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Vocational Agricultural Education Project 

 

In early 2013, the Haitian Ministry of Agriculture approached the USDA with a request to revitalize a 

system of mid-level agricultural training centers (EMAs) which have lain largely dormant for the past 20 

years.  These centers will train agricultural entrepreneurs for roles in both production agriculture and 

agriculture service/support.  Texas A&M University’s Norman Borlaug Institute for International 

Agriculture is one of three university consortia bidding for this project, and WHRI was asked to join 

their consortium. 

 

During the first half of my trip, I accompanied Keith Cole, of the Borlaug Institute, on exploratory visits 

to lay the groundwork for this proposal.  We first met with officials from USDA/USAID, the Ministry of 

Agriculture’s Directorate of Training and Promotion of Agricultural Entrepreneurship, and the Faculty 

of Agriculture and Veterinary Medicine in Port-au-Prince.  Following this, we traveled up-country to 

visit two pilot EMAs in Hinche and Dondon, and we met with two other NGO members of the 

consortium, Heifer International and Caribbean Harvest. 

 

The meetings were productive and hopeful, though we found mixed levels of interest on the part of the 

EMA staff.  If the A&M proposal is accepted, the project, envisioned for three years, will begin in July.  

WHRI’s role will include serving on the project steering committee and helping coordinate the training 

plans. 

 

 

World Hunger Relief – Haiti / FONJANEPS 
 

Jackson Nelson’s widow, Ilde, continues to work hard managing finances and overseeing the projects 

which the family pledged to continue following Jackson’s death last September.  Her son, Hudson, left 

for studies in the Dominican Republic last month, and I will miss his input, particularly on the Ox 

Traction project.  Her daughter Nirla has completed her medical service in the Dominican Republic, and 

was expected to take over the Beraca clinic in Ferrier by now, but those plans have been delayed (not 

her choice) until fall.  Assuming she does move to Ferrier, she will bring with her many of her father’s 

leadership skills and community respect, and her presence will be critical to the effective functioning of 

the activities which WHRI and Mission Waco have been supporting in recent years.  Ilde is clearly 

feeling overwhelmed with the plethora of demands she faces each day, and since her older daughter, Da, 

will be leaving for work in the U.S., Ilde will soon be the only family member living in Ferrier.   

 

 

Rice Production 
 

After an unusually rainy late fall, January-April were very dry, and only the Masak community along the 

eastern border of Ferrier was able to grow a successful 1
st
 season rice crop.  Other areas, with less 

reliable irrigation, planted seedling beds only to watch them desiccate and die.  Fortunately, the rains of 

the main season began in earnest during the week I was there, and farmers are now scrambling to 

prepare rice paddies while conditions allow. 



 

An informal group of farmers organized by Eric Jean 

Baptist, continue to express interest in planting larger 

System of Rice Intensification (SRI) fields this year, 

though Eric is the only one who caught the chance to 

plant early (he currently has nearly an acre in SRI at 

various stages).  I met with the group to look at Eric’s 

rice and talk about ways to make the transplanting 

process more labor-efficient.  They are determined to 

revive the tradition of the communal konbit to plant each 

member’s SRI rice, and we are working on several tools 

to make the process more effective.   

 

The biggest hurdle to expanded SRI production 

continues to be its increased labor demand at 

transplanting time.  SRI transplanting currently takes roughly 5-7 times as long as traditional methods.  

Because tiny seedlings are transplanted just 8-12 days after seeding, the workers need to be much more 

meticulous than with the 4-6 week-old seedlings they are used to transplanting.   Some of this labor will 

be balanced by decreased labor for weeding and dramatically lowered costs of seed and fertilizer.  But I 

feel that the critical factor in SRI’s adoption is how much they can increase in skill and efficiency as 

they practice SRI on a larger scale.   

 

This season, I will be working hard to document both labor and cash inputs on these larger plots in an 

attempt to better understand the full cost/benefit of the technique.  In order to assure thorough reporting, 

I agreed to provide small incentive payments to farmers who successfully plant at least 0.8 acres in SRI 

and who accurately document labor and costs on both their SRI plots and on adjacent rice planted with 

traditional methods.  I have also asked Eric to spend more time with the project (his prior commitment 

was just one day/week) so that he can provide support and help with documentation. 

 

Although GRADES offered to refinance and forgive roughly 40% of balances for ox team loans using 

resources from a large Government of Haiti ox traction project, none of the Ferrier participants decided 

to take them up on this scheme.  Meanwhile, loan repayment has been slow with five participants 

making partial payments and the rest remitting nothing.  As decided in February, GRADES will begin 

seizing the oxen of the more blatantly non-compliant members (those we know had successful harvests 

last year) beginning next week. 

