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Overview 
 
I visited Haiti with the principal objective of further developing our work with rice producers in the 
Ferrier community.  I also visited Port-au-Prince during one weekend, and observed the post-earthquake 
catastrophe first-hand.  Although the devastation was heart-wrenching, and the scale of the needed 
response is monumental, most of the people I spoke with are getting on with the task of living from one 
day to the next and looking to the future with pragmatism rather than despair.  The resilience of the 
Haitian people is nothing short of inspiring.  “There are many heroes.” stated a long-time Haitian friend 
and physician.  Despite the aftershocks, one woman she works with crawled under collapsed buildings 
identifying and praying with trapped victims while others dug to free them. 
 

I met with too many individuals and organizations to list in this 
brief report, but throughout these conversations I felt 
confirmation that WHRI’s focus on building rural capacity fits 
well within the larger international earthquake response effort.  
Mennonite Central Committee’s disaster response plan includes a 
10-year commitment to boosting food production. Volny Paultre, 
FAO Assistant Representative in Haiti, stresses that farming 
produces “all kinds of opportunities upstream and downstream 
from agriculture, and in support of agricultural production.”  

Such opportunities clearly lessen the lure of Haitians to move back to the city.  Charles Henri Baker, a 
leading candidate in Haiti¹s upcoming Presidential elections concurs, stating that boosting agriculture 
“can create three million jobs, bring down the cost of living, and decentralize the four million people 
living in and around Port-au-Prince.”  Throughout Haiti there is a call to purchase Haitian-produced rice 
for both retail consumption and relief distribution. 
 
 
System of Rice Intensification 
 
After my last visit in February, we identified two priorities to address local farmers’ concerns regarding 
the high cost of inputs for rice production.  The System of Rice Intensification (SRI) is a management 
approach that reduces purchased inputs by optimizing transplantation and water management.  This 
system originated in Madagascar, and has spread through much of Asia and parts of Africa, but has 
never been tried in Haiti.   We were fortunate to partner with the Cornell Institute for International Food 
and Agriculture (CIIFAD) and Jim Carey’s Better U Foundation 
in organizing one of Haiti’s first-ever SRI workshops. WHR-
Haiti President, Jackson Nelson, hosted the workshop for 20-25 
farmers from around Ferrier. 
 
Joeli Barison (a Malagasy SRI extension specialist) and Erika 
Styger (a Swiss consultant currently at Cornell) led the training 
sessions which included discussion and hands-on experiences as 
well as stories and videos from other communities using SRI.  
The six essential principles of SRI which they taught included: 



 
1. Transplanting seedlings at a young age (8-10 days) instead of the traditional 4 weeks 
2. Transplanting single seedlings instead of a clump of 3 or more 
3. Transplanting in rows 25 cm apart instead of denser spacing 
4. Flooding lightly & intermittently alternated with dry periods rather than maintaining 
5. Using rotary weeders 
6. Maximizing use of organic amendments 

 
It was a lot for people to take in, but I was impressed that several 
of the participants quickly related this new system to their own 
experiences & observations, especially with wider plant spacing 
and use of organic inputs. The various sessions were often a bit 
ad hoc.  The field in which we planned to do the practical 
exercises was under 2 ft of flood water the day we intended to 
start.  The next day it was above water, but the river we had to 
cross to get there was still neck deep and our principal trainer 
didn’t know how to swim, so we switched to an alternate 

location.  Most sessions started an hour or more late, but the 20+ participants kept coming back, and 
their enthusiasm built visibly through the four days.   
 
By the end of the week virtually everyone said they were 
interested in trying SRI on a portion of their land.  They seem 
motivated by the fact that they’re pioneers of an approach that 
may not only help their own situation, but could become an 
example for other regions of Haiti.  A camaraderie also 
developed among the group, and they asked about forming a 
committee to keep in touch with each other, and to enable 
communication between the farmers and those of us who intend 
to serve as resources.    
 
