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Abstract

Structural adjustment programs, implemented in different developing countries, had impacts
of different orders and magnitudes. This article presents an exploratory analysis of the effects
of neoliberal economic policies on rice production in Haiti from the 1980s onwards. To this
end, in addition to literature review, data and information were collected on websites of
different organizations and research institutes. Findings indicate that, as a result of the
neoliberal economic policy implemented in Haiti, there was a drastic reduction in tariffs on
rice imports, and currently the cereal enters the country without any duties. The massive
entry of foreign rice, especially North American, has had a negative impact on domestic
production, which is virtually paralyzed in view of the continuous and growing entry of the
imported cereal that reaches local consumer at a lower price. This is a complex and dramatic
process, given that the Haitian population, which has been facing a serious situation of food
insecurity, has the supply of its main food product increasingly dependent on imports, which
are controlled by a few transnational corporations.
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Liberalizacao do mercado no Haiti e seus efeitos sobre a produgao de arroz

Resumo

Os programas de ajuste estrutural, implementados em diferentes paises em
desenvolvimento, tiveram impactos de diferentes ordens e magnitudes. Este artigo analisa,
de modo exploratério, os efeitos da politica econdmica neoliberal sobre a producao de arroz
no Haiti a partir da década de 1980. Para tanto, além de uma revisao bibliografica, foram
coletados dados e informagdes nos sites de diferentes organizagdes e institutos de
pesquisa. Os resultados apontam que, a partir da politica econémica neoliberal
implementada no Haiti, houve uma drastica reducdo das tarifas para aquisicdo de arroz
importado, sendo que atualmente o cereal ingressa no pais sem nenhuma tarifa aduaneira.
O ingresso massivo do arroz externo, sobretudo norte-americano, tem provocado um
impacto negativo na producdo nacional, a qual esta praticamente paralisada frente a
continua e crescente entrada do cereal importado, que chega mais barato até o consumidor
local. Trata-se de um processo complexo e dramatico, visto que a populacao haitiana, que
vem enfrentando uma grave situagao de inseguranga alimentar, tem o abastecimento do seu
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principal produto alimentar cada vez mais dependente de importagdes, as quais s&o
controladas por poucas corporacdes transnacionais.

Palavras-chave: Politica econdmica neoliberal; importacdes; arroz; Haiti.
Libéralisation du marché en Haiti et ses effets sur la production de riz
Résumé

Les programmes d’ajustement structurel, mis en ceuvre dans les différents pays en
développement, ont eu des impacts d’ordres et d’ampleurs différents. Cet article analyse, de
maniére exploratoire, les effets de la politique économique néolibérale sur la production de
riz en Haiti depuis des années 1980. Pour ce faire, en plus d’'une révision bibliographique,
des données et des informations ont été collectées depuis des sites Web de différentes
organisations et instituts de recherche. Les résultats montrent que, depuis la mise en ceuvre
de cette politique en Haiti, il y a eu une réduction drastique des tarifs douaniers sur le riz, la
céréale entrant désormais dans le pays sans droits de douane. La rentrée massive de cette
derniére, notamment en provenance du Nord-américain, a provoqué un impact négatif sur la
production nationale, qui est pratiquement paralysée par I'afflux continu et croissant de riz
importé, moins cher que le riz local. Il s’agit d’'un processus complexe et dramatique, étant
donné que la population haitienne, confrontée a une grave situation d'insécurité alimentaire,
a l'approvisionnement de son principal produit alimentaire de plus en plus dépendante des
importations, qui sont contrblés par quelques entreprises transnationales.

Mots-clés : Politique économique néolibérale; importation; riz; Haiti.

Introduction

Structural adjustment programs, which accompany loans provided by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank to countries in economic crisis, were
widely disseminated in the second half of the 20th century (Pereira, 2017; Veltmeyer; Petras;
Vieux, 2016). These initiatives gained greater prominence from the 1980s onwards, when
neoliberal policies promoted by international financial institutions were imposed on many
Latin American countries, as occurred in Haiti (Florida; Redon, 2019). The implementation of
structural adjustment programs alongside trade liberalization marked a decisive turn in the
country's economic history, leading to the “withdrawal” of the State from several sectors and
activities, particularly on issues linked to agriculture and food (Fréguin; Devienne, 2006).
According to the World Trade Organization (WTO, 2023), Haiti is currently the most liberal
country in Latin America and the Caribbean.

