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Neil Rowe Miller 
Trip Report:  Ferrier, Haiti 

Feb. 22 – Mar. 1,  2010 
 
I traveled to Ferrier through the Dominican Republic partly because of the post-earthquake travel 
difficulties in Haiti, and partly in hopes of making contacts with resources on the Dominican side of the 
border.  This trip had two main purposes.  First, I hoped to assess the WHR-Haiti response to the crisis 
experienced in southern regions of the country.  Secondly, I wanted to further our efforts to promote 
long-term economic advancement through improved rice production. 
 
Earthquake Response 
 
Some 2-300 families (roughly 1000 people) have relocated in Ferrier following the Jan. 13 earthquake in 
Port-au-Prince and southern areas of the country.  Most of these are relatives of Ferrier residents and/or 
former Ferrier residents who migrated to the city.  WHR-Haiti responded to this influx by distributing 
food and cash to returnees.  The process appears to have been orderly and well documented.  Mission 
Waco and WHRI both contributed funds toward this effort, and WHR-Haiti President, Jackson Nelson 
does not feel the on-going need is significant enough to continue the program.   
 
A portion of our support was used to repair the Beraka Mission internet connection.   In the days 
following the earthquake, this was their only functioning means of communication with the outside 
world. 
 
The WHR-Haiti well-drilling team is preparing to travel to Leogane, a 
small town west of the capital which was devastated in the January 
earthquake.   Christian Reformed World Relief Committee is 
overseeing relief efforts in the area, and their water specialist requested 
that WHR-Haiti dig four wells to provide drinking water for affected 
communities.  Because their equipment is dated, they have been 
repairing worn parts and collecting materials with financial support 
from WHRI and Mission Waco.  They plan to mobilize after hosting a 
Mission Waco mission group the 2nd week of March.  I was pleased to 
see they have implemented several of my recommendations from last 
September, including replacing the Beraka Mission well and 
chlorinating a new well they are developing for a Catholic project in 
Ouanaminthe.  
 
Although the Ferrier area was not directly affected by the January earthquake, and prices of most goods 
have returned to near-normal levels, the repercussions of the devastation are evident in the overall mood 
of the area.  Virtually everyone continues to grieve the loss of friends and family.  An unspoken shadow 
of discouragement is evident in small ways. Attendance at all the local schools has declined 
significantly.  At the WHR-Haiti school, parents have objected to having their children attend classes in 
an older poured-concrete building.  Jackson Nelson called a parents meeting while I was there in order 
to motivate parents to send their children and not succumb to discouragement. 
 
I am pleased and impressed with the response of WHR-Haiti to the crisis, and feel that we did well to 
work through them rather than to mobilize independently.  Having responded to immediate needs, our 
focus should now turn to supporting long-term economic development efforts in order to enable the 
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community to support their returned population, and minimize the forces which might lead them back to 
a city whose once-meager opportunities have been diminished drastically. 
 
WHR-Haiti School Garden 
 
The College de l’Avenir Ferrier (CAF) continues to serve over 200 students with major financial support 
from Mission Waco.  Jim Wolfe, a Waco resident who has recruited most of the child-sponsors who 
have provided these funds, has been encouraging Jackson Nelson to expand their agricultural training 
component as a way to educate students in practical life skills, provide better nutrition for school 
lunches, and potentially earn income through sales of excess vegetables.   I was pleased to find that a 6-8 
acre field had been cleared and plowed for this purpose, and students were busy transplanting tomato 
and lettuce seedlings on the Saturday of my visit.  I discussed the need to involve the children’s’ parents 
in the production of this garden, in order to promote local ownership of the process, and he agreed to 
organize a 2x/month rotation for each family.   
 

We also discussed the need for additional WHR-Haiti 
employees so that Jackson doesn’t need to manage all the 
details himself.  He hasn’t replaced the school Principal since 
the tragic death of his brother last year, and Jackson’s own 
health continues to limit his activities and raise concerns that 
he is extending himself beyond what is wise.  Last fall he 
agreed to hire a book keeper with WHRI and Mission Waco 
support, and during this visit, I offered to support someone to 
oversee management of the school garden.  He agreed, and 
selected a local farmer who will work with parents two days 
per week, and check the garden for intrusion of neighboring 
livestock twice per day. 

