
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FROM DISASTER TO DEVELOPMENT 

Assessing vulnerability and power in Haiti after the 2010 earthquake 

 

 

Spencer Huchulak 

 

 

01 September 2015 

 

 

Institute of Development Studies 

University of Sussex  

Brighton, UK 

 

 

 

 

  



Spencer Huchulak   2 
 

 

Summary 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to assess the causes of Haiti’s vulnerability to the 

2010 earthquake and the international assistance that followed. The vulnerability found 

in Haiti today can be traced back to key events in its two hundred years of post-colonial 

history. This dissertation investigates the challenges of integrating humanitarian 

assistance with long-term development goals through cases of shelter and housing in 

Haiti’s capital, Port-au-Prince. The influence of power in international disaster 

responses, including competing agendas and control of resources, is critical to 

explaining how actors operated following the earthquake. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Kay koule twonpe soley men le pa ka twonpe lapli 

(A leaky roof can fool the sun but it cannot fool the rain)1 

 

Disasters are not solely a function of the physical hazards of the environment 

that can cause us harm (Collins, 2009). Disaster risk depends fundamentally on how 

social systems and their associated power relations impact on different social groups 

(Wisner, et al., 2004). Therefore, disasters are a result of the interaction of hazards with 

the social production of vulnerability. A formal definition of this relationship is provided 

by Wisner, et al. (2004, p. 49): 

 

Disaster risk = Hazard × Vulnerability 

 

Vulnerability here can be defined as the susceptibility to suffer from damage if a 

natural hazard happens, in other words, the characteristics of a society making for a 

hazard to become a disaster (Cannon, 1994). To prevent loss and reduce risk, underlying 

risk factors, such as security of land tenure, building code regulations, and gender 

discrimination, must be addressed (Mascarenhas & Wisner, 2012). Vulnerability may be 

counteracted by individual and local capacity for protective action or by protective 

actions carried out by larger entities such as a government (Wisner, et al., 2004). In this 

paper, I will examine individual and collective vulnerability through the case of the 2010 

Haiti earthquake. 

Lying on the western third of Hispaniola and home to 10 million people, the 

nation of Haiti has a long list of development challenges to solve. It has a history of high 

inequality, with a Gini coefficient of 59.5 (UNDP, 2009). The outside world repeatedly 

describes and defines Haiti by its suffering, branding it “the poorest country in the 

western hemisphere” (Hallward, 2010). On Tuesday, 12 January 2010, a violent 

earthquake of magnitude-7.0 shook Haiti’s capital, Port-au-Prince. This geophysical 

hazard resulted in enormous loss of life and property, too great for the nation to 

handle—a definite disaster. As the Haitian proverb above describes: only when disaster 

strikes, not when everything is going well, can one see where structures are broken. 

This dissertation will attempt to answer two research questions: What were the 

root causes of Haiti’s vulnerability to the 2010 earthquake? And, what impact did the 

international assistance that followed have on that vulnerability? This study explores 

the mixed record of Haiti’s humanitarian response by assessing what recovered in 
                                                             
1 Haitian proverbs in Creole with English translations. 
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Haiti’s capital after the earthquake, what did not, and why. Special attention is paid to 

the power relations between Haitians and those from outside, including donor nations, 

the United Nations (UN), and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).  

For people living in poverty, the home can act as their largest asset. For low-

income renters, the cost of rent can be the largest component of their household 

expenditure (Bredenoord & van Lindert, 2010). With these factors in mind, this study 

looks at how living conditions of households were affected by the earthquake, framed 

within political and historical contexts. Topics cover broad themes of disaster and 

development studies, including building design, public health, gender, human 

geography, and foreign aid. 