As a result, the agricultural sector — which in the mid-twentieth century (Blancpain,
2005) represented more than 40% of Haitian Gross Domestic Product (GDP) — has declined
considerably over the subsequent decades. lts contribution, according to Beaucejour (2016),
fell to 32% in 1985 and, according to recent data from the World Bank (2023), represents

only 20.3% in 2022. State withdrawal, which affects the whole agricultural sector in Haiti, has
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had a strong impact on the production of rice — currently one of the main items of staple diet
among Haitian families.

Rice consumption grew rapidly in Haiti (Chalmers, 2014; MARNDR, 2016; Redon;
Petit-Bel, 2017; Dimanche, 2018). According to Chalmers (2014) and Faostat (2024),
consumption increased from 8.2 kg/year per person in 1961, to 15.3 kg in 1980, and
continued to expand, reaching 36.7 kg in 2000 and 56.7 kg in 2020. Rice is currently a
preponderant item in Haitian staple diet surpassing corn and wheat, for example. As Redon
and Petit-Bel (2017) and FAO (2022a) highlight, almost half of the Haitian staple diet is made
up of rice, with a caloric value of more than 500 kilocalories out of 1,870 kilocalories
considered per person/per day. Therefore, this cereal plays a fundamental role in the Haitian
diet, being consumed practically every day and in all areas and locations in the country
(Dimanche, 2018). However, despite such increase in consumption, there was a certain
paralysis in local production and, during the same period, an exponential growth in imports.

Therefore, among all other staples, rice has been characterized, since the 1980s, by
two opposing trends. Firstly, a rapid increase in its consumption and, secondly, the country's
growing dependence on the international market (Dimanche, 2018). This increase in imports
occurs precisely during a period marked by a change in economic policy based on free trade.
Given this, this article presents an exploratory analysis of the effects of neoliberal policies on
Haitian rice production.

In methodological terms, a literature review was carried out, including mainly
academic articles and books, with emphasis on French-speaking literature. Some documents
relevant to the subject under study were also accessed, with emphasis on government
publications from the Ministry of Agriculture, Natural Resources and Rural Development
(Ministere de [I'Agriculture, des Ressources Naturelles et du Développement Rural,
MARNDR). In addition, data and information were collected from the websites of the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the World Bank, the
Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture (lICA), the Agricultural Statistics and
Informatics Unit of the Haitian Institute of Statistics and Informatics (Unité des Statistiques et
de l'Informatique Agricoles de [l'Institut Haitien des Statistiques et de I'Informatique, IHSI),
Ministry of Economy and Finance (Ministére de Economie et des Finances, MEF), United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA), United Nations Development Program (UNDP),
World Trade Organization (WTQO), Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC), among
others.

The analyzed data was chosen based on its relevance to the research objective.
However, it should be noted that, due to the political crisis that affects the country, much

information and documents are currently unavailable in digital format. Recognizing these
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limitations, without which research findings would more robust and conclusive, we decided to
develop an exploratory analysis. Even so, available data allows us to understand the
situation of rice market in Haiti, with emphasis on the evolution of imports and local
production following the neoliberal policies promoted by international financial institutions in
the 1980s.

This article is divided into four sections, in addition to this Introduction and final
remarks. In the first of them, a brief presentation of Haiti is made and, for a better
understanding of the studied topic, some important historical and contemporary points are
highlighted. In the second section we comment on the rural space and the agricultural sector
in the country, with emphasis on rice. The third section presents neoliberal policies and the
different moments of their application in Haiti. The last section analyzes the impacts of
neoliberal policy on the production and import of rice in the country from mid-twentieth

century to present.

Brief presentation of Haiti

The Republic of Haiti is located in the Caribbean region and shares the island with
the Dominican Republic. The country extends over an area of 27,500 km?, is located between
18° and 20° 6' north latitude and between 72° 20" and 74° 30' west longitude, and has a
population of 11,905,897 inhabitants (IHSI, 2021). The country is administratively divided into
ten (10) departments, 146 municipalities and 571 communal sections. According to data from
Yves Cribb (1997), 25% of its territory is made up of plains and 75% of hills and mountains.

For a better understanding of Haiti, some points in its history are worth highlighting.
Until the colonization process, there were native populations in its current territory, which
were decimated following the arrival of the Spaniards, who settled in December 1492 and
transformed the island into a colony. Later, in 1697, the Treaty of Ryswick was signed, in
which Spain cedes part of Haitian territory to France. As highlighted by Manigat (2006), from
1697 to 1803, France established a colony in Haiti and, at the end of the 18th century,
influenced by external and internal contexts, a revolution began, which led to Haiti's
independence on January 1st. 1804. Consequently, that date marked the break with French
colonial policy in the territory.

