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One year ago, on January 12, 2010, a devastating 7.0 magnitude 
earthquake struck near the Haitian capital of Port-au-Prince, 

leaving more than 300,000 dead and legions more homeless. 
Phones were not operating, and the airport and port were barely 
functioning. With power lines severed, the city of more than 3 
million people descended into darkness after sundown and hoped 
for a peaceful night, free of aftershocks.

During a visit to Haiti on behalf of Oxfam America, just six 
months following the quake, I drove through the streets of Port-
au-Prince and witnessed a destroyed city still teeming with people. 
I saw piles of rubble on street after potholed street, with flattened 
buildings all around and encampments of people living in tents 
and under tarps in every open space. It was hard to get past the car 
window separating me from the streets and people of Haiti. I was 
warned repeatedly that it was not safe for a blan (white foreigner) 
to walk in the streets and do what I most like to do when I arrive in 
a new place—visit outdoor food markets. From afar, it looked like 
most people on the streets were in shock.

And yet, the resilience of the people of Haiti quickly became 
apparent. I noticed that wherever I went, nearly everyone on the 
streets wore clean clothes. This might seem trivial, but in a hot, 
dusty and tropical environment, where moving through the basics 
of daily life is a profound challenge, neat clothing stands out as a 
symbol of pride and defiance of impossible circumstances.

Because I had worked with small coffee farmers for more than 
20 years, Oxfam America asked me to design a small farmer coffee 
project in Haiti as part of the organization’s post-earthquake 
rebuilding response. To start this process, I joined agronomist 
Robert Osgood, who was touring Haiti on behalf of the Coffee 
Quality Institute (CQI), on a tour of Haiti. Osgood was making a 
survey of the coffee sector as a follow up to a meeting convened 
by Paul Katzeff, co-founder of Thanksgiving Coffee, at the 2010 
Specialty Coffee Association of America Expo. Those who gathered 
explored the ways that the specialty industry could support the 
revitalization of the Haitian coffee sector. The group decided to 
form a small task force, chaired by then-SCAA President Mike 
Ebert, to take a closer look. 

“I just want to continue to shine light on what is happening 
[in Haiti],” Ebert said later. “This is not a situation where we 
throw some money and walk away. To be honest, it will be years 
before there is any work for anyone in coffee—they have huge basic 
infrastructure problems at the moment—but it would be a shame to 
see coffee die in this country.”

The task force agreed to send a small group to Haiti to assess the 
situation and involve the CQI in the project. 

The goal of my trip with Osgood was to gather impressions 
of the state of Haitian coffee, learn about the challenges farmers 
and the rest of the sector face, and discover possible opportunities 
for strengthening the coffee industry. Osgood and I spent half 

of our time in Port-au-Prince and 
Cap Haitien, where we met with 
representatives of coffee-sector 
organizations, and half of our time 
in rural areas visiting farmers and 
farmers’ organizations. 

As I got to know the country and the people better, I saw beyond 
clean clothes. I found that Haitians make the best of very difficult 
circumstances and often find joy and celebration despite hardship. 
Bev Bell, who has worked with Haitian social movements for 
almost 30 years, relates a quote by her Haitian friend Ronal 
Toussaint: “We do so much with so little. People here can take 
anything and make it work. Just give us a little bit, and we’ll fix 
this country.”

For me, this was a listening and learning trip—getting a feel for 
how things work (and don’t work) in Haiti, the rhythm and pace, 
the perspectives on change, and the integration of history, current 
reality and dreams. As I traveled, I kept in mind two questions: 
What conditions are needed for envisioning and creating a different 
future? And how might collaboration with external and internal 
forces support this?

History
My trip started with inspiration. I was deeply moved when I read 
about the Haitian revolution, a successful slave revolt against 
powerful colonial armies. The former slaves formed their own 
country in 1804 and transformed a slave plantation economy into 
smallholder farms. Haiti once produced 50 percent of the world’s 
coffee exports and used coffee earnings to pay reparations extracted 
by France from shortly after liberation in 1804 until 1922. 

Coffee production continued to be of vital importance until 
the mid 1800s. It remained an important crop for Haiti, and the 
country was a well-known origin in the first half of the 20th 
century. From the 1950s to the mid-1980s, government support 
of coffee diminished as did production. This was due to low farm 
gate prices, as well as widespread violence and oppression. In 1989, 
the collapse of the International Coffee Agreement led to historic 
low prices worldwide. This combined with political upheaval to 
accelerate the decline of the Haitian coffee industry. Many farmers 
turned their coffee and shade trees into charcoal for cooking and 
switched from coffee to food crops with more stable prices. Further 
unrest and an international trade embargo in the ’90s further 
undermined the industry and the decline accelerated. 

When the coffee export tax was lifted in 1987, the Haitian 
government moved away from coffee assistance. It has provided 
little support for coffee or coffee farmers since. Even the private-
sector involvement in coffee has nearly disappeared. Twenty years 
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ago there were nearly 20 active coffee exporters and traders in the 
country. Today there are only two. Internal consumption has risen 
steadily in Haiti with the population, which has doubled in the 
last 40 years. In addition, informal exports through the Dominican 
Republic have continued to grow. 