The study is organized in a chronological fashion to build correlative links 

through time. In the following texts, I will explain the methodology and conceptual 

framework. Then, to better situate the present in historical context, I will consider the 

key events in Haiti’s history. This is followed by a brief description of the immediate 

impact of the earthquake. Finally, my analysis covers the past five years of assistance; 

split into two chapters, I examine emergency relief first, then development. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

 

Analfabèt pa bèt 

(Being illiterate does not mean that one is stupid) 

 

I decided to investigate the 2010 Haiti earthquake for my dissertation after being 

left with many unanswered questions surrounding the disaster. In recent decades, 

humanitarian and development actors have been attempting to create a more seamless 

fit between short-term life-saving interventions and long-term efforts to reduce chronic 

poverty. Five years since the Haiti earthquake, I feel that an updated assessment is 

warranted. A literature review of intervention concepts, referred to as ‘Linking Relief, 

Rehabilitation and Development,’ or LRRD (Macrae, 2012; Mosel & Levine, 2014), will 

form the core concept of this paper. Since much of the destruction of the Haiti 

earthquake was in the capital, I will also review the unique way that LRRD can be 

applied to urban environments. Since vulnerability is not limited to technical challenges, 

I will review theories related to power relations. Everyone possesses and is affected by 

power, so it is important to consider the positive and negative manifestations of power 

that exist in humanitarian and development work. 
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This study draws on academic and editorial data surrounding the 2010 Haiti 

earthquake, as well as from disaster and development theory. Despite not conducting 

primary research, the available sources offer ample access to qualitative data, such as 

first-hand interviews with Haitian IDPs. This data originates from journal articles, 

evaluation reports, monographs, internet blogs, news articles, and video. Building on 

this, camp surveys and institutional datasets provide quantitative data on a number of 

key indicators (Punch, 2014). Data from many IDP camps was used and assessed against 

the Sphere Project’s (2004) minimum standards in disaster response, including access 

to health care, quantity of water, sanitation, food, shelter, and security. The factors 

assessed relate to the five shelter deprivation indicators used by the UN; lack of: durable 

housing, sufficient living space, access to improved drinking water, access to improved 

sanitation, and secure tenure (UN-HABITAT, 2006). Combined with a review of Haiti’s 

history, this evidence forms a sequential typology of Haiti’s post-earthquake response, 

illustrating the importance of a sequence of events (Gerring, 2012). By conducting 

analysis in a sequential fashion, the root causes of a challenge in the present can be 

linked to its source in the past. 

A limitation of this study is the reliance on English writings, not French or 

Haitian Creole ones, due to my language constraints. Despite this, Haiti’s proximity to 

American writers, many of whom are bilingual and translate interviews, in addition to 

the attention it received in 2010 provides sufficient scholarly works in English for the 

purpose of this study. In recognition of the limitation of relying on secondary sources, I 

will pay close attention to the responses available in the literature and incorporate 

direct quotes as much as possible. Due to my positionality as a non-Haitian white male, I 

was conscious to respect Haiti’s history and culture while writing, as well as considering 

how the emergency response affected women differently than men. Altogether, I strove 

to balance respect and accuracy in my research. 

 

3. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Lave men, siye a tè 

(Wash your hands and dry them in the dirt) 

 

Without addressing the root causes of vulnerability, providing relief to Haitians 

is equivalent to washing your hands and drying them in the dirt—some good but no real 

change. This section presents a literature review of two concepts for assessing the 

aftermath of the Haiti earthquake. The first is the interconnection between the fields of 
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disaster and development studies—the concept of LRRD. Both fields have been research 

extensively; the challenge is making sure they work well together. The second concept 

recognises that since both relief and development tend to focus on technical solutions, it 

is crucial to dig deeper in the root causes of vulnerability, so the role of power will also 

be considered. 

 

3.1. Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Development 

 

By examining vulnerability in-depth, contrasting humanitarian and development 

activities, an understanding of the challenges to improving living conditions begin to 

appear. The initial concept of LRRD was a linear one-way transition from a phase of 

relief to a phase of development—the ‘continuum’ model. According to this thinking, 

transitions mainly entailed applying exit strategies to prepare the ground for the next 

aid phase. However, the practical uptake and impact of the ideas contained in LRRD 

could be transformed if it were no longer thought of as linking different kinds of aid, but 

rather as providing support holistically across a wide spectrum of circumstances and 

needs (Macrae, 2012; Mosel & Levine, 2014). An example of where LRRD can be use in 

practice is shelter. 