After the proclamation of the country's independence, the State under the command
of Jean-Jacques Dessalines was both creator of the new social and economic order and its
manager. As an agrarian rentier state, it took charge of establishing the land tenure system
and method of exploitation that would enable extracting of the necessary resources (Etienne,
2007). Thus, Dessalines' agrarian policy was oriented towards export agriculture, which was

already being practiced in the colony. This policy was mainly structured by three elements:
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nationalization of colonists’ land assets, redistribution of certain domains to former slaves and
mobilization of an armed force, not only to protect the country from reestablishment of
slavery, but also to force small farmers to remain on large plantations (Dorvilier, 2011;
Etienne, 2007). This decision made peasants discontent as they could hardly distinguish their
new situation from that they experienced during the colonial period (Etienne, 2007).

After Dessalines' assassination, Haiti was divided into two distinct political systems,
with the formation of a republic in the South and a kingdom of hereditary feudal grants with a
military structure in the North, led by Henri Christophe. Christophe organized his state along
the lines of British capitalism and maintained the large plantation system, which guaranteed
the political, economic and social order he had established. After his death in 1820,
Jean-Pierre Boyer, who headed the Southern State, brought the two territories together under
a republican State. In terms of agrarian policy, Boyer took measures to force farmers to
remain on large plantations, in view of the drop in the volume of domestic production
obtained in previous years. These repressive measures, according to Etienne (2007),
increased the distance between the State and society and angered the peasants.

The beginning of the 20th century was marked by the North American occupation of
Haiti, when in 1915 United States Marines landed in Port-au-Prince and occupied the country
until 1934. Etienne (2007) sees this fact as the collapse of the Haitian State, which between
1804 and 1915 was unable to build a modern and stable State. American troops managed to
pacify the national territory by massacring, with the help of the Haitian gendarmerie,
hundreds of people who were part of the peasant resistance. After the end of the occupation,
the country went through a series of new socioeconomic and, mainly, political crises until
Frangois Duvalier came to power in 1957.

From 1957 to 1986 the country experienced the bloodiest dictatorship in history. For
29 years, Francgois Duvalier (popularly known as Papa Doc) and his son, Jean-Claude
Duvalier (Baby Doc) governed the country (Célius, 1998), whose administration was marked
by fear and widespread distrust due to murders of opponents of the dictatorship (Hurbon,
1987).

At the end of the 20th century, in 1986, following the exile of Jean-Claude Duvalier,
the Haitian population felt free from dictatorship and, at the same time, yearned for
democracy. However, political and economic instability, anarchy and widespread chaos
blocked the long-awaited democratic transition. Between 1986 and 1990, the country went
through several governments, including that of General Namphy, overthrown by Colonel
Prosper Avril, who was forced to give up power under American pressure in 1990, and that of
Leslie Saint-Roc Manigat, who won the 1987 elections. On December 16, 1990, elections

were held, appointing Jean-Bertrand Aristide president. After several attempted coups, the
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president was overthrown on September 30, 1991, and a new military dictatorship was
installed in the country over the following three years. On the other hand, internal resistance
and condemnation from the international community, according to Etienne (2007), led to a
latent crisis that culminated, on September 19, 1994, with a new American military
intervention, with Aristide's return to power.

In the following decades, the country continued to face several major sociopolitical
crises, as well as natural disasters, including the 2010 earthquake that killed more than
300,000 people and displaced thousands more (Bien-Aimé, 2016). Also, large-scale banditry,
which already plagued the country, escalated with the assassination of acting president
Jovenel Moise, in July 2021.

These various changes, socioeconomic and political crises and increased violence
turned this essentially agricultural nation into the economically poorest country in Latin
America and the Caribbean. In 2022, Haiti had a per capita GDP of US$1,745.9 and,
although there is no reliable data on poverty, World Bank estimates indicate that it reaches
63% of the population in 2023 (using US$3.65 per day as a criterion). Furthermore, Haiti has
the Americas’ worst Human Development Index- HDI (PNUD, 2022) and hunger has
remained at extremely high levels over the last 20 years, affecting virtually half of its
population (FAO, 2022b).