A bit over a week after the initial session, we met again to transplant the rice seedlings we had seeded 
during the workshop.  About 2/3 of the trainees showed up and worked hard for most of a day.  This 
session helped solidify several of the concepts we had talked about in the training, and I was again 
impressed as I watched the truly critical learning process that took place.  Over the course of the day 
they visibly improved their planting efficiency, and gained enthusiasm for the possibility of using the 
technique on a larger scale.  They built on the methods they had been taught by improving the knotting 
technique for the string used to guide transplanting.  They 
discussed the implications of SRI for snail management (a 
serious pest of young rice seedlings in Ferrier), and concluded 
that with limited flooding the risk was reduced enough that they 
didn’t need to spread a moluscicide before transplanting.  Two 
weeks later, they report that their hypothesis was correct and 
they’re excited to add this to the list of cost savings and 
environmental benefits afforded by SRI. 
 
Based on conversations of the past few weeks, I anticipate 6-10 Ferrier farmers will actually try SRI on 
their own land this season.  During the final week of my trip, Jackson Nelson and I decided on, and met 
with two “technicians” who will work one day per week visiting farmers as they try SRI on their own 
land.  Eric Jean Baptist is a highly respected and successful rice farmer, and Elisma Geffrard is a rice 



farmer active in several other community projects.  I will be in weekly phone contact with both these 
men to help with advice and encouragement.  Both Erika and Joeli have agreed to help with trouble-
shooting and will likely make follow-up visits during the next few months.  Even if just a handful of 
farmers try SRI successfully, I expect we will find a major surge in interest for the main growing season 
(Jan-Feb).  We need to begin now formulating plans how for how to respond to and support such a 
response. 
 
 
Ox Traction 

The second rice production priority identified in February was to expand the use of oxen as a means to 
reduce input costs and improve the timeliness of planting for Haitian farmers who otherwise depend on 
farmers from the Dominican Republic to till their rice paddies with tractors.  Tillage expenses make up 
roughly 25% of their cost of production, and much of this is paid through Dominican loan sharks who 
charge 20% for a 5-month loan. 

Dick Roosenberg, an internationally recognized specialist in ox traction 
agreed to visit Ferrier during my second week to provide advice on 
oxen and improved implements for rice production.  In addition, I had 
arranged for Dick to spend time with GRADES-Nord, a Haitian 
organization, near Cap-Haitien.  GRADES, it turns out, has the only 
active ox-training program in Haiti.   Dick and GRADES director, Jude 
Regis, seemed to connect on many levels, and quickly began plans for 
GRADES to manufacture a disc harrow used in Madagascar which may 
allow Haitian farmers to till their rice paddies more efficiently. 
 
In Ferrier, Dick and I spent several days working with local ox 
handlers, and assessing local skill levels.  Through the week, we were 
both pleasantly surprised to encounter better-trained oxen and more highly skilled handlers than we 
anticipated.  As providence would have it, one of our principal SRI cooperators, Elisson Selonour  
turned out to be one of the area’s most skilled ox trainers, and will likely play a key role in training other 
farmers to use oxen effectively.   
 

GRADES has also committed to partner with WHRI and WHR-
Haiti in a establishing a revolving fund to help Ferrier farmers 
purchase ox teams.  During my last week in Ferrier, Jude Regis 
and Jackson Nelson met with me to discuss details for such a 
project.  They would like to focus on middle-income producers 
who have significant financial need, but possess some assets to 
put forth as collateral.  Jackson will play a key role in recruiting 
a local panel to screen candidates. We will require loan 
recipients attend training in ox handling, animal health and 

financial management; and will offer this training with the help of several other organizations who have 
indicated an interest in collaborating.  Equipment will be supplied by GRADES, and FONKOZE or a 
local credit union will manage the loan transactions. 
 
We all recognize that agricultural credit projects do not have a good track record in Haiti, but feel that 
the above steps will increase our chances of success.  We intend to begin slowly (e.g. 10 ox teams) and 
expand only as quickly as the results of our efforts appear to justify. 



 
 
Organizational Capacity Building 
 
As we anticipate significant program expansion in Ferrier, I continue to search for additional local and 
international partners.  GRADES has become an important player in these efforts.  I feel it is imperative 
to involve other organizations, particularly those with experience in project management .  Ideally, we 
would like to be working in concert with local church partners in Ferrier.  To date, however, we have not 
identified local church leaders who share Jackson’s and our vision for service and economic 
development in the community.   