Each year, millions of households have their homes damaged or destroyed by 

disasters. These homes have all the key attributes for family and social life, privacy and 

safety, and are the primary defence against most environmental health risks. It may also 

be the place of work for some household members and is often the household’s most 

treasured asset (IFRC, 2010). Greater consideration is needed of the role that housing 

plays in urban areas for low-income groups. Applying the ideas of LRRD to assess 

housing will be undertaken throughout this paper.  

As Figure 1 shows, emergency shelter and permanent housing are not simply 

two separate items under the provision of separate bodies. Rather, they are each part of 

a system of rehabilitation over time. The relationship is not linear, though, since those 

vulnerable to homelessness may return to previous stages of shelter need. Some forms 

of shelter, such as transitional shelter, may become permanent if alternatives are not 

available (Bredenoord & van Lindert, 2010). 
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Figure 1. Linking emergency shelter to permanent housing (IFRC, 2013). 

 

To successfully link relief to development, assistance requires paying attention 

to the most vulnerable and must emphasize joint planning strategies with development 

actors beyond just exit strategies (Mosel & Levine, 2014). Before this can happen, the 

humanitarian and the development communities must reconcile the fundamentally 

different institutional cultures, assumptions, values, structures and ways of working that 

characterize each. The ideology behind humanitarian aid is to save the lives of 

individuals, and work around uncooperative governments to achieve this. In contrast, 

the ideology behind development assistance is to support systems and institutions and 

was delivered primarily through governments (Macrae, 2012; Mosel & Levine, 2014). 

Mosel & Levine (2014) then identify several practical changes that organizations can 

incorporate to create stronger links, including flexibility for program content, openness 

to learning, working with local institutions, joint planning, and realistic programming. 
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With most of the world’s largest cities in low- and middle-income nations, 

disaster research needs to consider the unique challenges that urban populations face in 

recovering from disasters (IFRC, 2010). There is a growing recognition that many 

international humanitarian actors have yet to become operationally effective in 

responding to crises affecting urban areas. Many of these actors have been finding that 

traditional approaches—often rurally-derived or camp-focused—have been ill-suited to 

the particular challenges presented by densely populated urban areas (Brown, et al., 

2015).  

Brown , et al. (2015) find that since infrastructure systems are interconnected 

and provided by multiple sources at different scales (household, settlement and city-

wide), urban crises can result in cascading failures, exacerbating pre-existing service 

deficiencies and housing scarcities, particularly where urban growth rates are high and 

local capacities to respond are low. Humanitarian response needs to adopt an urban 

systems perspective due to the complexity of interlinked infrastructure services. To 

create resilience and sustainable development, they must consider planning issues at all 

stages of recovery. In terms of local governance, urban crises can further erode weak 

capacities while humanitarian interventions can indirectly impact power and authority 

structures. Humanitarian actors need to support and build capacity at the local level 

(Brown, et al., 2015). 

 

3.2. Power and Disasters 

 

This section will explore power and its connection to disasters. Low-income 

people lack or are deprived access to available measures of improvement within social, 

political, and economic structures by the most powerful. The marginalization that is 

caused by lack of access displaces people into unsafe locations, undermines their 

livelihoods and increases their vulnerability to disasters (Mascarenhas & Wisner, 2012). 

The marginality and prejudice of vulnerable groups is indelibly linked to power. Over 

the past century, many theorists have contributed to the current understanding of social 

and political power (Haugaard, 2002). From these writings, there are generalized 

perceptions of power which dominate.  