The Haitian agricultural sector and rice production

Agriculture, throughout Haiti's history, has boosted the country's economy and rural
life. In 1954, according to data from CEPAL (2005), the economically active population
reached 1,298,000 people, 1,005,000 of which were dedicated to agriculture, that is, 77.4%
of the total. In 1993, agriculture was the only source of income for 92% of the rural population
(Pierre-Charles, 1993). However, employment in the agricultural sector fell from 54% in 1991
to 46% in 2021 (World Bank, 2023). According to FAO and the EU (2022), the contribution of
agricultural activities to national wealth continued to decline as food insecurity increased
steadily. The share of the agricultural sector in the country's GDP fell from 44.4% in 1950 to
20.3% in 2022 (Paul; Daméus; Garrabe, 2010; World Bank, 2023). In demographic terms,
Haiti, which until the beginning of the 1980s was an essentially rural country, with nearly 80%
of its population living in the countryside, has now become a predominantly urban country,
with almost 60% of the population residing in cities (World Bank, 2023).

According to data from MARNDR (2010) and Faostat (2024), the agricultural area
cultivated in Haiti was 1.28 million hectares in 2012, occupying more than 40% of the
country's surface. The last Agricultural General Census, from 2008/09, counted just over one

million agricultural holdings, with an average area of 0.93 ha. Haitian agriculture is, therefore,
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extremely fragmented, mostly family-run, and 32.7% of the cultivated area is intended for
self-sufficiency, with cereals and food crops such as corn, rice, sorghum, beans, sweet
potatoes and cassava.

Regarding farming intended for sale, some products are exported, such as coffee,
mango, cocoa, sisal, tobacco, coconut and cotton. However, their production, like that of
agricultural products generally, has declined in recent decades. Both FAQO’s indexes, the
agricultural production index and the food production index, show strong decline (Faostat,
2024). And, when we talk about Haitian farmers, we are essentially referring to a mass of
paysan (as peasants are commonly called in Haitian Creole) who carry out diversified
smallholding family farming, and who face a set of problems, such as lack of financial
resources, of (public, private, philanthropic) support, transportation means, and low access to
technological innovations and infrastructure, etc. (MARNDR, 2010).

Of the 373 thousand tons of cereals harvested in the country in 2021 (World Bank,
2024b), 140 thousand tons were rice (Faostat, 2024 ), which corresponds to around 37.5% of
cereals produced in the country. Around 130 thousand farmers were involved in rice
production in 2012 (Reliefweb, 2012), which corresponds to around 12.7% of the number of
agricultural holdings indicated in the 2008/09 Agricultural General Census (MARNDR, 2010).
Rice is cultivated throughout the year and more than 80% of its total production is located in
the Artibonite Department, along the Artibonite River (Moyo, 2024). Other departments also
grow rice (in green in figure 1), but in much smaller quantities.

Figure 1: Rice production and domestic trade flow in Haiti (2018).
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According to Moyo (2024), based on data from the USDA, in the last ten years the
harvested area, rough production and average yield for rice cultivation have decreased in
Haiti. In fact, rice production in the 2023/24 harvest is at the lowest level compared to the last

ten years (figure 2). This discussion will be resumed in the following topics.

Figure 2: Rice harvested area, rough production and average yield in Haiti (2013/14 -

2023/24).
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Most rice producers (85% of the total) hold micro farmland, cultivating less than one
hectare, with an average area of 0.3 ha (IICA, 2012). These are, therefore, small family farms
in which, as Lévy (2001) points out, farmers have to sell part of their production to purchase
other basic consumer goods, whether food or not. However, despite the small farmland they
own and the low income they can generate from this activity, being a rice producer in Haiti,
argues Altineus (2015), is synonymous with economic success and social prestige.

Rice produced in the country is generally sold on the domestic market. And,
according to [ICA (2012), in this chain of commercial transactions, a number of actors can be
identified, starting with the farmer, who generally sells it at public markets in his/her city.
Thus, there can be either direct producer-consumer sales in these spaces or distribution
through intermediaries who also sell on a local scale (such as revandez or detayan) or
through small grocery stores. Furthermore, production can be purchased by intermediaries
who take it to other cities and regions. In this case, the madan sara, women who act as
itinerant intermediaries, take rice, as well as other food products, to large urban centers and
sell there to local intermediaries (revandez or detayan), grocery stores and supermarkets
(Osthe; Wesz Jr., 2024).
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However, rice commercial circuits take different directions depending on the
production area (lICA, 2012). Rice produced in the Artibonite valley has a wider distribution
radius, reaching the country's main urban centers and sharing a market that is already 80%
occupied by imported rice (FAO, 2023). Rice grown in other regions is mostly consumed in

nearby areas (figure 1).