 

 

Agriculture Education 

 

The Technical Agriculture School of Ferrier (ETAF) continues to train roughly 20 students in two levels 

of training.  The vegetable garden they planted this winter suffered from a lack of water when the 

generator that drives the well pump failed, and they were forced to water ¼ acre of vegetables by hand.  

Several of the students have worked hard, and their hot peppers and parsley look great.  Onions were 

spotty, but many were sellable, while the cabbage crop mostly failed.  Tree seedlings produced by 

students as part of their practicum were sold for the May 1 National Agriculture Day celebrations.   

 

ETAF Director, Rodmon Vincent remains steadfast in his vision of developing local income streams to 

support the school.  They already derive a significant portion of their operating funds from tuition and 

sales of vegetables and tree seedlings produced by the students.  This year, however, their income was 
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significantly inhibited by the lack of consistent water.  As a consequence, many of the teachers have 

gone unpaid or underpaid, and Agr. Rodmon has forgone his salary on more than one occasion in order 

to at least partially pay the teachers. 

 

While the volunteerism displayed by these individuals is laudable, it 

is not a long-term, sustainable model for running a school.  Over the 

past few months, I have been working with Agr. Rodmon to develop 

both an annual budget and a proposal for infrastructure 

improvements (e.g. a well for the tree nursery, and a better pumping 

system for the vegetable garden) that will help them generate more 

consistent income for the school.   During this trip, we finalized 

these budgets, and Rodmon wrote a request for three-year step-down 

funding which I then submitted to Mennonite Central Committee 

(MCC) in Port-au-Prince.  Based on their initial response, I am 

hopeful that next year the school will function on a much more solid 

financial base. 

 

In more than 40 years of visiting and working in Haiti, I have on 

occasion met individuals whose selflessness and ability to make 

things happen in their community sets them apart from the crowd.  

Rodmon Vincent is one of these people.  When Jackson Nelson 

began ETAF two years ago, I wrote it off as a lost cause.  Rodmon 

and the teachers and students he inspires have showed me otherwise.  Whether they can achieve his 

vision of making ETAF self-supporting over the next three years remains to be seen.  Nevertheless, the 

fact that they have navigated their first two years with minimal outside funding is evidence that their 

future is hopeful.  I only wish Jackson could be there to see the first group of students graduate next 

month. 

 

Francois Geffrard has continued to teach agriculture classes at the Collège de l’Avenir de Ferrier (CAF) 

though their practical exercises have been inhibited by the lack of water at the school.  I have been 

disappointed by his level of reporting, though I acknowledge that much of the responsibility for 

communication rests with me.  If I had been more diligent, I could have helped him work through many 

of the problems that have held them back in the past three months.  I plan to add him to my weekly 

phone call list, and I have made new arrangements for him to send me monthly reports via e-mail. He 

plans to have the students begin a small tree nursery soon. 

 

 

Farmers’ Cooperative Formation 
 

An unexpected consequence of the Artibonite Valley field trip I organized in February has been a 

movement to form a farmers’ cooperative in Ferrier.  During the field trip, we stayed in the home of the 

President of  RAKPABA, an association of farmers’ cooperatives which now provides technical 

assistance inputs, milling and marketing services to several thousand farmers in Haiti’s “rice basket.”  

After seeing these achievements, Elisma Geffrard in particular was inspired.  When he returned to 

Ferrier he started organizing meetings of local farmers.   

 

Last month, the Kooperatif Plante Ba Maribawo (KPBM) was formed with Elisma and Eric Jean Baptist 

at its head.  I attended one of their twice-monthly meetings on Saturday, and was pleased to see nearly 

as many women as men involved.  The meeting was predictably chaotic, but full of enthusiasm, and 
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included discussion of everything from SRI to domestic violence and the three food groups.  They plan 

to begin collecting dues, and want to plant a rice field together to help increase funds for the 

cooperative.  I encouraged them to start small and learn from the plethora of other farmer associations 

that have formed (and mostly failed) in Ferrier.  The Treasurer of the group proudly informed me that 

the community group that has lasted longest is her women’s group that has now issued loans to members 

for some 25 years! 

 

Although, I have offered advice in these efforts, more 

significantly, I have connected them with a Haitian NGO, 

Productive Cooperatives Haiti (pcH), which provides 

training and support to communities interested in 

forming cooperatives throughout Haiti.  Last month 

Elisma and Eric traveled to Port-au-Prince to meet with 

pcH director Pierre Richard Pierre, and during my visit I 

also met with M. Pierre and other pcH leaders to discuss 

the possibility of their involvement in Ferrier.   

 

Because cooperative formation falls outside of what I 

understand as WHRI’s mandate and expertise, my goal is 

to connect the community with resources that will support them independently of our organization.  

During my trip I began talking with MCC about providing financial support for this training, and my 

hope is that once a funding source is identified, I can largely back out of the process. 

KPBM cooperative members discuss plans for 
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