The most commonly recognized expressions of power, ‘power over’, has many 

negative associations for people, such as repression, force, coercion, discrimination, 

corruption, and abuse (Gaventa, 2006; VeneKlasen & Miller, 2002). Alternatively, ‘power 

to’ is power as a generalized capacity to exercise agency and to realize the potential of 

rights, citizenship or voice (VeneKlasen & Miller, 2002). There are also alternative, 



Spencer Huchulak   11 
 

contemporary expressions of power that pave the way for more positive thinking and 

action. These expressions of power refer to different forms of individual and collective 

agency and command. ‘Power with’ refers to the synergy which can emerge through 

partnerships and collaboration with others, based on mutual support. ‘Power within’ 

often refers to gaining a sense of self-identity or self-worth that is a precondition for 

action; it includes an ability to recognize individual differences while respecting others 

(Gaventa, 2006; VeneKlasen & Miller, 2002).  

Going further, John Gaventa (2006) describes the multiple, inter-related forms of 

agency in what he calls the power cube (Figure 2). The ‘forms’ dimension of the cube 

refers to the ways in which power manifests itself, including its visible, hidden and 

invisible forms. The ‘spaces’ dimension refers to the potential arenas for participation 

and action, including what is call closed, invited and claimed spaces. Finally, the ‘levels’ 

dimension of the cube refers to the differing layers of decision-making and authority: 

global, national and local (Gaventa, 2006). The concepts of power described here will be 

considered in subsequent analysis. 

 

Figure 2. The power cube: the levels, spaces and forms of power (Gaventa, 2006). 

 

Mascarenhas & Wisner (2012) highlight various ways power is linked to 

disaster. In many developing countries, the current exploitation of labour, land and 

other natural resources by elites are echoes of the colonial past. This can be seen in 

cities marked by smaller planned and serviced cores versus vast unplanned, under- or 

un-serviced peripheries. Another example is the political and economic processes of 
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globalization, following the end of WWII, which drove many small farmers off their land, 

swelling the population of cities. Control of knowledge and violence by both national 

elite and foreigners are other sources of power (Mascarenhas & Wisner, 2012). 

Political forces drive decision making across the emergency response, even if 

humanitarians feel apolitical (Hannigan, 2012). As Barnett and Weiss (2008) explain, 

humanitarian organizations have been in painful self-denial about their relation to 

power, preferring to see themselves as weak and vulnerable as those whom they are 

helping. But their growing resources, their broader ambitions, and their relationship to 

global structures puts front and center the issue of power. 

 

4. HISTORICAL UNDERPINNING 

 

Bay kou bliye; pòte mak sonje 

(Who strikes the blow forgets; who carries the scar remembers) 

 

To examine the events after the earthquake, without considering the past, would 

be a disservice to the people of Haiti. The high vulnerability found in Port-au-Prince in 

2010 has its roots in over 200 years of history. Haiti’s exceptional poverty is the result of 

an exceptional history, one that extracted an equally exceptional wealth. As Jean-

Bertrand Aristide lay bare, “Haiti is poor because of the rich” (Hallward, 2010, p. 1). 

The free Republic of Haiti was declared in 1804 after African slave-soldiers won 

a decade-long battle against three Western armies (Danner, 2010; Farmer, 2012). After 

gaining independence, the French were expelled and land was reallocated to the leaders 

of the new regime. Ex-slaves were forced either to defend the country as soldiers or to 

work the plantations to raise money for the state. Their forced labour was felt as a new 

form of enslavement. Meanwhile the better educated—predominantly lighter-skinned 

people of mixed race, with some education—were appointed managers, and over time 

came to form a new ruling class (Hallward, 2010; Levine, et al., 2012). This domination 

of rich over poor in Haiti continues today. 

The United States looked upon these self-freed men with shock, contempt and 

fear. Indeed, to all the great Western trading powers of the day—much of whose wealth 

was built on the labour of enslaved Africans—Haiti stood as a frightful example of 

freedom carried too far. They refused even to recognize Haiti until 1862 (Danner, 2010). 