Neoliberal economic policy in Haiti

In the early 1970s, the capitalist system went through a major crisis in the post-war
economic model and sank into a long and deep recession (Carinhato, 2008). Taking
advantage of the crisis of interventionist and social welfare state, neoliberal ideas began to
gain ground (Anderson, 1995). According to Saad Filho (2011), this system has grown
stronger with the transformations in conditions of accumulation that accompanied the
disarticulation of Keynesian-social-democratic consensus, the paralysis of developmentalism
and the implosion of the Soviet Bloc. As highlighted by Anderson (1995), it was the rise to
power of Margaret Thatcher in England, in 1979, of Reagan in the United States, a year later,
of Khol, in 1982, in Germany and the turn of almost all countries in the north of Western
Europe and North America to the right that drove the establishment of neoliberal ideology in
Western Europe and North America in the 1980s. It was in this decade that we saw
neoliberal expansion in these regions of advanced capitalism (Anderson, 1995).

The neoliberal governments of that period made decisions that drastically changed
global economic dynamics. Thatcher governments in England, Reagan governments in the
United States and other right-wing governments of the period — each of them, according to
their specific needs — applied measures that put an end to state interventionist policies
(Anderson, 1995). Analyzing the main measures of neoliberal policies, Anderson states that

Thatcher governments contracted monetary issuance, raised interest rates,
drastically lowered taxes on high income earners, abolished controls on
financial flows, created massive levels of unemployment, crushed strikes,
imposed new anti-union legislation and cut social spending. In the United
States, which lacked an welfare state like the European one, the neoliberal
priority was rather put on military competition with the Soviet Union,
conceived as a strategy to break the Soviet economy. It should be noted
that, in domestic politics, Reagan also reduced taxes in favor of the rich,
raised interest rates and dispelled the only serious strike of his administration
(Anderson, 1995, p. 2).

During the 1980s, highly indebted developing countries were forced by international
financial institutions to implement structural adjustment programs to deal with the various
economic problems they faced. For Gaspard (2008, p. 16), “structural adjustment is defined

as a set of economic policy measures currently recommended or imposed by international
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financial organizations to many countries in financial difficulties, accused of living beyond
their means.”

Haiti was one of these countries that effectively implemented such measures in
1986. This year marked a double rupture: a political rupture, with the end of the Duvalier
dictatorship, and an economic rupture, with the opening to the global market and the
liberalization policy (Lévy, 2001). The State, faced with pressure from international financial
organizations, was forced to apply the policy of reducing and/or eliminating barriers to trade.
According to Laénnec Hurbon (1998, p. 145), since the beginning of the democratization
process, in 1986, “the international community was only interested in opening new markets,
while the structural adjustment policy in Haiti disregarded public interest.”

The first attempt to stabilize the economy was implemented in Haiti in the early
1980s, still under the government of Jean-Claude Duvalier, but it was quickly interrupted by
the regime's reluctance towards economic liberalization (Frangois, 2009; Baptiste, 2007).
Thus, the effective implementation of neoliberal policies in Haiti occurred only after the end of
the Duvalier regime, when the Structural Adjustment Plan was executed by the military
government council. In 1986, the State opened provincial ports, changed customs fees,
suspended export tariffs and import authorizations and published a special law that
suspended previous measures to protect national production (Baptiste, 2007). The objective
of this economic policy, recommended by international financial institutions and brutally
adopted in the country, was to integrate Haiti into the world market and reduce prices in the
local market (Lévy, 2001). However, as Etienne (2023) points out, trade liberalization
disregarded the situation of local agricultural production and the socioeconomic and food
impacts that could derive from these initiatives.

Despite Haiti implementing neoliberal policy, in 1994 the country’s economy was
collapsing after the total economic embargo against the military regime. As a result, the
international community and representatives of President Aristide were planning, among
other things, a new structural adjustment program for economic stabilization, including a new
round of initiatives for market liberalization, privatization and decentralization, as soon as the
constitutional order were restored (Etienne, 2007). Once again, a series of economic
measures were imposed on Haiti, following the reestablishment of constitutional order, which
disregarded the demands of the population (Guillaume, 2020).

