRH, 2010).

	 2.	 The original version of this speech was given at CIDA on 18 November 2008. Govern-
ment of Haiti representatives in Canada continued to echo this view in mid-2009 (see 
Collins, 2009).

	 3.	 Several primary research methods were used for this study. We examined documents is-
sued by the governments of Canada and Haiti, conducted over 20 off-the-record key 
informant interviews and participated in numerous policy forums from 2007 to 2010. 
The interviews have been kept confidential to protect informants’ identities. The author 
thanks Michèle Meilleur Sarazin for her research assistance on this project. I am also 
grateful to Isabelle Fortin for her detailed comments on a draft as well as to the two 
anonymous reviewers of the book manuscript.

	 4.	 For a historical account of Canada–Haiti relations, see Keating (2001).
	 5.	 CIDA (2006) reports that it disbursed CA$23.85 million to Haiti in 2002–2003 and 

CA$27.5 million in 2003–2004. See Muggah (2007) for details on Canadian assistance 
from the mid-1990s to 2004. See Sanders (2007 and 2008) for a more critical view of 
Canadian assistance via civil society organizations between 2000 and 2004.
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	 6.	 The last claim was confirmed in interviews with senior DFAIT officials in Ottawa and 
senior diplomats in Port-au-Prince in 2008 and 2009.

	 7.	 Muggah (2007) draws the same conclusion based on his analysis of Canadian gover-
nance programming in Haiti.

	 8.	 The preparation of the Plan d’investissement prioritaires du DSNCRP (2008–2010) and 
its presentation at the April 2009 donors’ conference contributed greatly in this regard. 
See République d’Haïti (2009).

	 9.	 The project descriptions in this section (except those financed by DFAIT/START) are 
adapted from CIDA’s on-line project browser, accessed between June and August 2009.

10.	 For a detailed analysis of Canada’s gender equity programming in Haiti, see Salahub 
(2008).

11.	 Discussions with Canadian officials, Haitian officials and Haitian activists in Port-au-
Prince in June 2009 as well as in Ottawa during the autumn of 2009.

12.	 These project descriptions are taken from the DFAIT/START website and from the 
February 2009 draft evaluation report.

13.	 See Collins (2009) for an analysis of Canada’s role in the forgiveness of Haiti’s debt.
14.	 Ottawa and Quebec also introduced measures to make it easier for certain Haitians to 

stay in or immigrate to Canada. Ottawa repatriated most of the 2,000 or so Canadian 
troops deployed in Haiti by March 2010, as MINUSTAH ramped up its new deploy-
ments. Data on these actions was obtained from Government of Canada press releases 
and other statements posted on DFAIT and CIDA websites during that period, particu-
larly the periodic updates on the DFAIT website titled “Canada’s response to the earth-
quake in Haiti”.

15.	 A CIDA News Release on 9 July 2010 notes that CIDA has allocated over $150 million 
to humanitarian assistance in Haiti since the earthquake.

16.	 In addition to the CIDA news release noted above, this composite picture draws on 
DFAIT (2010) and as well as Montpetit (2010).

17.	 Interview on 7 June 2009.
18.	 The increase of social protests in Haiti since May 2010 suggests that this is not only an 

academic preoccupation. See RNDDH (2010) and Péan (2010) for analyses of the na-
tional government and the international community’s actions six months after the 
earthquake, and their differing views on where current trends might lead Haiti.
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US policy towards Haiti under the 
administrations of George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama
Robert Maguire

The advent of the Obama administration has brought opportunities for a 
fresh approach in US policy towards Haiti. This chapter provides a sum-
mary of US interests in Haiti and an overview and assessment of US 
Haiti policy during the administration of George W. Bush. It then 
explores how the Obama administration has begun to pursue policies – 
both before and after the catastrophic earthquake that struck Port-au-
Prince and environs on 12 January 2010 – that will serve US interests 
while fostering improved bilateral and multilateral relationships to 
strengthen prospects for stability, development, improved governance, 
greater equality and economic growth in the impoverished Caribbean 
nation.

Interests and interest groups

With an area the size of Maryland and a population of 9.7 million, Haiti 
is a small country that would not normally be viewed as having critical 
importance in US foreign policy. Yet, over the past 24 years, since the de-
mise of the 29-year Duvalier family dictatorship (1957–1986), Haiti has 
loomed disproportionately large on the US policy radar screen. Its blip 
was particularly big on two occasions of extreme political crisis: from 
1990 to 1994, when the presidential election of Jean-Bertrand Aristide 
was followed by Aristide’s violent ouster in a military coup d’état, three 
years of rapacious de facto military rule and his restoration to office 
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following a UN-sanctioned and US-led armed intervention; and from 
2003 to 2006, when political violence resulted not only in a re-elected 
Aristide’s second ouster but in a second UN-sanctioned and US-led 
armed intervention. This time, however, Aristide was not restored to of-
fice. Rather, Haiti was governed for two years by an appointed interim 
regime, while conflict and instability continued despite the presence of a 
UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

Relative calm returned following the February 2006 election and May 
inauguration of a government headed by President René Préval. During 
2008 and again in 2010 calamities beyond Préval’s control cast a cloud 
over the relative political calm and the progress that accompanied it. In 
2008, progress was jeopardized first by escalating food and fuel prices 
that led to widespread unrest and the Haitian Parliament’s removal of 
the country’s prime minister followed by months of political instability, 
and subsequently by massive economic and social devastation caused by 
four powerful storms that hit the country in quick succession, leaving 
massive destruction, hundreds dead, tens of thousands homeless and a 
third of the population at risk for moderate or severe malnutrition. In 
2010, Haiti suffered a severe set-back when the 7.0 magnitude earth-
quake that struck on 12 January killed at least 230,000 of the 3 million 
residents of the Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, left another 300,000 
injured and 1.3 million homeless, and left behind damage estimated at 
$7.9 billion, or 120 per cent of Haiti’s 2009 GDP. As the Haitian govern-
ment and people struggled with these setbacks, MINUSTAH’s mandate 
has been extended twice, most recently in October 2010 for yet another 
year.

In between major crises, Haiti has kept the attention of the US foreign 
policy community because of constant concern over illegal migration, a 
worry that is heightened by the periodic outflow towards south Florida of 
large numbers of desperate boatpeople. Every American president from 
Jimmy Carter to George W. Bush has had to confront the immigration 
“hot rail” of US policy towards Haiti and toward Haitians (Maguire, 
2003).

The usual American response to Haitian refugees seeking entry to the 
United States has been Coast Guard interdiction on the high seas, with a 
pro forma shipboard asylum interview and a rapid return to Haiti or, if 
the refugee reaches US soil, incarceration, a pro forma asylum interview 
and deportation to Haiti.1

On-going interest also centres on Haiti’s role in narco-trafficking. The 
weak state is located in the crosshairs of a drug-trafficking network that 
originates in Colombia, ends in North America, fuels corruption and 
violence in Haiti and funnels approximately 8 per cent of the cocaine 
consumed annually in the United States (Perito and Maley, 2007). Addi-
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tionally, US interests relate to issues of humanitarianism (especially in 
the aftermath of natural disaster), development assistance (Haiti is by far 
the largest recipient in the Caribbean of US foreign aid) and democra-
tization (the United States typically engages in the promotion, funding 
and monitoring of elections in Haiti).

Contributing to the policy focus on Haiti are several constituencies in 
the United States with ongoing interests in the Caribbean country. One 
group is Haitian-Americans, aka “the diaspora”. While its exact number 
is not known, estimates of this group range up to two million. Although 
Haitian immigrants are present in all 50 states, the largest populations 
are concentrated in Florida, New York, Massachusetts, New Jersey and 
Connecticut. Combined, these states make up some 90 per cent of the 
total of foreign-born Haitians in the United States (Newland, 2004).