 
Rice Project 
 
In three days of slogging through rice paddies, I developed a much clearer picture of the challenges and 
opportunities facing Ferrier rice producers.   I visited most of the southern 2/3 of a potential production 
area 3-10 km wide and 20 km long from the Ouanaminthe border to ocean on the north.  We viewed 
several thousand hectares in which some 5-700 families make their livelihood.  I interviewed 12 farmers 
intensively and several dozen others briefly, took soil samples and enjoyed the company of Cody Pierre, 
a local farmer selected by Jackson to help me find my way 
through an area virtually devoid of roads or even footpaths. 
 
The area can be divided into three production zones.  
Masak, occupies the eastern portion, and is bordered by an 
irrigation canal dug by the Dominicans, which brings water 
from the Massacre river, and also marks the international 
boundary.  This land has produced rice for at least 40 
years, and has strong ties to the D.R.  The Masak rice 
fields were roughly 2/3 planted, thanks to the relatively 
reliable water source and more readily-available 
Dominican tillage services.  
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To the west, the land closest to the town of Ferrier is mostly unplanted, but transplant seedlings are 
ready to go, and farmers anticipate planting in the next week, assuming Dominican tractors come 
through to do the tillage.  This area, which is irrigated by the somewhat irregular Lamatri and Bastengal 
rivers, has produced rice on and off for some 30 years, but much of it was left fallow until global rice 
prices soared in 2007-2008.  Since then, production has expanded quickly, and farmers are clearly 
interested in continuing if resources permit.   
 
Much of the land between these two zones lies fallow or is grazed by cattle.  Historically this land was 
planted to dryland crops including corn, beans and sweet potato, but the water conveyed by irrigation 
ditches to the areas around it has raised the water table and made the land too wet for these crops.  
Unfortunately, the canals are not extensive enough to grow rice in this area, so the land owners are 
caught in a sort of catch-22.  Some enterprising farmers are digging away at the edges of this area, 
including Kande Mikano, a farmer we interviewed who recently cleared a 3 ha parcel which was out of 
production for over 30 years.  Still, until the irrigation system is expanded, or until the bottom of the rice 
economy drops out and the canals go dry, much of this land will remain unproductive. 
 
For the time being, prices are still relatively attractive, 
fluctuating seasonally from $45 to $70/100kg bag 
(delivered in town).   Thus, farmers are expanding 
production, often pushing beyond what they have the 
means to purchase inputs for.  Virtually every farmer we 
talked to mentioned the lack of means to purchase inputs 
as their biggest challenge. The biggest out-of-pocket costs 
include tillage (roughly 25% of the total cost of 
production including labor), pesticides (20%), fertilizer 
(10%) and seed (10%).  Two years ago, fertilizer took up 
30% of the total cost of production, but subsidized 20-20-
10 has been fairly consistently available at around $15/100 lb sack, reducing total costs by 20%.  
 
Except for some 30 farmers who have been involved in the WHR-Haiti credit scheme, most people end 
up taking loans from Dominican loan sharks, or buying their inputs on credit (the going rate is 20% for a 
5-month loan).  They also relayed numerous stories of being ill-treated when repaying loans with rice 
(e.g. use of rigged scales).  Everyone seemed eager to stop buying from and selling their crop into a 
Dominican economy in which all the cards are stacked against them.  Their desired solution for these 
problems is to expand credit availability, and for the creditor to take payment in rice rather than cash, so 
that they can avoid the exploitative Dominican economy at harvest as well. 
 
The second most common limiting factor mentioned during interviews was the irregularity of irrigation 
water.  With the exception of Masak, where irrigation water is available year-round, virtually everyone 
told of crop losses due to water shortage (when the rains don’t fall and the smaller rivers and canals run 
dry) or from flooding when the rivers overflow their banks.  The deforested mountains that occupy the 
watershed above Ferrier are no doubt responsible for the erratic water supply.  The Massacre river also 
flows from these same Haitian mountain slopes, but it is dammed where it flows into the Dominican 
Republic, and the flood waters are thereby stored and released when rainfall lessens.   
 
Training/information needs. Throughout my interviews, farmers seemed quite confident they know how 
and when to apply fertilizers and pesticides, and they cited Dominican farmers as their main source of 
this information. Haitian government agronomists are virtual non-participants in the rice scene, and in 
several conversations they were the object of ridicule.  Most people did seem interested in new 
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information (see discussion of SRI, below), and were very appreciative of the fact that an agronomist 
would spend several days actually visiting them in their fields.  The variation in reported practices from 
farmer to farmer, indicate that some of their confidence may be unfounded. Most farmers agreed, for 
instance, that fertilizer should be applied three times during the growing season, but no one seemed to 
agree on when in the crop’s growth they should use 46-0-0 vs. 20-20-10.  Similarly, the fungicide, 
Mancozeb 80WP is used widely, but opinions varied on why it was being sprayed (“to give the rice 
‘color’,” “to make the panicles come out,” “to help the panicles set seed,” etc.)  
 