In January 1995, two months after reinstallation of Aristide government, 19
international institutions and 14 governments pledged US$1,200,000,000 in financial aid to
Haiti. To receive part of this aid, the government agreed to the conditions imposed by
international financial institutions for market liberalization by reducing import tariffs on certain
products (Etienne, 2007). This new tariffs made Haiti one of the most open countries in Latin

America and the Caribbean, with a simple arithmetic average tariff of 2.9% (WTO, 2003).
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In the case of rice, the object of this study, neoliberal economic policy was
expressed in drastic reduction in tariffs levied on imported rice. According to Altineus (2015)
and Etienne (2023), tariffs dropped from 55% in 1986 to 35% in 1989 and 3% in 1995. And
recently, in 2019, the Haitian Ministry of Economy and Finance announced the temporary
suspension of the Value Added Tax on imported rice (FAO, 2019). Therefore, currently,

foreign rice enters the country without any duties.

Rice production and imports in Haiti

From the mid-20th century until 1980, Haiti produced the amount of rice necessary
to feed the country's entire population (Altineus, 2015; Vivas, 2010). The nationalist policy
carried out during the Duvalierist dictatorship, from 1957 to 1986, protected the domestic rice
market (Lévy, 2001). However, from the mid-1980s onwards, the growth of local rice
production became slow and, in parallel, there was an exponential growth in imports. Figure
3 highlights this movement, showing how, since the beginning of the 1990s, imports
surpassed domestic production and currently remain at much higher levels. Taking an
average of the last ten years (2012-2022), domestic production stands at 160 thousand tons,
while imports reached 461 thousand tons. And, since the 2000s, nearly three quarters of the
cereal consumed in Haiti comes from abroad' (Faostat, 2024).

In 2022, domestic production fell by -18.6% compared to 2020 (figure 3). This drop
is associated to the increasing lack of public safety in the country's main rice production
region. In the Artibonite valley, which, as already mentioned, accounts for a large part of the
country’s rice production, the presence of armed gangs has led to reduction in farmers’
financial capacity, to their displacement and reduced access to inputs and services and to
their own lands (Fews Net, 2023; Moyo, 2024). Notwithstanding the impacts of the current
crisis faced by Haiti, data from USDA (2024) indicate a continuous reduction in rice
production in the country in the last ten years (figure 2), differing from Faostat’'s (2024) data
presented in figure 3.

The same occurs on the topic of imports. Faostat (2024) indicates a drop of 25.0%
between 2020 and 2022 (figure 3), possibly also derived from the crisis, given that gangs
began to control the country’s main port, located in the capital Port-au-Prince, which has
more than 80% of its territory dominated by armed groups (ONU, 2024). According to USDA
data (2024), however, the volume of imports is stable, with a slight growth of 4.0% between
2020/21 and 2022/23.

' It is worth noting that this figure is provided by Faostat (2024); data from USDA (2024) shows a
percentage even lower for domestic rice, since imports account for between 86.2% and 88.9% of rice
consumption in the last ten years.
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Figure 3: Rice production and imports (ton) in Haiti (1961-2021).
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Source: Own elaboration based on Faostat (2024).

According to Lévy (2001) and Fréguin and Devienne (2006), this movement in rice
production in Haiti is directly linked, at least in part, to economic policies implemented in the
country over the last four decades, especially economic liberalization. The effects of tariff cuts
during waves of liberalization were instantaneous on imports and domestic rice production
and to this day are still felt.

In 1989, rice domestic production was estimated at 123,900 tons and imports was
about 25,000 tons. But imports took off quickly after drastic tariff cuts. According to data in
figure 3, imports increased from 25,000 tons in 1989 to 114,000 tons in 1990 and to 208,000
tons in 1995, the year when tariff was reduced from 35% to 3%. Domestic production, in turn,
did not have this performance, falling from 123,900 to 100,000 tons between 1989 and 1995
(figure 3).

With the increase in per capita consumption, which has grown rapidly in recent
decades (from 8.2 to 56.7 kg/year), domestic rice is increasingly insufficient to meet the
demand of Haitian population (figure 4). While in the 1970s Haiti met its own demand for rice,
the self-sufficiency rate declined consecutively: from 76.9% in 1989 to 38.8% in 2001,
reaching 17.2% in 2020. Among the countries with the highest per capita consumption of

rice, Haiti appears alongside those with the lowest self-sufficiency rate (Faostat, 2024).
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Figure 4: Rice production and imports (ton) and per capita consumption
(kg/personlyear) in Haiti (1961-2021).
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Source: Own elaboration based on Faostat (2024).