Another constituency with strong interests in Haiti is African-
Americans. High-profile manifestations of this group’s interest have 
emanated from such leaders as Andrew Young and Jesse Jackson and 
from within the US Congress by the members of the Congressional Black 
Caucus (CBC). The CBC’s focus on Haiti goes back to the 1970s, under 
the leadership of Representatives Shirley Chisholm, William Grey and 
Walter Fauntroy. It continued thereafter with engagement by such mem-
bers as Charles Rangel, John Conyers, Donald Payne, Maxine Waters and 
Barbara Lee and, more recently, by Kendrick Meek, Alcee Hastings, 
Gregory Meeks, Donna Edwards and Yvette Clarke. In mid-September 
of 2008, the latter two congresswomen joined Meek on a post-hurricane 
fact-finding visit to the country not too far from his south Florida 
congressional district. At a hearing on Haiti shortly thereafter, the Miami-
based congressman and other CBC members urged the Bush admin
istration to provide Temporary Protected Status (TPS) in the post-storm 
period to Haitians already in the United States. TPS designation allows 
certain foreign nationals to remain temporarily in the United States 
when  extraordinary conditions, including environmental disaster, pose a 
threat to personal safety or prevent them from returning home. As TPS 
advocacy illustrates, African-American interests focus not only on policy 
towards Haiti but also on the treatment of Haitians in the United States. 
CBC members have been in the forefront of US political engagement 
with Haiti after the earthquake.

Haiti’s location 90 minutes by air from Miami broadens political inter-
est. Elected officials from throughout the state of Florida – in national, 
state and local offices, and of both political parties – keep an eye on 
Haiti, and on Haitian-American voters in their districts. Growing numbers 
of Florida’s estimated 400,000 Haitian-Americans are registered to vote. 
Three Republican members of south Florida’s congressional delegation – 
Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Lincoln Diaz-Balart and Mario Diaz-Balart – are 
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actively involved in legislative issues linked to Haiti. In September 2008 
all three joined the CBC to urge TPS designation for Haitians, a position 
not embraced by President Bush. Other members of Congress who are 
neither members of the CBC nor located in Florida also follow Haiti 
carefully. This group includes Representatives William Delahunt (D-
Mass), whose district contains many Haitian-Americans; James Oberstar 
(D-Minn), who was involved in a training mission in Haiti several de
cades ago; and Senator Christopher Dodd (D-Conn), who served as a 
Peace Corps Volunteer in the neighbouring Dominican Republic.2

Finally, two other US groups – humanitarians and businessmen – help 
to maintain US interest. Among the former are tens of thousands of con-
gregants of diverse religious denominations whose churches sponsor vis-
its to Haiti and mobilize resources to support humanitarian work there. 
A North American parish twinning scheme of the Catholic Church, for 
example, lists over 345 parishes in its programme (Catholic News, 2008). 
Doctors and nurses engaged in Haiti medical missions along with a pleth-
ora of US-based non-governmental organizations supporting social and 
economic development there round off this broad and diverse humani-
tarian constituency which has played a critical role in post-quake relief 
and recovery operations. Businessmen involved in Haiti are a somewhat 
small but influential group mostly involved with import–export oper-
ations or Haitian-based assembly plants. The passage of Congressional 
legislation providing trade advantages for products assembled in Haiti 
(the HOPE and HOPE II Acts) was boosted by the engagement of this 
constituency (Hornbeck, 2008), which is actively seeking an expanded 
role in rubble removal, reconstruction and job creation after the earth-
quake.

US–Haiti policy during the administration of  
George W. Bush

Under the Bush administration, US policy toward Haiti rested on four 
pillars: “foster and strengthen democracy; help alleviate poverty, illiteracy, 
and malnutrition; promote respect for human rights; and counter illegal 
migration and drug trafficking” (USAID, 2007). Not all of these compo-
nents, however, were accorded equal and consistent attention during the 
Bush years. Efforts to counter and contain illegal migration were the 
most consistent feature of the Bush Haiti policy. The administration sup-
ported robust US Coast Guard interdiction of Haitians on the high seas 
and their return to Haiti, and provided assistance to the Haitian Coast 
Guard to improve its capacity to deter migration even when, from 2001 
to 2003, virtually all other US bilateral assistance was suspended. Depor-
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tations of Haitians illegally in the United States, and of Haitian resident 
aliens found guilty of a criminal transgression, were consistently con-
ducted (Bracken, 2007). In late September 2008, responding to con
gressional pressure following Haiti’s storm-related devastation, the 
administration temporarily suspended Haitian deportations but resumed 
them by mid-December, enraging Haiti advocates in Congress (Hastings, 
2008).

Efforts to counter drug trafficking, while another steadfast element of 
the administration’s focus, did not match the magnitude or success of ac-
tions related to the interdiction or deportation of people. Although sup-
port of Haitian government bodies mandated to curb trafficking was 
provided, and pressure on Haitian officials to arrest and hand over drug 
traffickers resulted in occasional success, the aforementioned fact that 
significant quantities of cocaine continue to flow through the country 
indicates the insufficiency of these efforts. Some of this inadequacy is 
linked to the location of US interdiction assets. Coast Guard cutters ply 
the waters between Haiti and Florida, where they have been more effect-
ive in controlling the northward flow of people than of cocaine. While 
people originate in Haiti, narcotics stemming from Colombia or Vene-
zuela often move from Haiti into the Dominican Republic before en-
tering North America. As a rule, American interdiction assets were not 
deployed between South America and Haiti by the Bush administration. 
When two Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) helicopters oper-
ated along Haiti’s southern coast for six weeks in 2007 to assist drug 
interdiction efforts, however, the flow of cocaine into the Caribbean 
country was virtually halted. But when “Operation Rum Punch” ended, 
narco-trafficking into southern Haiti increased beyond previous levels 
(US Department of State, 2008; Miami Herald, 2007).

Other key elements of the Bush Haiti policy – democracy strength-
ening, poverty alleviation and human rights promotion – were pursued 
less consistently or vigorously over what were two somewhat distinct 
policy periods during that administration: 2001–2004 and 2005–2008. Dur-
ing the former period, when terrorism and war pushed Latin America 
and the Caribbean to the back burner, US Haiti policy reflected the per-
sona of the two assistant secretaries in the State Department’s Bureau of 
Western Hemisphere Affairs responsible for its oversight: Otto Reich 
(1/02–11/02) and Roger Noriega (7/03–10/05). They exerted a mostly ag-
gressive and negative stance towards Haiti’s government, especially its 
leader, President Jean-Bertrand Aristide.3 Throughout this period, the ad-
ministration seemed willing either to call upon, or to turn a blind eye to, 
external actors working with Haitian forces opposing Aristide, notably 
the International Republican Institute for International Affairs (IRI) 
(Bogdanich and Nordberg, 2006).
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Throughout 2001–2003, the approach towards Haiti was to exert heavy 
pressure on Aristide to acquiesce to US demands, while suspending or 
removing desperately needed economic assistance, fostering international 
isolation and sending signals to opposition forces that their efforts to ul-
timately unseat the elected government merited support. The Haitian 
government did little to help its own cause vis-à-vis relations with the 
United States. In spite of sporadic efforts to meet US demands, its less-
than-democratic practices, including election tampering, matched by an 
inability or lack of interest to defuse politically linked violence, fuelled 
the already negative stance of the Bush administration.