Farmers seem aware that pesticides are harmful (e.g. wages for Haitians spraying pesticides in 
Dominican fields run $18/day vs. $10/day for general labor due to the increased hazard).  However, it 
seemed clear that the full risk of exposure to pesticides was not understood.  I observed barefoot young 
children using backpack sprayers, a farmer with a water thermos full of Furadan (a particularly toxic 
insecticide), and numerous empty pesticide bottles floating in irrigation canals. 
 
Reported yields varied widely with main crops (transplanted Jan-Mar and harvested June-July) mostly in 
the 2.0-4.5 MT/Ha range and ratoon crops mostly 1.0-3.0 MT/Ha.  Yields of the neighboring Dominican 
farmers are reported to run 6-7 MT/ha.  The general consensus seemed to be that the higher Dominican 
yields were a result of timely planting (because they own their own tractors), reliable irrigation water, 
and adequate funds to purchase fertilizers and pesticides. 
 
Recommendations 
 
These discussions leave no doubt that the WHR-Haiti revolving fund for operating expenses, initiated in 
August, 2008, addresses the principal expressed need of rice farmers in the Ferrier area.  Jackson 
continues to issue money as loans are repaid.  Several of the farmers I interviewed acknowledged their 
overdue debts and, while touting the importance of a credit program, pledged to pay their balance with 
this season’s crop.  However, the difficulty of managing operating loans, the poor repayment rate make 
it clear that this approach will not provide a sustainable solution, no matter how critical the need.   
 
I hoped, during this trip, that we might find a more sophisticated financial institution interested in 
helping implement this fund more effectively.  I was disappointed to find that Fonkoze, a national credit 
union with an excellent reputation in the area, only makes loans to small, primarily women-owned 
businesses.  A smaller credit union in Terrier Rouge makes agricultural loans, but only for capital 
investments, and the government-run Banque Credit is essentially a non-player.  Finally, the size of the 
need (well over 1000 farmers) in relation to our modest revolving fund further illustrates the importance 
of finding alternative solutions to Ferrier rice farmers’ input constraints.   
 
One such alternative is to fund the purchase of ox teams to 
carry out tillage operations (identified as the biggest 
single cost of production).  To this end, Jackson and I 
visited with Agronom Jude Regis, head of 
GRADESNORD, an NGO which has operated in the area 
for some 25 years.  GRADES recently provided technical 
services, while the credit union in Terrier Rouge 
administered loans which allowed 40 farmers, including a 
number in the Ferrier area, to purchase ox teams, plows 
and harrows.   
 



Page 5 of 6 

 

In addition to reducing costs, ox traction provides several advantages over tractors.  First, it gives local 
farmers more control over when their tillage is performed.  Rather than having to wait until the 
Dominican farmers have finished planting and have time to work in Haiti, ox teams would allow Haitian 
farmers to plant early, when the weather is most conducive, and harvest early when prices are highest.  
They can be used to haul the harvest to town (with no roads the going price is $5 per 100 kg sack). They 
also support the local economy by creating jobs both in managing ox teams and in manufacturing the 
implements needed for plowing and fitting fields. 
 
Despite these advantages, most Ferrier rice producers prefer tractor tillage over ox plows.  First, a 
tractor-mounted rototiller leaves a smoother paddy which makes for more uniform transplanting and 
water distribution.  The moldboard plows being used for rice tillage may, in fact, not be the best tools for 
this job.  In the coming weeks, I hope to do additional research, and will try to enlist the help of Tillers 
International (specialists in ox traction) in addressing this issue.  Agronom Jude had several other 
questions related to tillage implements, and seems eager to learn more about Tillers as a resource. 
 
Another limitation to ox traction as currently practiced is that farmers prefer to plant rice synchronously 
with their neighbors in a given area.   An isolated field becomes a feeding ground for rodents, and by 
planting together they can minimize this damage.  With just a few ox teams active in the area it is 
difficult to prepare larger areas for planting.  There may be something of a critical mass above which ox 
traction becomes a more viable option for a community. 
 