Some authors (Richardson et al., 2022), international bodies (World Bank, 2019)
and state agencies (MARNDR, 2016) minimize the impact of these trade measures adopted
in Haiti from the 1980s on rice production, attributing such production stagnation to other
structural and natural factors, such as lack of financing, lack of maintenance of irrigation
channels, drought, lack of quality seeds and fertilizers, etc. However, even though these
mentioned elements influence production and productivity, the graphs make it clear that, after
implementation of structural adjustment programs as an important part of neoliberal
economic policy, rice production in Haiti was relegated to the background. In fact, Pressoir et
al. (2006), Fréguin and Devienne (2006), among others, clearly recognized that increase in
agricultural imports is not merely a result of the growth of urban population, but also of
political choices that became explicit in tariff cuts that favored imports.

According to OEC (2023), over the last 30 years, rice represented between 5% and
10% of the total value of Haiti’s imports. In 2020, it was the most imported product ($292
million, representing 7.9% of the total), followed by refined petroleum (6.1%), fabric (4.1%)
and palm oil (3. 4%). The United States is the main exporter of rice to Haiti and, therefore,
the main beneficiary of market liberalization in the country. Among the products exported by
the United States to Haiti, rice is also that with the highest value (25.1%), ahead of refined oll
(20.6%) and poultry meat (6.8%). Generally, between 80% and 90% of rice annual imports
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come from the US, while the remainder originates from different nations (China, India,
Pakistan, Dominican Republic, Guyana, Uruguay, among others). Haiti is the third largest
market, behind Mexico and Japan, for US rice exports and the largest per capita consumer of
rice in Latin America (Redon; Petit-Bel, 2017).

The United States’ share of total rice imports can be explained, firstly, by its
proximity to Haiti and relatively low transportation costs (compared to Thailand, India,
Vietnam and other major rice exporters) (Richardson et al., 2022). And, secondly, for its
annual production capacity, which exceeds domestic demand (it has a self-sufficiency rate of
124.9%) (Faostat, 2024). Furthermore, the strong American influence in Haiti over the last
century cannot be ignored, whose effects appear on different spheres of social, political and
economic life in the Caribbean country (Bissindé, 2023).

The value of rice imports from the United States to Haiti grew almost uninterruptedly,
rising from US$58.4 million in 1995 to US$245 million in 2020, which represents a 320%
growth (OEC, 2023). On the other hand, volume, in tons, had a smaller expansion in the
same period (164%) (Faostat, 2024). This increase in value in relation to quantity stem from
increases in rice prices on the international market, which continues to show an upward
trend, reaching its highest value in history in 2022 — US$ 1.70 per kg, a figure 8.5 times
higher than that of 2001 and 2002 (figure 5).

Figure 5: Monthly international price (in current values) of California rice (US$/Kg).
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Source: Own elaboration based on Faostat (2024).

Another point that deserves remark refers to the completely different conditions of
rice production in Haiti and in the United States. Such disparity can be perceived in at least

three elements. The first concerns technological and management standards, with American
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producers making use of modern machinery and equipment, in addition to high-yield seeds,
fertilizers and agrochemicals (McBride; Skorbiansky; Childs, 2018), while Haitian farmers rely
on traditional techniques and face constant difficulties in accessing new technologies and
basic inputs (MARNDR, 2016). The second element refers to structural conditions, given that,
in the United States, a producer has an average rice area of 209 hectares (while in Haiti,
85% of farmers have an average area of 0.3 hectares) and 100% of the surface is irrigated
(compared to 8.8% in the Caribbean country) (IICA, 2012; Altineus, 2015; USDA, 2016,
2019). The presence of much larger areas and broad access to high-yield technology allow
American farmers larger scale production, which reflects in lower production costs.

The third particularity is the almost inexistent state support for Haitian farmers, who
lack credit, price, market, insurance or other policies, what does not occur in the United
States, where the Farm Bill is in place. Even though the Farm Bill has reduced direct
transfers to farmers in recent years, they remain protected by agricultural insurance, which
aims to reduce high risks and uncertainties of agricultural activity resulting from climate
instability, health conditions and market fluctuations (Kato; Delgado; Leite, 2017). Therefore,
the absence of tariffs on rice imports exposes Haitian rice farmers to a situation of completely
unequal and unfair competition.

The advantages held by American farmers are expressed in the higher average
yields obtained per hectare. Compared to the United States, rice production per hectare in
Haiti is much lower. Figure 6 illustrates it. For the entire period, which runs from 1961 to
2022, the average yield of rice production in the United States is significantly higher. While
productivity in Haiti was 1,719 kg/ha in 1961, in the United States it was more than double.
And this distance has widened over time — generally, an American producer obtains, in the

same area, a yield three times higher than that of a Haitian farmer.
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Figure 6: Average yield (kg/ha) of rice production in Haiti and the United States
(1962-2022).
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Source: Own elaboration based on Faostat (2024).