To sum up, during this first period, Bush administration policy towards 
Haiti was largely one of estrangement, with most bilateral assistance sus-
pended, humanitarian aid redirected through non-governmental organ
izations and pressure exerted on multilateral donors to replicate this 
approach (Maguire, 2003). As a result, suspended aid and loan disburse-
ments to the impoverished country and its government totalled more 
than $500 million by the beginning of 2003. By the end of that year, with 
US estrangement matching politically infused violence running rampant 
in Haiti, the policy boiled down to one resembling support of regime 
change. On 29 February 2004, Aristide was deposed and those who op-
posed him acquired power. Bush policy immediately shifted from es-
trangement to vigorous engagement.

Of the 2,700 strong UN Multinational Force that occupied Haiti the 
day Aristide departed, 1,740 of these were US soldiers (United States 
Southern Command, 2004). In July 2004, at an international donors’ con-
ference where $1.085 billion was pledged in support of the installed in-
terim government, the US offered $230 million (Taft-Morales, 2005). 
Within two years, US disbursements to Haiti reached $390 million. The 
administration pushed for and eagerly supported MINUSTAH, organized 
in April 2004, through the allocation of financial resources (not troops) 
for the South American-led operation. Regime change in Haiti, however, 
quickly deteriorated into two years of uncontrolled violence, criminality 
and politically charged confrontation. Administration support of MINUS-
TAH, including its 50-member US civilian police unit, continued, along 
with support for the interim government.

As Bush policy moved into its second phase following Aristide’s ouster, 
it gradually evolved from one driven by emotion to one construed 
through rationality. This trend was enhanced when Roger Noriega was 
removed as assistant secretary of state in late 2005 and career diplomat 
Thomas Shannon was appointed to the post (Council on Hemispheric Af-
fairs, 2007). Under Shannon, a more rational policy included an intensi-
fied push for national elections as a means for bringing greater stability 
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and prospects for development to the country. Those elections were held 
in February 2006.

The aftermath of that successful ballot witnessed heightened demon-
strations of rationality in US Haiti policy. René Préval had the good for-
tune of being elected president around the time Shannon proclaimed the 
Bush administration’s “Year of Engagement” in the Western Hemisphere 
(Crawley, 2007). President Bush offered Préval congratulations on his 
electoral victory and welcomed him to Washington, and the administra-
tion dialogued with him and his government regularly after that. Also, it 
tolerated Préval’s pragmatic approach to foreign policy and development 
assistance, which includes participation in Cuba’s programme of educa-
tional exchanges and the provision of some 575 doctors in Haiti; Haiti’s 
membership in Venezuela’s Petro-Caribe initiative and its observer status 
in ALBA, a Venezuelan-sponsored regional grouping; and the latter’s 
provision of humanitarian, education and health assistance, and an oil re-
finery and three electricity plants.

Engagement also translated into significant and steadfast resource al-
locations. In addition to supporting MINUSTAH and the active engage-
ment of such multilateral organizations as the World Bank and the 
Inter-American Development Bank, the administration maintained a 
consistent direct flow of aid to its Caribbean neighbour. In July 2006 
high-ranking officials participated in another international donors’ meet-
ing, pledging $210 million of the $750 million mobilized to support Haiti’s 
recovery over two years. In fiscal year (FY) 06 and in FY 07 the adminis-
tration granted $226 million and $215 million in bilateral aid, respectively. 
In FY 08, $201 million was accorded to Haiti, representing 61 per cent of 
the entire US aid package for the Caribbean (Veillette et al., 2007). Sub-
sequently, aid allocations for FY 08 rose to $279 million, including the 
addition of at least $27.3 million in post-storm relief operations, some of 
which were undertaken by the Miami-based US Southern Command 
(Bureau for Democracy, Conflict and Humanitarian Assistance, 2008).4 
Despite high-profile relief operations, the lion’s share of FY 08’s bilateral 
aid went towards more routine activities such as HIV/AIDS funding, eco-
nomic support and food aid; 15 per cent was allocated to development 
assistance. As has been the case over most of the past two decades, even 
in the aftermath of elections aid to Haiti continued to be channelled 
principally through US-linked NGOs, bypassing the country’s govern-
ment. The parliamentary sacking of the prime minister in April 2008, 
leaving a caretaker government in place for five months, reinforced the 
tendency to work through NGOs.

In Washington, the Bush administration’s more rational engagement 
with Haiti translated into greater bipartisanship, in spite of its aggressive 
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containment and interdiction policy and refusal to provide TPS desig
nation, two issues that angered human rights and Haiti advocates in 
Congress. Bipartisanship was demonstrated during the passage of the 
aforementioned HOPE and HOPE II Acts to promote investment and 
job creation in Haiti’s assembly plant sector, as well as by congressional 
approval of the administration’s budget requests.5 Of critical importance, 
Washington’s new-found bipartisanship took the wind from the sails of 
those who periodically re-emerge seeking support for an agenda of de-
stabilization and regime change in Haiti.6 Hovering over rational engage-
ment and bipartisan gains during the latter Bush years was Jean-Bertrand 
Aristide. The former president, ensconced in South Africa since the mid-
dle of 2004, was – and remains – a highly polarizing figure both in Haiti 
and in Washington (Charles, 2008). In that regard, statements or actions 
that even appear to clear the way for his return to Haiti run the risk of 
creating chaos in Haiti and undermining bipartisanship towards Haiti in 
Washington.

A new US approach towards Haiti

A new US approach towards Haiti under the Obama administration in-
cludes opportunities for improving relations and strengthening prospects 
for stability, democratization and more effective support for economic 
growth, poverty alleviation and the country’s reconstruction particularly 
in the aftermath of the earthquake. Equally important opportunities for 
the Obama administration include seeking rational and constructive en-
gagement with Haiti and its elected government, eschewing any prospect 
of mixed messages that can destabilize an already fragile political envir-
onment. During his campaign, candidate Obama singled out the suffering 
of Haitian people “under governments that cared more about their own 
power than their people’s progress and prosperity,” adding that it is “time 
to press Haiti’s leaders to bridge the divides between them” (Obama, 
2008a). This statement is on target. It is important for the new adminis-
tration to rely on it in its approach toward Haiti.

Application of this approach has translated thus far into strong and 
consistent engagement with Haiti’s elected government, led by Préval 
and Prime Minister Michele Pierre-Louis, succeeded by Jean-Max Belle-
rive. To the Haitian president’s credit, following his 2006 inauguration 
Préval endeavoured to bridge divides among Haitians by supporting co
alition government, seeking moderation, reinstilling respect for the dig-
nity inherent in all Haitians and fostering the opportunity for all Haitians 
to have greater inclusion in developing their country. To the credit of his 
political opponents, most accepted this opportunity – at least tentatively, 
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as have Haitians from a wide array of social and economic sectors. This 
tentative embrace was reinforced by the aforementioned bipartisanship 
in Washington.

A variety of political pressure points, however, including the lengthy 
delay of senate elections scheduled for late 2007, a tendency in 2008 
among some parliamentarians to place self above country in the midst of 
national crisis, and post-quake efforts by some political adversaries to 
undermine Préval have all pushed against Haiti’s fragile political détente. 
In 2011, it faced multiple crises. Not only was Haiti still reeling from the 
shocks of 2008 and the devastation wrought by the earthquake, it was 
also coping with a national cholera epidemic that began in mid-2010 and 
had killed over 4,000 by year’s end. Further, its fragile political détente 
was on the verge of unravelling following hotly contested, badly orga
nized and fraud-stained parliamentary and presidential elections in late 
November 2010 that yielded not a successor to Préval but protracted 
confrontation over which two candidates would face one another in a 
presidential run-off. The unexpected return to the country in mid-January 
of former dictator Jean-Claude Duvalier following 25 years of exile fur-
ther threatened the country’s nascent political stability. With the future of 
Haiti’s movement towards the politics of moderation and inclusion sud-
denly uncertain, it has become even more important for the Obama ad-
ministration to press all Haitian sides strongly, clearly and consistently to 
respect human dignity and the rules of the democratic game as a means 
of helping the country maintain recent political gains and move forward.