World Bank estimates are that small local merchants in Haiti 
purchase 58 percent of the total volume of coffee produced; private 
commercial companies purchase about 6 percent; natural coffee 
for export is about 6 percent; informal sales to the Dominican 
Republic are about 28 percent; and specialty exports make up the 
remaining 2 percent. Informal conversation suggests that exports 
are continuing to decline.

What I know of the history of this small country—punished for 
200 years by many of the world’s most powerful countries because 
of its successful slave revolution—quickly became real when I 
connected what I read in books to daily life in Haiti. 

FArmers
Haitian farmers are masters of risk management. Political 
instability, lack of access to credit, infrequent land titles, low levels 
of literacy, little agronomic support, coffee borer epidemics, little 
access to world price information and lack of market access create 
a web of risk factors. Farmers manage this risk by raising a diverse 
number of crops and investing minimal labor or resources into 
coffee production. Not surprisingly, Haitian coffee yields are low 
and resistance to change is high.

All the farmers we visited had small parcels, usually under 1 
carreau (1.29 hectares or 3.2 acres) with mixed crops that included 
bananas, peppers, coffee, corn, beans, sugarcane, mangoes, 
citrus, avocados, cacao, yams and more. While these small plots 
are rich examples of biodiversity, they are not organized and coffee 
is often a passive, almost wild element. 

There is tremendous land pressure that creates underlying 
uncertainly and little to no new land available for new plantings. 
Many people do not have title to their land, and generational land 
splitting and confusion creates additional tension and conflict. 

Most farmers sell the majority of their production locally to 
market women (known as Madame Saras) for local consumption 
or to merchants from the Dominican Republic for informal export 
across the border. As demand is high for both these markets and 
quality standards are low, most farmers are content to sell their 
small crops for instant cash to these merchants. Extra care and 
labor and slower payment terms for the export market are often 
seen as not worth the effort.

CoFFee orgAnizAtions
Cooperatives and associations range from weak and dispirited to 
stable and lean. Overall most organizations reported or appeared to 
be in need of management support and training.

They all reported difficulty in accessing credit, and all seemed 
isolated with some dependence on foreign aid. There is very little 
funding of agronomists, and the focus of most of the organizations 
is on collecting and processing coffee, not on improving quality or 
quantity of coffee production. Many co-ops had models or priorities 
that were imposed by external funders. All organizations reported a 
shortage of coffee, especially quality coffee, for export as well as an 

extreme shortage of affordable credit. 
There is tremendous potential for a more robust coffee sector 

if these organizations can be successfully strengthened to support 
better farm management, harvesting and production, as well 
as marketing. The key challenge is increasing and improving 
production—not the marketing that has often been the focus of 
past efforts—and in having well-run organizations with access to 
credit.

There was a dynamic project, Haitian Bleu, that developed a 
noted presence in the U.S. specialty industry from the 1990s until 
2008. “The program was designed to produce a very high-quality 
coffee at a premium price,” Haitian Bleu’s designer and advisor 
Gary Talboy reminisces. “It would then give other producers a 
target and a foot up for them to invest in producing quality coffee 
and sell to the specialty market. It worked for 12 years. But they 
never produced enough volume to make it profitable. They saw 
the potential but were unable to focus on the long-term goal and 
overcome the many obstacles that are everyday life in Haiti.”

tHe Future
A new vision is emerging for a people-centered Haiti with a strong 
emphasis on sustainable agriculture. Coffee work can be integrated 
into this vision while taking advantage of the best successes 
from Haitian Bleu, Rwanda, fair trade and other small farmer 
experiences. To move in this direction, the Haitian coffee industry 
must first build a new forum for the sector to share experiences and 
build trust. At the same time, the industry could introduce support 
for grassroots organizations and innovative ideas. Funding from 
outside Haiti can develop ideas such as farmer schools, supporting 
massive reforestation, funding the training of new agronomists, 
introducing widespread cupping training; and building a new, 
national, high-quality coffee brand. As a result of the report 
generated following the Haiti tour, Ric Rhinehart, SCAA executive 
director, and David Roche, technical director of CQI, wrote letters 
to USAID to request funding to work in the country. Their letters 
made the case that Haiti is important in the world of specialty 
coffee, and that the specialty coffee industry would be willing to 
provide help in any way necessary.

Haitians know that this difficult moment is also a time of great 
opportunity for the country’s coffee industry. People in the Haitian 
coffee sector are eager to find ways to stem the decline and build 
a robust and sustainable small farmer coffee industry. They are 
wary of being steered by outsiders, yet are open to new ideas and 
support. Foreign visitors need to find ways to integrate their global 
experience and ideas with the cultural reality of Haitians, while 
returning ultimate power and decisions to the Haitian people. This 
will require patience, careful listening and humility.

JonAtHAn rosentHAl  spent 10 days in Haiti in July 2010 to help design 
an Oxfam America project to strengthen the Haitian smallholder coffee sector. 
Jonathan is an independent consultant who creates and manages projects that help 
advance social justice issues in the global ethical trade community. Previously, he 
co-founded and directed the alternative trade company Equal Exchange. He can be 
reached at jonathan@just-works.com.
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