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This luncheon session of the Congressional Staff Forum on Food and International 
Development will focus on the Caribbean republic of Haiti. In the past year there 
has been a dramatic increase in the number of Haitians seeking asylum in this country. 
This program will examine the political and economic conditions which exist in Haiti 
and the reasons given for this most recent increase in refugees.

Haiti is the oldest black republic in the world. This former French colony 
gained its independence in 1804 when the black Africans brought to Haiti as slaves 
revolted against their European masters. In 1820, the Haitians adopted a new 
constitution, establishing a formal democracy patterned on the United States model.
In spite of the fact that Haiti earned its independence earlier than almost every 
other nation in the western hemisphere, its current economic situation rivals that 
of some of the poorest African nations.

With 5.8 million people and a land area of about 11,000 square miles, Haiti 
is one of the most densely populated countries in the world. Eighty percent of 
Haitians are rural and depend heavily on agriculture to earn their living. The 
official per capita income is listed at $240, but this figure is misleading. In 
reality, the rural per capita figure is explained by an Inter-American Foundation 
report which reads, ’’the concentration of wealth in Haiti is clearer when one real
izes that 5% of Haiti’s population accumulated 50% of the national income in 1976.”
In spite of the fact that 80% of the adult population is illiterate, the government 
continues to spend only $1 per person per year on education. There is only one 
doctor per 13,210 people and one nurse per 7,460 people. Sixty percent of all Haitian 
children suffer from malnutrition. While the Haitian government has set a "minimum 
required caloric intake" of 2,214, the average Haitian consumes no more than 1,700 
calories; many consume far less. In 1975, of 129 developing countries, Haiti was 
127th in per capita daily caloric consumption and 129th in protein consumption.
Of the nation’s 2,328 miles of roadway, only about 15 percent are paved; and most 
of those are in the capital city of Port-au-Prince. According to the IAF study,
"94 percent of the rural population of Haiti lives in conditions of absolute poverty."

Despite such gross rural underdevelopment, it must be noted that 83 percent of 
the Haitian government's FY *76 spending was in Port-au-Prince, where less than 
20 percent of the population is located. There is virtually no circulation of money 
outside the capital, because all of the banks are located there: of these banks, 
all are foreign-owned except the Central bank, which is state-owned.

Haiti’s economic situation is not a recent development and therefore does not 
explain the sudden increase in refugees. In spite of worsening economic conditions 
worldwide, one must still ask why more Haitians have emigrated to the United States 
in the past year than during the previous twelve years combined. The answer may 
lie in an evaluation of the current political situation in Haiti.

During the last quarter of a century, the Haitian government has received 
much criticism for its repressive policies. Francois Duvalier (nicknamed Papa Doc), 
Haiti’s president for life from the mid-1950s until his death in 1971, took virtually 
all power away from the legislative and judicial branches of the government. He
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ruled the nation with the assistance of his Ton Ton Macoutes (or secret police) 
who were often accused of carrying out "a reign of terror" over the Haitian people.

In the late 1950s and the early 1960s the Duvalier regime was often at odds 
with the West because of what Duvalier termed the West's colonialist policies toward 
the Third World. It was not until the end of the Johnson administration that re
lations improved between the United States and Haiti, followed by the signing of 
several aid agreements which drew the two nations closer economically. Then with 
formal African independence a reality, and Haiti's economic situation worsening, 
president Duvalier decided that he would increase trade and improve relations with 
the United States.

Upon his father's death, Jean-Claude Duvalier (Baby Doc) assumed the position of 
president — for — life. He proceeded to disband the Ton Ton Macoutes and made promises 
to work towards a liberalization of his father's repressive policies. These promises 
included expansion of basic freedoms, the formation of opposition political parties 
and a return to a more representative type of government

Results were slow in coining, but eventually the opposition parties were formed; 
the press was granted the right to criticize the government, and the elections were 
carried out with little or no government intervention. These changes only started 
to materialize in 1978, but the liberalization was short-lived. Duvalier has now 
reinstituted a repressive style of governing characteristic of his late father.
Last year the leaders of Haiti's two opposition parties were arrested and thrown 
into prison. Then a human rights rally at which some 6,000 Haitians were in attend
ance was interrupted by government agents. The key speaker at the rally was beaten 
and taken to prison where he remained for four months. The official representatives 
of the United States, Canada, France and the United Kingdom were physically abused 
by the agents. Shortly thereafter the president announced that the officially 
dismantled Ton Ton Macoutes had his full support and that in fact he needed them 
to purge his country of communists and those who threatened his government's stability. 
In addition to this, Duvalier put into effect a law which made it a crime, punishable 
by up to three years in prison, to criticize the government or anyone holding political 
office.

According to the Washington-based Haitian Refugee Project, the formal reinstitution 
of the Ton Ton Macoutes is only one of the reasons for the enormous increase in 
refugees. The Project claims that, in fact, the Ton Ton Macoutes never really 
disappeared when Jean-Claude came to power, but merely moved underground. Now they are 
free to operate in the open, since the government has given them its official approval. 
The Project cites the increase in refugees as a result of the Ton Ton Macoutes' 
move from Port-au-Prince to the countryside.

Another reason may be related to the fact that in recent years Haiti has ex
perienced an investment boom. British, French, West Germans, Canadians, and Americans 
are all investing heavily in Haiti's private sector. Haiti has become an investor's 
paradise with its offer of free land and a guarantee of five tax-free years of operation 
to anyone who wishes to open a business. Prior to this date most development was 
centered in Port-au-Prince  Now that investors have moved to the countryside, the 
Ton Ton Macoutes have done the same. According to the Haitian Refugee Project, it is 
the Ton Ton Macoutes  responsibility to secure the land which is to be given free to 
foreign investors. Because of Haiti's high population density, land is scarce even in 
the countryside. Therefore, the Ton Ton Macoutes have been forcing people off their 
lands, thereby increasing the likelihood of emigration.

Until last month, all of the more than 4,000 Haitians who applied for asylum in 
the U.S. during a four month period were denied. This might change in the months
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ahead, however, as Judge James King of the U.S. District Court of Florida, ruling 
in favor of the Haitian Refugee Project, in the case of The Haitian Refugee Project 
V. Civiletti, ordered that a new processing procedure be drawn up and that cases 
be more closely evaluated. The Justice Department has not yet decided whether to 
appeal

This Forum program will focus not only on the present situation in Haiti, but 
also on the problems of the tens of thousands of Haitians who have already sought 
asylum in the United States.