In the aftermath of Haiti’s 2008 storm-wrought devastation, candidate 
Obama urged the United States to work “in partnership with President 
Rene Préval and . . . [then] Prime Minister Michele Pierre-Louis, and with 
key international actors: the United Nations Mission in Haiti [MINUS-
TAH], the Inter-American Development Bank, the World Bank, the Or-
ganization of America States, and crucial bilateral donors” in helping it 
recover (Obama, 2008b). Since taking office, Obama has maintained the 
position that his administration should work in partnership with these 
key actors not just for immediate relief and recovery but to achieve sta-
bility, improved governance, social inclusion and economic growth, and 
the reconstruction of Haiti over the longer term, particularly in the post-
quake period.

Continued support by Obama of MINUSTAH as a UN Chapter VII 
undertaking is critically important in view of its role both as a security 
umbrella that limits instability fuelled by criminal gangs, former soldiers 
and opportunistic politicians and as a front-line responder to disasters, 
natural and man-made. At such a time when MINUSTAH’s security um-
brella can be lowered, support for transition to a Chapter VI develop-
ment operation, facilitating, in the words of Préval, “more tractors and 
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fewer tanks”, would become appropriate. In the meantime, efforts by 
MINUSTAH, multilateral or bilateral funders and their Haitian partners 
to improve public safety through police, judicial and penal reform and 
strengthened rule of law should receive strong Obama support. Improved 
public safety and rule of law are essential elements for stability, institu-
tion-strengthening and growth. Tolerance of corruption and patterns and 
practices of impunity from the law continue to plague Haiti’s evolution 
toward a free, fair and developed democratic society.

Within the framework of partnership, the Obama administration has 
connected with Haiti’s other neighbours, including the Caribbean Com-
munity (CARICOM) and its individual member states, the Dominican 
Republic and even Cuba, to facilitate relief and recovery operations fol-
lowing the earthquake. Taking these connections one step further, an 
Obama-inspired US – Caribbean consortium could serve as a focal point 
for regional engagement with Haiti on such shared concerns as sound 
democratic governance, natural disaster mitigation and response, drug 
trafficking, poverty alleviation and the detrimental impact of ineffective, 
externally applied, “top-down” development models. Leadership from the 
Obama administration in recognizing – and acting upon – issues of cli-
mate change, particularly as they relate to the vulnerabilities of coastal 
areas in island states, will be embraced by all Caribbean nations, includ-
ing Haiti. US leadership that takes a holistic approach to the island of 
Hispaniola and assists Haiti and the Dominican Republic to resolve 
cross-border issues, including migration and shared resource manage-
ment, will not only be beneficial to each country but will also represent a 
refreshing approach to US–Caribbean relations.

Actions to cool down the migration “hot rail” are urgently overdue. 
More effective approaches to improve conditions that fuel emigration 
through the rehabilitation of the natural environment and the productive 
infrastructure, and the expansion of employment opportunities and eco-
nomic growth, are explored below. There is no doubt that the United 
States must take measures to control the flow of people across its land 
and maritime borders, and follow legislative mandates related to that 
flow. Policies and practices that respect the dignity of desperate, impover-
ished and frightened people fleeing their homeland in search of safety 
and opportunity, however, must replace those that result in perfunctory 
or coercive practices that do not accord individuals a fair chance to gain 
protection under the umbrella of US and accepted international law. 
Broader immigration reform efforts undertaken by the Obama adminis-
tration should have provisions that ensure universal fair treatment of 
Haitians, including the possibility of guest worker arrangements and the 
suspension of perfunctory shipboard asylum interviews. Haitians inter-
dicted by the US Coast Guard on the high seas should be afforded a 
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US-supervised land-based interview in a secure and non-intimidating en-
vironment. Collaboration with Haitian authorities, including its Coast 
Guard, to deter potential migrants and reintegrate those who are deemed 
ineligible for entry to the United States, should be a stated principle and 
practice of Obama’s policy.7

In spite of early expectations that President Obama would accord to 
Haitians in the United States Temporary Protected Status, it was not 
granted during the administration’s first year in office.8 In the immediate 
aftermath of Haiti’s devastating earthquake, however, Obama accorded 
TPS to cover the estimated 200,000 Haitians illegally in the United States 
at the time of the disaster. A sore point in US–Haiti relations for more 
than a decade has been the deportation of Haitian aliens convicted of a 
criminal transgression. In the quake’s aftermath, deportations have been 
suspended. Before they are eventually reinstituted, the Obama adminis-
tration should work with Haitian authorities to ensure that facilities and 
resources to secure criminal deportees are in place, and that facilities and 
programmes enabling the reintegration of non-violent criminal deportees 
receive adequate US government support.9

Since his inauguration in May 2006, President Préval has spoken re-
peatedly about the obstacles placed in Haiti’s path by narco-trafficking, 
requesting heightened assistance from the United States in combating 
what he sees as essentially a US problem brought upon Haiti as an acci-
dent of geography. As described earlier, the temporary deployment of US 
drug interdiction assets to the southern coast of Haiti was effective. 
MINUSTAH, as part of its mandate to increase border protection, de-
ployed 16 Uruguayan-purchased Boston Whalers in late 2008 to enact 
maritime border patrols with the Haitian Coast Guard. This welcome in-
itiative should be strengthened by greater, sustained deployment of US 
assets, particularly to Haiti’s southern areas, including helicopters and 
other surveillance equipment, to assist drug interdiction efforts. Addition-
ally, as part of the aforementioned US support of Haitian–Dominican 
collaboration, the administration should support more robust monitoring 
and seizure of narcotics moving across the Haiti–Dominican border and 
from the Dominican Republic towards Puerto Rico and the US main-
land.

During the campaign, candidate Obama spoke of the need for a “south-
bound strategy [that] will target the trafficking of guns, money, and stolen 
vehicles that go virtually unchecked from the US south into Mexico and 
beyond” (Obama, 2008a). President Préval has repeatedly complained to 
Washington about the negative impact in Haiti of unchecked, illicit trade 
emanating in the United States from the Miami River and other points. 
In this regard, the application of the proposed southbound strategy 
should be extended to Haiti, where it will be welcomed.
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US leadership on Haiti was largely absent, detrimental or outsourced 
during most of the administration of George W. Bush. President Obama 
has begun to act on the opportunity to change this by solidifying partner-
ships and providing direction throughout his presidency. This has been 
evident during both the international donors’ conference on Haiti held in 
Washington in April 2009 and another conference at the United Nations 
in New York City in March 2010. In both instances, US sponsorship and 
leadership were key to the successful outcome of these gatherings where 
donors discussed and responded to the Haitian government’s poverty al-
leviation and economic growth strategy in 2009 and post-quake recovery 
plan in 2010. Beyond doubt, the Obama administration, under the tutel-
age of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, participated robustly in these 
pivotal events, assuming leadership not only in decisions made among 
donors but in how they are to be enacted, thus establishing its lead role 
in forging a consistent and constructive international engagement with 
Haiti (Maguire, 2009 and Maguire and Copeland, 2010).10

In the past, international donors have tended to prescribe solutions for 
Haiti either without including its government as a full partner or by-pass-
ing the Haitian government altogether. At times, this has occurred for 
good reason in that past Haitian governments – labelled predatory by 
many scholars – cared little about the well-being of their citizens (see, for 
example, Fatton Jr., 2002). International concern about the weakness of 
state institutions and the questionable ability for sound fiscal manage-
ment has also been justified. What has not been justified, however, is an 
approach towards reconstruction – and now, post-quake recovery – that 
focuses heavily on tamping down problems without addressing root 
causes or seeking sustainable solutions. While stability must be attained 
so that other social, economic and political initiatives have an improved 
chance for success, the international tendency to emphasize quick impact 
projects whose aim is strictly to achieve stability in the short run, without 
effective strategies and programmes for expanding opportunities for 
Haiti’s people and meeting longer-term development goals, has done lit-
tle over the long haul to stabilize or reconstruct Haiti.