Regardless of these constraints, Jackson and I feel optimistic about moving in the direction of promoting 
expanded ox traction.  He had several ideas for how to make the program fit local needs and reduce risk.  
Initial loans would be offered to farmers who successfully repaid operating loans, thus rewarding credit-
worthy individuals and putting an additional incentive on those whose operating loans are still 
outstanding.  Wherever possible, loans would be clustered geographically so as to address the critical 
mass issue.  Ownership papers would be held by the project until participants have fully repaid their 
loans, and lack of payment would be grounds for repossession of the animals and implements.  We both 
recognize the need to move slowly, plan thoroughly, and to enlist the participation of other partners 
(particularly GRADES and the credit union) to supplement the skills and resources of WHR-Haiti.  But 
this approach seems far more sustainable and potentially much more widely beneficial than issuing 
operating loans. 
 

A second potential means of addressing input constraints, as well as 
possibly increasing yields, is to explore the System of Rice 
Intensification (SRI) approach pioneered in Madagascar and currently 
transforming rice production in many developing countries.  This 
approach involves transplanting very young seedlings at a wider spacing 
than that used in traditional paddy rice production.  Fields are allowed to 
dry out between watering, and mechanical weeding methods are used in 
addition to flooding.  SRI methods typically reduce seed costs by 90%.  
The wider plant spacing reduces disease and insect pressure, thus 
reducing pesticide costs, and the soil aeration achieved through 
mechanical weeding allows soil nutrients to be used more efficiently, 
thus reducing fertilizer costs.   Finally, SRI yields are typically 50 to 
100% higher than that of traditional methods. 
 
So what’s the catch?  SRI methods depend on a relatively predictable 

water source.  Thus, it may be more appropriate in the Masak fields than in  those further west.   SRI 
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also typically creates higher labor demands per acre due to the dependence on mechanical weeding.  
While, from the farmers’ perspective this rates as a disadvantage, for an area trying to accommodate 
recently resettled residents, higher labor demands may be an overall boon (as long as increased yields 
allow farmers to be able to pay for the additional labor).  
 
Given the drastic changes required by SRI, I hesitated to discuss this approach until relatively late in my 
visit.  I was pleasantly surprised by the open, yet critical response I received.  Several farmers noted that 
they’ve seen how much healthier plants are when they’re not as crowded.  Another pointed out that we 
didn’t stand a chance of talking local farmers into hoeing their rice.  They replaced that with flooding 
and herbicides long ago.  When I mentioned that most SRI systems incorporate mechanical push-
weeders, however, he agreed that would go over more easily.  By the end of the third day my guide, 
Cody was ready to give SRI a try.  He’ll compare SRI in one paddy among seven or eight in a field he 
intends to plant next week.  
 
Prior to this trip, I had hoped to identify other projects promoting SRI in Haiti, and use their expertise as 
a means to motivate and train Ferrier rice farmers.  To my knowledge, however, no such projects exist. 
In the future, WHRI could be instrumental in fine-tuning SRI for the Haitian context by conducting 
agronomic trials on issues like optimizing plant spacing and fertility practices.  These activities might be 
managed with the participation of WHRI interns during short-term (3-6 month) stays in Ferrier.  If 
successful, I anticipate these efforts will attract interest from other parts of Haiti as well. 
 

Education on fertilizer and pesticide management is clearly an 
important need regardless of where SRI techniques take us.  
When I asked about education needs, several farmers wondered 
when we would be holding workshops.  WHRI should offer to 
fund local workshops for Ferrier farmers on these subjects.  In 
addition to meeting short-term educational needs, such events 
could begin to build WHR-Haiti’s credibility as a source for 
broader support of the local rice industry.  Our biggest 
challenge may be to identify appropriate resource people to 
lead such a workshop.  I will be working to identify such  
resources in the coming months. 

 
Improved irrigation water conveyance and storage is important to conventional rice production, and 
even more critical to the success of SRI management.  For the time being, however, this undertaking 
seems well beyond the means of WHRI.  In the past two years, several NGO’s (Oxfam, Agro-Action 
Allemande, and Caritas) have funded canal cleaning and improvement by hiring local farmer groups.  
We need to encourage these efforts as well as look for larger partners interested in a longer-term, less 
piece-meal approach to solving this issue.  A USAID-funded project is currently doing just this in a 
multi-million dollar project in the southern peninsula (Haiti’s second-largest irrigated area).  With 
significant reconstruction-related funds flowing into Haiti over the next few years, there may be an 
opportunity to mobilize resources that have been heretofore elusive. 
 
Rice purchasing and storage facilities are also longer-term needs that, in my opinion, exceed the current 
capacity of WHR-Haiti.  Both Agro-Action Allemande  and a Jackito Sauveur, a local resident turned 
international music star, have indicated interest in developing storage and processing facilities in the 
area.  WHRI should be in communication with these parties, and encourage their efforts in these 
directions.  