Given the conditions of competitiveness (and state support) of American producers,
and the absence of import tariffs, imported rice arrives cheaper in Haiti. However, it presents
greater variation/inflation. According to the Ministry of Economy and Finance and the Haitian
Institute of Statistics and Informatics (2020), in January 2010, Consumer Price Index (CPI)
with reference base 100 for local rice was 76.0, rising to 92.1 in 2015 and 97.9 in January
2018. During the same period, consumer price index for imported rice was 61.4, increasing to
66.1 in 2015 and 94.0 in January 2018. To calculate the CPI from 2010 to 2018, prices are
aggregated using the geometric mean, comparing prices from the current period with prices
from the previous period (MEF; IHSI, 2020). Based on this data, change in the inflation rate
was calculated using the formula suggested by the Bank of Canada (2024) for this purpose.

Calculations show that, despite having a lower price, imported rice registered an
inflation of 53.1% against 28.8% for the national cereal between 2010 and 2018. Devaluation
of the national currency is what explains such difference, which does not necessarily mean
that domestic rice has become more competitive. For the period under analysis, the Haitian
currency suffered a very significant devaluation. According to the World Bank (2024c),
gourde exchange rate went from 39.8 in 2010 to 50.7 in 2015 and to 68.3 in 2018. And, as
dollar the currency used to buy rice on the international market, the more the national
currency devalues against dollar, the more local currency needs to be exchanged to buy the
same amount of merchandise. This has a direct impact on the price of imported cereal on the

local market.
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As three-quarters of the country's rice demand is covered by imports, this upward
trend in prices has a major impact on access to this food among urban Haitians, thus
contributing to food insecurity in the country (FAO, 2022a). This situation becomes even
more worrisome if we consider that only three large corporations (Accra, Tchako and Rice
Co) account for most of rice imports to the Haitian market (Furche, 2013; Richardson et al.,
2022). The fact that the rice market in Haiti is highly dependent on a small number of
importers could cause even greater harm to consumers due to reduced competition in this

market.

Final remarks

Based on several discussions regarding economic liberalization in Haiti and the rice
farming sector, this article sought to demonstrate, in an exploratory manner, the main impacts
of this policy on rice production in the country. Findings indicated that liberalization of the
agricultural market had different impacts. Rice farmers in Haiti, who did not and do not have
access to either specific agricultural policies or transversal policies that could indirectly
contribute to the sector, were unable to remain competitive in the national market in the face
of rice imports driven by market liberalization. As this article has shown, the massive entry of
imported rice has affected national production, which has been practically paralyzed due to
the continuous and growing entry of American rice, whose production is much more
competitive and, exempt of tariffs, arrives cheaper for the Haitian population.

Despite agriculture’s crucial role in the Haitian economy and lives of the population
as one of the sectors that most absorbs labor, decline in agricultural production in recent
decades affects the country as a whole. On the one hand, farmers are faced with completely
disproportionate competition, increasing the precariousness of both farming activity and
socioeconomic conditions of farming families, besides making the national economy
increasingly vulnerable and dependent on the external context. On the other hand, urban
consumers, in addition to purchasing a product of unknown origin, endure high inflation rates.
In short, it is a complex and dramatic process, given that the Haitian population, faced with a
serious situation of hunger, has the supply of its main food product increasingly dependent on
imports, which, furthermore, are controlled by a few transnational corporations. To this end,
the market liberalization process had a direct impact on sovereignty and food security in
Haiti.

Considering that the objectives of the free trade policy, implemented in the scope of
structural adjustment program, were to establish conditions for sustainable economic growth

over time and with reduction in local market prices to improve living conditions of the
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population, market liberalization did not achieve its objectives in the country. On the contrary,
it intensified some problems, as this article showed in the case of rice.

The absence of some data and the discontinuity of others hinder a more in-depth
analysis of the topic covered. In any case, this article managed to understand the situation of
rice production in Haiti, with emphasis on the evolution of imports and local production
following the neoliberal policies promoted by international financial institutions from the 1980s
onwards. In terms of future research, it would be pertinent to advance in more qualitative
investigations, interviewing farmers, consumers, public authorities and other actors linked to
the rice production chain, to capture their impressions and opinions on the effects of

neoliberal policy in Haiti.
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