As evidenced by several development and recovery strategies created 
by the Haitian government between 2007 and 2010 that have been en-
dorsed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and 
leading multilateral and bilateral donors, the current government of Haiti 
wishes not to prey upon its citizens but rather to engage them construct-
ively, providing the social and economic services a government should 
render over the long term to its people as well as seeking solutions to 
causes of their country’s poverty (Government of Haiti, 2007; 2009; 2010). 
As an outcome of a US government-wide review of US assistance policy 
towards Haiti initiated in May 2009, the Obama administration has es-
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poused an approach that will refrain from diagnosing problems and pre-
scribing solutions without the requisite participation of Haitian officials 
(US Department of State, 2009; 2010). The administration should seize its 
review of how the US delivers assistance to Haiti as an opportunity to 
build a new consensus towards international engagement that vigorously 
includes “bottom-up” approaches as fully legitimate means of assisting 
governments to serve their people. The emphasis on prescribed, top-down 
approaches as opposed to home-grown, bottom-up initiatives has resulted 
not only in Haiti becoming a country of failed or unsustainable projects 
but also in the failure to address the legitimate aspirations of Haiti’s poor 
– namely, that meaningful opportunity that enables them to provide for 
themselves be expanded. Support for development of Haiti’s rural areas, 
where more than half of its people live, is particularly urgent given its 
past neglect and current importance and, in the aftermath of the earth-
quake, the flow of some 700,000 displaced people to rural communities. 
US support of a collaborative, bottom-up approach would send a mes-
sage to future governments in Haiti – and elsewhere – that it is in their 
best interest to emulate a collaborative model of governance that en-
gages all the nation’s citizens in the national development process (see 
Maguire, 2008).

As the Obama administration has forged a new path for US relations 
with Haiti and of leadership in global international relations, it has recog-
nized the necessity of resolving the dilemma of weak and neglected Hai-
tian public institutions wishing to take their responsibility but unable to 
do so. This condition, exacerbated by the destruction of government fa-
cilities and the death of some 17 per cent of Haiti’s civic servants during 
the earthquake, has been reinforced by international tendencies to by-
pass state institutions and allocate development resources largely to non-
governmental organizations. Especially as Haiti endeavours to build back 
from earthquake devastation, greater balance must be sought in allocat-
ing resources to non-governmental partners and providing resources for 
the strengthening of state institutions and their ability to render services 
to their citizens. Such resource allocation must be accompanied by close 
monitoring of all development actors and incentives that will support 
continued improvement and the achievement of stated goals.

Contributing to the weakness of Haiti’s public institutions has been the 
debt burden inherited from past governments. At the end of 2008, Haiti’s 
external debt stood at $1.7 billion, serviced to the amount of some $1 
million a month (Perito, 2008). Much of that debt, however, was cancelled 
by mid-2009 after Haiti fulfilled the World Bank’s Heavily Indebted Poor 
Countries (HIPC) completion point requirements. Haiti’s debt was fur-
ther reduced following the earthquake. As a candidate, Barack Obama 
called for wiping out debt incurred by poor countries. As president, his 
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administration has taken leadership in supporting the cancelation of 
practically all of Haiti’s external debt, conditional on parallel efforts that 
help to assure not just sound, prompt and effective resource manage-
ment, use and accountability but that also address the need to strengthen 
Haitian executive branch institutions.

With as many as 1.5 million of its 9.7 million people displaced in the 
aftermath of January’s earthquake and a much higher number of the 78 
per cent of Haiti’s entire population who must get by on earnings of less 
than $2 a day facing the prospect of unceasing poverty accompanied by 
hunger, disease and malnutrition, a compelling urgency confronts Haiti 
today. Without doubt, humanitarian relief programmes that provide food 
to displaced and impoverished people is a top priority. A competing pri-
ority, however, is to focus on medium- and long-term development needs 
that include support of efforts that will enable Haitians to grow their own 
food. The aforementioned government development strategies dwell on 
the dilemma of Haiti’s extreme vulnerability to global increases in the 
cost of imported food and fuel that exacerbate widespread citizen suf
fering (Government of Haiti, 2010).

Important ideas emanating from among Haitian authorities suggest 
that poverty alleviation and economic growth must go beyond initiatives 
that provide only short-term, stop-gap opportunities or that offer poor 
Haitians only the prospect of jobs in “make-work” projects or assembly 
plants. Those ideas focus on the dire need not just to rebuild the 
earthquake-ravaged areas but also to rehabilitate the country’s severely 
damaged environment and productive infrastructure, to invest in food 
crop production and in the creation of jobs in rural areas and to expand 
opportunities for Haiti’s increasingly alienated youth (60 per cent of its 
population is under 25) (Maguire, 2008; Government of Haiti, 2010).

Even before the earthquake, Haiti’s National Council for Food Secur-
ity (CNSA) identified seven immediate and longer-term post-storm re-
covery and rebuilding priorities, including the rehabilitation of damaged 
physical infrastructure, recapitalization of farming operations (including 
livestock) and the protection of watersheds.11 Post-quake studies, includ-
ing a post-disaster needs assessment conducted prior to the March 2010 
donors’ conference reiterated these priorities. Before the quake, Haitian 
officials, including Prime Minister Pierre-Louis, had begun to consider 
the idea of creating a National Service Corps similar to the US 
Depression-era Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) as a means of ad-
dressing long-term infrastructure rehabilitation, production and job-
creation needs (Maguire, 2009). Such an institution, they thought, would 
play a key role not only in rehabilitating Haiti and creating meaningful 
jobs but also in creating opportunities for its youth to gain a stake in 
their country’s future through involvement in rebuilding it. Additionally, 
such a service corps would provide “green” jobs in reforestation and land 
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reclamation, and would contribute towards building institutional capacity 
for disaster mitigation and relief. Discussion and consideration of these 
ideas continues in the post-quake period. In responding to and sup-
porting Haitian initiatives, it is incumbent upon the Obama administra-
tion to recognize these priorities, listen to Haitian ideas and lead others 
in working in partnership with the Haitian government to draw upon 
them as possible “game changers” that will assist the Caribbean country 
to overcome the grave challenges in the post-quake period.

In conclusion, as the Obama administration pursues its approach to-
wards Haiti after the massive earthquake, the basic components of US 
policy – fostering and strengthening democracy; alleviating poverty 
through expanded opportunities for economic growth coupled with im-
proved education and healthcare; promoting respect for human rights; 
countering illegal migration and drug trafficking – do not have to change. 
What should change is the way they are conceived and implemented. In 
that regard, the most important change is for the United States to work 
in greater partnership with Haiti’s government and its people. In so do-
ing, it must listen to them, urge them to work together and respect each 
other, and treat them with the dignity and respect they deserve as a peo-
ple striving to rebuild a country that has been brought to tatters by 
decades of bad governance, lack of inclusion, incomplete or flawed part-
nerships and inappropriate or badly applied solutions prescribed to a 
country and people who deserve better.

