October 1, 2009

Prime Minister Michele Duvivier Pierre-Louis

Port-au-Prince

Haiti

Your Excellency:

We write to you as churches, organizations and citizens of the United States who have been involved in humanitarian and solidarity work in Haiti for a number of years.  We have witnessed with alarm the descent of your beautiful country into chaos and chronic dependency on outside assistance – and we are concerned about the unchecked cultivation of jatropha in your country, since it does not feed people.  We take the food crisis in Haiti very seriously, as well as the reality that the country now imports most of the food consumed by its population. For a land that met most of its own food needs less than 40 years ago, we are concerned that policies put in place by the Haitian government have been unable to rectify a trend toward the total collapse of Haiti’s agricultural sector. 

In that context, we want to express our strong dismay at the promotion of jatropha as a new cash crop by a number of foreign and Haitian businesses, reportedly for bio-diesel production. According to the promoters, this drought-resistant plant is suited for use in Haiti since most of the land is arid and degraded.  We are concerned that what little land remains in the hands of Haiti’s peasant farmers may soon be used for the cultivation of jatropha, further displacing staple commodities, as well as other food crops, and putting even more pressure on already desperate farmers. Jatropha cannot be consumed by people or animals since each part of the plant is poisonous. Other than revenues from the sale of seeds for processing oil, Haitian farmers cannot hope to reap other benefits from its commercial cultivation. Existing research in India and Africa demonstrate that jatropha produces well on good land, in direct correlation with the application of fertilizers and water. On arid soil, its output is marginal at best, and, it is not commercially viable. 

Under such circumstances, we want to alert the Haitian government to the dangers of unchecked promotion and cultivation of jatropha in Haiti. We urge your government to put a moratorium on the promotion and cultivation of jatropha and to, instead, increase programs to support small farmers for the commercial production of food crops and even of subsistence gardens. This would better remedy food scarcity within Haiti, enhance the nutrition of your population, as well as reduce the expenditure of hard currency on imported foods.
Sincerely,