Notes

	 1.	 In 1981, the US practice of interdicting Haitians on the high seas and returning them to 
Haiti, begun following a prior agreement between the Duvalier and Reagan govern-
ments, was codified in the Omnibus Immigration Control Act (see Wasem, 2005).

	 2.	 This array of elected officials engaged with Haiti has changed since the November 2010 
congressional elections in the United States. Delahunt and Dodd have retired, and 
Meek and Oberstar are no longer members of the US Congress. Meek gave up his 
House seat and ran unsuccessfully for the US senate and Oberstar was defeated in the 
general election.

	 3.	 In early 2001, prior to his July 2003 confirmation as assistant secretary, Noriega was ap-
pointed US Ambassador to the Organization of American States, where he was also ac-
tively engaged with Haiti.

	 4.	 By mid-December, the figure spent in post-storm relief operations had risen to $33.7 
million, which includes unspecified allocations from the FY 09 budget.

	 5.	 HOPE I legislation was passed in December 2006; HOPE II was passed in September 
2008 and extended following the earthquake.

	 6.	 US Ambassador to Haiti Brian Dean Curran famously labelled those in Washington 
advocating that US engagement should foster instability in Haiti “the Chimeres of 
Washington”, using a Haitian expression for gang members or political spoilers (cited in 
Maguire, 2009).

	 7.	 Many of these recommendations were made in 2002 in Bach and Maguire (2002).
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	 8.	 For example, TPS was accorded to citizens of Central American countries devastated by 
Hurricane Mitch in 1998 (see Schneider, 2008).

	 9.	 On 20 January 2011, the Obama administration resumed criminal deportations when 27 
Haitians were sent back to Haiti by the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
Upon arrival, the deportees were detained by Haitian authorities.

10.	 See Maguire (2009), and Maguire and Copeland (2010) for an assessment of the 2009 
and 2010 Haiti donors’ conferences.

11.	 The other priorities are: increase agricultural production including cereal crops serving 
as a substitute for imported food; promote investments in key productive economic sec-
tors to reduce unemployment; expand activities that mitigate chronic malnutrition, in-
cluding investments in health, nutrition, water and sanitation; reinforce institutional 
capacities to coordinate, monitor and evaluate development programmes and crisis re-
sponse operations (see Haiti en Marche, 2008).
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Crises are watershed moments that mark a profound break from the past. 
It is not yet clear whether the earthquake of January 2010 will constitute 
such a tipping point, although it is easy to conceive of at least two oppos-
ing scenarios that could emerge from the disaster. The first is that Haiti 
never recovers, that the earthquake has the effect of exacerbating inse
curity and instability to the point that Haiti, to borrow a term from Jared 
Diamond, “collapses” under the weight of its own fragility (Diamond, 
2005). In such a circumstance, it is not impossible to imagine widespread 
political violence and mass human rights violations that far exceed those 
of previous periods of turmoil such as the popular revolution of 1986 that 
brought an end to Duvalierism, the difficult transition from authoritar
ianism to democracy from 1987 to 1990 or the respective anti-Aristide 
coups of 1991 to 1994, and 2004. Nor is it impossible to imagine a further 
and drastic decline in food security, as well as social, health and economic 
development, which were already among the lowest in the world. Under 
such a scenario, the common perception of Haiti as the “basket case of 
the new world” would not only be reinforced but the Caribbean country 
would come to constitute an even greater threat to regional peace and 
security than it has in the past.

The second scenario is more hopeful, although, sadly, less plausible. 
While the earthquake caused a systemic breakdown, the magnitude of 
which few countries have ever had to endure, the possibility remains that 
the events of January 2010 presented Haiti with an opportunity to effec-
tively start over, a chance to forge a stable and cohesive society with a 
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functional and effective state. In this scenario, infrastructure would be re-
built and extended throughout the country, Haitian agriculture would 
move beyond subsistence levels, human development indicators would 
rise, poverty would be reduced and the political system would become 
inclusive to all.

Granted, at the time of writing, such an outcome seemed far removed 
from present-day realities. The challenges arising from the earthquake 
alone were tremendous and should not be underestimated – more than 
one million people displaced and living in temporary shelters, the de-
struction of what limited infrastructure had existed in the Port-au-Prince 
area, serious food and water shortages. In the months following the earth-
quake the international response was both generous and expeditious; as a 
result, thousands of lives were saved, and a basic level of security, which 
had always been tenuous, was maintained. Nonetheless, while the relief 
effort will likely be hailed as proof of the international community’s col-
lective ability to rally together in times of humanitarian crisis, Haiti’s 
reconstruction will ultimately be judged by the profundity and efficacy of 
domestic and international actors’ collective resolve to mid- and long-
term rebuilding.

There are no guarantees that either are up to the challenge. Prior to 
the earthquake, Haiti saw political discord and upheaval, systemic human 
rights violations and wide-spread poverty, gang and criminal activities, 
and further environmental degradation. State institutions remained weak 
and incapable of either delivering services or responding in any meaning-
ful way during moments of crisis. Haiti also suffered from a battered 
infrastructure and a lack of concrete civil society mechanisms for engage-
ment in the political process. Moreover, the United Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) has been both a success and a work in 
progress. In many ways, it has helped to bring a semblance of order to the 
country and stabilize the situation enough that a general election could 
occur. On the other hand the situation in Haiti was – and remains – far 
from stable. Indeed, the historic and tragic circumstances in Haiti have 
been well chronicled. It has a history of failed governments and only a 
fraction of its presidents have finished their terms (Shamsie and Thomp-
son, 2006). As indicated above, it has for some time been mired in a 
perilous and insecure situation, its fragility encompassing the most funda-
mental aspects of society – economics, food security and the environment, 
weak police and judicial structures (International Crisis Group, 2009). 
Currently, Haitians are dependent on the international community for as-
sistance. Still, despite these ailments, there were signs of hope prior to the 
earthquake for a country that has the potential to capitalize on its scenic 
beauty, proximity to the major centres of the Western Hemisphere and a 
cultural legacy. For the better part of two decades, Haiti had been in the 
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process of shedding its bleak past, while contending with its contem
porary problems – and making the transition towards a democratic and 
stable society.

Fixing Haiti: MINUSTAH and Beyond examines both the governance 
challenges facing the country and the international commitment to help-
ing Haiti stabilize during the period from the country’s insurrection of 
February 2004 to the earthquake of January 2010. It would be an under-
statement to say that this six-year period was a difficult one for Haiti. 
And yet, the resilience of the Haitian people was met – and still is being 
met – with a commitment from the United Nations as well as Haiti’s 
international neighbours to seek a way out of perpetual problems. The 
successes and failures of this process showcase a society where weakness 
and insecurity are being addressed at the same time that civil society and 
state institutions have begun to mature. In this sense, the book has not 
just been about Haiti and the struggles it has been enduring. Rather it is 
about the changes that have taken place internationally since the UN 
interventions of the mid- to late 1990s, specifically those relating to new 
trends in peacebuilding, most notably the adoption of human rights and 
human security into Chapter VII mandates, and the emergence of new 
actors from the region who have, for one reason or another, chosen to 
play an active role in securing Haiti’s future. It is these dual develop-
ments that provide a measure of hope that Haiti’s fate, despite its recent 
struggles, does not have to resemble the first scenario outlined above.

The need for civic-mindedness

A common conclusion among many of the contributors is that one of 
the  impediments to peacebuilding is the absence of a sense of civic-
mindedness or citizenship in Haiti. Amélie Gauthier and Madalena 
Moita, Mirlande Manigat, Robert Fatton Jr. and Patrick Sylvain each la-
ment in their own way that there is neither a social contract between the 
state and its citizens nor a sense of constitutionalism that binds Haitians 
to the rule of law or to each other but rather a sentiment of “clientelism” 
that inhibits governance for the collective good. The reasons for this are 
detailed throughout the volume; however, the result has been a collective 
inability to cope with the challenges that have arisen as a result of sys-
temic and chronic underdevelopment, which has been exacerbated by the 
neo-liberal economic system, and extreme weather and natural disaster. 
Haiti’s social malaise and poor governance is both a product of and a 
contributor to the deep political and economic inequities that exist in 
Haiti, inequities which can only be overcome through dialogue and rec-
onciliation between the masses and the elites. Whether Haitians are 



250  Heine and Thompson
	

prepared to develop this sense of cohesiveness remains to be seen. How-
ever, without it, governance reforms – including reform of the 1987 con-
stitution, should that ever occur – are not likely to amount to any real 
substantive change.

MINUSTAH: Regaining stability and moving forward

There remains a strong role for the international community in assisting 
Haitians in this process of transformation, should it ever occur, particu-
larly in the realm of security. MINUSTAH differs in significant respects 
from other previous UN missions, including the intervention of the 1990s. 
Rather than having a single-minded approach to restoring good govern-
ance and stabilizing the country, MINUSTAH has operated with a much 
broader emphasis. It has attempted to address many of the systemic is-
sues that plague the country while also protecting the dignity of the 
Haitian people and promoting human rights. Learning from previous 
experiences, there has been a greater commitment to facilitating long-
term security through the elimination of collective threats to the Haitian 
people.

The wide scope of MINUSTAH’s involvement has not been helped by 
the mission’s weak mandate. The logistical problems that have arisen be-
tween MINUSTAH forces and the Haitian National Police (HNP) have 
made operations more complicated. However, maintaining the operating 
capacity of the HNP is essential for Haiti, as the country needs to de-
velop the institutions necessary for moving forward, as examined in Tim-
othy Donais’s chapter. Better and more efficient cooperation between 
MINUSTAH and Haitian actors is still a work in progress.

MINUSTAH began its mission in Haiti at a pivotal time for the coun-
try. It had been only a few months since President Jean-Bertrand Aristide 
had been forcefully removed from office (for more, see Farmer, 2004). 
The transitional government that took his place was ill-equipped to deal 
with the country’s turmoil. Many in the international community saw the 
2005 national elections – which would be postponed four times and held 
in February 2006 – as a potential turning point (International Crisis 
Group, 2004). A government that was democratically chosen by the Hai-
tian people was regarded as one of the first steps towards progress. Hai-
tian society was plagued by gang warfare, often centring around the drug 
trade, and the lack of economic and social infrastructure, leaving the Hai-
tian people vulnerable (James, 2004). It was important – indeed essential 
– for MINUSTAH to engage the public in helping to build a more secure 
environment.
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Having been extended for another term, until October 2011, it is clear 
that much remains to be done by MINUSTAH. Yet, the mission to date 
has helped to improve the situation considerably. The number of kidnap-
pings, which once ravaged the population was, at the time of writing, 
down, and the capacity of the Haitian state and public had begun to im-
prove prior to the earthquake (Deibert, 2009). This progress was always 
tentative, however. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon remained cau-
tious in his appraisals: “the progress that has been made remains ex-
tremely fragile, and is susceptible to setbacks or reversals” (Lederer, 
2006).

MINUSTAH remains responsible for much of this progress. As Gerard 
Le Chevallier’s chapter reveals, the mission provided the security neces-
sary for the 2006 elections – elections that provided Haiti with a sem-
blance of normalcy and a democratically elected government – at a time 
of weak government and an insecure future. René Préval’s election vic-
tory marked a significant turning point for the country. The Préval admin-
istration has offered a sense of hope for the beleaguered population. This 
election represented “a major victory for what would be called the popu-
lar sector and a major defeat for those Haitian elite- and foreign-backed 
forces” (Dupuy, 2006). Since then, there has been a reluctant acknow
ledgment among many Haitians that if MINUSTAH were to leave then 
the fragile stability that has been achieved would quickly deteriorate.

From the north Atlantic to the hemisphere

A host of external actors from the Americas have assisted Haiti. The 
United States and Canada remain key actors in Haiti’s future. Still, as 
Robert Maguire’s and Stephen Baranyi’s respective chapters demon-
strate, Washington and Ottawa have, at times, played less-than-
constructive roles in Haiti, particularly around the events of the 2004 
insurrection. Haiti’s viability hinges in large part on enlightened North 
American leadership. If Haiti is to be integrated into the world economy, 
it will be because it can tap into the North American consumer market. If 
Haiti is to have political stability, it will be because the United States and 
Canada make commitments to support future democratically elected 
governments, including providing a deterrent against domestic insurrec-
tions or coups. If Haitians are to achieve sustainable economic growth, it 
will be because the international financial institutions, which are domi-
nated by the countries of the North, extend just and equitable lending 
policies to them, including those that do not simply rely on neo-liberal or 
market-oriented growth strategies.
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Whereas in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Haiti fell under the 
hegemony of the north Atlantic region, in the twenty-first century the 
orbit in which it finds itself is hemispheric. Following the end of previous 
UN missions in the country, the Big Three have seen their roles in Haiti 
decline. In their places have stepped the ABCs: Argentina, Brazil and 
Chile. Playing a large role in the MINUSTAH mission – whose force 
commander is Major-General Floriano Peixoto Vieira Neto, a Brazilian – 
the ABC countries have demonstrated Latin America’s commitment to 
making Haiti work. Whereas the Big Three are in Haiti because of long-
standing ties and domestic diasporic communities, the ABCs – who have 
also been joined by a host of other Latin American and Caribbean coun-
tries, such as Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Peru and Uruguay – have as-
sumed a regional responsibility for assisting a geographic neighbour. As 
José Raúl Perales explains in his chapter, intra-regional cooperation and 
participation in international institutions has emerged as one of the de-
fining new developments within the Americas. With arguably more to 
lose than their northern counterparts – due to their proximity to Haiti 
and threats to regional security that would develop if this centrally lo-
cated country slipped back into instability – the countries of Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean have engaged in an international reconstruction 
mission in unprecedented ways.

The participation of the ABC countries and the remaining MINUS-
TAH contingents illustrate the region’s rising international role (Cooper 
and Heine, 2009). As Brazil rises to the upper tier of the international 
system – as shown in its vocal role as a member of the burgeoning G20 
group, its increasing presence in diplomatic affairs (opening 32 embassies 
between 2003 and 2008) and in its ongoing quest for a permanent seat on 
the United Nations Security Council – a number of regional middle pow-
ers have become more assertive. Chile, with its ambitious trade agenda, is 
perhaps the prototypical example of the increasingly globalized nature of 
the region. As well, the country has sustainably managed the economic 
impact of the 2007–2008 commodity shock, initiating sound social stabil-
ity mechanisms as well as saving a share of the foreign-exchange earnings 
derived from high copper prices, which helped the country weather the 
global financial crisis of 2008–2009 in a better position than other devel-
oping countries (Moffett, 2009).

Prior to the MINUSTAH mission, the countries of the region had been 
reluctant partners in international peacekeeping missions. As shown in 
Johanna Mendelson Forman’s chapter, in Haiti there has been a dramatic 
turn of events, the dawning of a “new age of regional security” that, at 
least in the case of the 2 × 9 process, does not include Washington. Since 
2004, these countries “have perceived the MINUSTAH as an opportunity 
to deepen inter-state diplomatic and military coordination” (Hirst, 2007). 
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Brazil’s leading role in MINUSTAH, as discussed in this volume by Mar-
cel Biato, can help to address criticism against it as a regional leader. For 
many in the Latin American community there is a perception that Brazil 
speaks the rhetoric of regional leader but does not follow this up with 
concrete actions (for more, see Turcotte, 2009). The country’s sustained 
and leading role with MINUSTAH belies this vision. As Brazil moves 
into the upper-echelon of global governance it must meet its economic 
and demographic strengths with international clout (Cooper and Antkie-
wicz, 2008). The peacekeeping and security sector reforms that Brazil is 
involved with as part of MINUSTAH are one way of doing so.

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) soldiers now comprise a ma-
jority of the mission’s troops, which has given MINUSTAH a decidedly 
Latin American flair. For a region that is becomingly increasingly promi-
nent in the global sphere, such activities provide international prestige 
and credibility (Cooper and Heine, 2009). At the same time, they help to 
strengthen a regional neighbour and the region in general. General Juan 
Emilio Cheyre provides unique insight into this process and what it 
means for the region and international relations. While none of these 
countries has been operating in Haiti for purely altruistic reasons, their 
presence, commitment and approach to peacebuilding have helped to 
bridge some of the cultural differences that existed between the Big 
Three and the people of Haiti. As regional neighbours, the LAC coun-
tries share a similar culture and historical lineage with the people of Haiti 
– perhaps, most explicitly, the historical legacy of colonization.

Indeed, at the heart of the Latin American involvement is a quiet con-
fidence. Although their connections to Haiti are relatively nascent, it is 
the common bonds and shared experiences that inform their contribu-
tions to the reconstruction effort. At one point or another, the Latin 
American actors in Haiti have all had to grapple with political instability 
and civil conflict, issues of transitional justice and reconciliation, interfer-
ence in their domestic affairs, as well as economic insecurity and poverty. 
While they may lack the material resources of the United States, France 
and Canada, General Eduardo Aldunate’s chapter suggests that their 
comparative advantages lie in their empathy for their Haitian brethren, 
and the knowledge that countries and even regions can emerge stronger 
from times of uncertainty and turmoil.

Moving forward: An emphasis on the Haitian way

While international actors have and will continue to play an important 
role in stabilizing Haiti, it is the people, institutions and government of 
Haiti that will have to shoulder the main burden of moving the country 
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forward. The election of President René Préval in February 2006 gener-
ated much hope. From the outside, Préval was viewed with both opti-
mism, that he could help Haiti on a progressive path, and concern – that 
he was or would be too close to the deposed former president Jean-
Bertrand Aristide and Haiti would be stuck in an untenable situation. 
Domestically though Préval had the majority of the support of the Hai-
tian electorate – which, after voting irregularities were dealt with, gave 
him 51 per cent of the votes and avoided a potentially divisive run-off 
election. One of MINUSTAH’s crowning achievements has been that it 
stabilized the country so that these elections could be successfully held.

While safer, Haiti remains poor. Currently, approximately 80 per cent 
of the Haitian population lives on fewer than US$2 per day and the 
country remains heavily indebted to foreign creditors (Rabuffetti, 2009). 
It is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, where upwards of 
two-thirds of the population does not have a formal job, is ripe with illit-
eracy and suffers from riot-causing food shortages (Payton, 2009). For the 
lives of the Haitian people to improve, this economic situation must be 
reversed. This will take the commitment of the Haitian government, its 
citizens as well as the international community. In 2009, Bill Clinton, the 
former US president and the United Nation’s new special envoy to Haiti, 
called on international donors to fulfil their pledges as the country had 
only received US$21 million of some US$760 million in pledges (Reuters, 
2009). With Haiti’s improving government and state structure, Clinton 
had called on these donors to do more.

Together, international donors and the Haitian government can move 
forward on issues of inequality and poverty. Financial aid could help to 
develop a functioning economy in Haiti, a country where manufacturing 
and tourism opportunities are substantial. Historically a textile manufac-
turing hub, this is one area where increased investment could benefit 
greatly. As Carlo Dade, the executive director of the Canadian Founda-
tion for the America’s (FOCAL) points out, the country’s proximity to 
North America would help to offset the transportation costs and travel 
times, which are “a fraction of what [they are] from China. You can get 
perishable goods out quickly” (quoted in Payton, 2009). Rebuilding the 
Haitian manufacturing sector will give much needed jobs to the Haitian 
people, providing them with an alternative to a life of illicit activity. For 
this to be possible there must be coordinated action to improve the infra-
structure of the country.

This development could also facilitate the creation of a vibrant tourism 
sector. General Aldunate’s stories about his, and the MINUSTAH 
troops’, much deserved excursions to Haitian beaches demonstrate the 
capacity for a small yet vibrant industry on the island. That Haiti’s island 
neighbour, the Dominican Republic, already benefits from this lends fur-
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ther credence to this possibility. Becoming part of the region’s tourist 
industry offers ample opportunities for job creation and foreign invest-
ment. The regional composition of the MINUSTAH mission has already 
brought closer ties between the country and its Latin American neigh-
bours.

As much as the international community can do to help stabilize Haiti, 
it remains paramount that the local population has an active role in the 
reconstruction process. Haitians must lead the way in terms of rebuilding 
their country and, as argued by Eduardo Aldunate in this volume, it is 
important for external actors to appreciate Haitian society.

For Haiti to succeed, the country cannot remain solely dependent upon 
foreign actors. It is imperative for the Haitian people to take ownership 
of the situation and move forward.

Conclusion: Shared sovereignty

The challenge for Haitians and the international community is how to 
rebuild in the wake of the January 2010 earthquake. Several of the con-
tributors to this volume have stressed the need for integrative solutions 
to Haiti’s problems that make explicit the link between economic and 
physical security. In order to address both simultaneously, Haiti will need 
a stronger and more functional state that is able to deliver services and 
provide protection to its citizenry. At present, the government of Haiti 
lacks the ability to govern effectively on its own.

Some, such as former media mogul Conrad Black (2010) and the Econ-
omist (2010) magazine have called for the establishment of a UN- and 
OAS-sanctioned trusteeship under the guidance of the United States, 
Canada, Brazil, and the EU in the case of The Economist. Given Haiti’s 
governance challenges, this sentiment is understandable, but it is ulti-
mately misplaced. It is worth stressing that Haitians did not forfeit their 
sovereignty with the earthquake, nor should they be expected to. An 
international protectorate would likely have no more legitimacy in the 
eyes of Haitians than would the re-emergence of an authoritarian regime. 
Although state capacity, which was already severely limited prior to the 
earthquake, has been further reduced, the solution is not for the inter-
national community to assume control of its governance, even if only in 
the immediacy of the crisis. What is required is more and better demo-
cracy, the terms of which the international community can support but 
not dictate. Nonetheless, as Fatton Jr. points out, Haiti is today a de 
facto  trusteeship; for the foreseeable future, Haitians and the inter-
national community will have to accept “shared sovereignty” in which 
Haitian choice and autonomy are respected while allowing the burden of 
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administration to rest with international stakeholders. Finding this deli-
cate balance between the two will not be easy, and will undoubtedly be a 
constant work in progress, but it is necessary. For if Haiti is to move for-
ward, both domestic and international actors will need to remain com-
mitted to ensuring that in the rebuilding effort Haiti remains not only a 
democratic project but a hemispheric project. As Kofi Annan (2004) has 
stated: “the stakes are high – above all for Haitians, but also for us. Get-
ting it right this time means doing things differently. Above all, it means 
keeping international attention and resources engaged for the long haul.”
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