During that period, the US successfully pushed for excluding Haiti from participation in 

the 1826 Congress of American States in Panama and other political tables, 

demonstrating Haiti’s powerlessness against its neighbours (Maguire, 2014).  
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The great colonial powers imposed a suffocating trade embargo and a demand 

that in exchange for peace the fledgling country pay enormous reparations to its former 

colonial overseer (Danner, 2010). France demanded payment of 150 million francs 

(modern equivalent of $21 billion2), later reducing the debt to 90 million francs. In the 

end, it took until 1947 for Haiti to make the last repayment (Farmer, 2012). The new 

nation, its fields burned, its towns devastated by war, was crushed by the burden of 

these astronomical reparations, payments that, in one form or another, strangled its 

economy and development for more than a century (Danner, 2010). 

One hundred years ago, the next era of foreign intervention began, with the 

United States occupation of Haiti. On 28 July 1915 the United States invaded Haiti, and 

imposed its diktat on the nation for close to two decades. The invasion was in fact the 

culmination of America’s earlier interferences in Haiti—on eight separate occasions US 

marines had temporarily landed to allegedly “protect American lives and property” 

(Fatton, 2015). The latter part of this claim was more accurate than the former, for these 

earlier skirmishes served to solidify and enhance the presence of American financial 

banking interests. For example, US marines forcibly removed Haiti’s entire gold reserve 

in 1914 to repay its debts, transporting it to New York. Roads and infrastructure built by 

the Americans soon wasted away, as Haitians were never empowered to learn the skills 

to maintain them.  

With the Americans departure in 1934, rule was largely left to the business elites 

and the military, under the leadership of François ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier and his son, Jean-

Claude ‘Baby Doc’ (Hallward, 2010). The two men ran the country with impunity from 

1957 until 1986. Through his policy of macoutisation3, François removed officials with 

years of experience and replaced them with his supporters, who were often unqualified 

(Arthus, 2013; Hallward, 2010). In the 1960s, this lack of local expertise became a real 

obstacle to Haiti’s development. By the mid-1960s, about 80 percent of Haiti’s most 

qualified physicians, engineers, and other professionals had fled to North America or 

Africa (Arthus, 2013). To fill the void left by the public administrators he either 

imprisoned, exiled, or killed, François consulted with foreign experts, especially 

individuals and companies from the United States, on matters including finance, 

tourism, agriculture, and training the Haitian army (Arthus, 2013). The Duvalier family 

                                                             
2 All money quoted in this paper refers to US Dollars (USD$). 
3 Macoutisation refers to the systematic violence and human rights abuses to suppress political 
opposition authorized by François Duvalier and his Tontons Macoutes, a special operations unit 
within the Haitian paramilitary force created in 1959. The Tontons Macoutes remained active 
even after the presidency of Jean-Claude Duvalier ended in 1986 (Arthus, 2013). 
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centralized all economic, political and social power in the National Palace and for the 

dominant transnational class (Hallward, 2010). 

During much of the last thirty years, Haiti has been controlled under, what 

Hallward (2010) describes as, political containment. Successive structural adjustment 

programs imposed by international financial institutions have forced dramatic cuts in 

wages and in the size of the public sector workforce, along with the elimination of 

import tariffs, the ongoing privatization of public utilities and state assets and the 

reorientation of domestic production in favour of cash crops popular in North America 

supermarkets (Hallward, 2010).  

Before trade liberalization began in the early 1980s, Haiti could meet most its 

own food needs; today around half the food that Haitians eat is imported, mostly from 

the US. Previously self-sufficient in rice, Haiti is now flooded with subsidized American 

rice that trades at around 70 percent of the price of its indigenous competition, as well 

as “free” rice from USAID (Hallward, 2010). Haitian economist Fritz Deshommes 

estimates that these policies destroyed 800,000 agricultural jobs (Schuller, 2010). 

Haiti’s pork and poultry sectors have also been decimated by globalization; the latter 

losing around 10,000 jobs (Hallward, 2010). Once farmers lost their price protection 

and cheap imports flooded the country, farming was no longer economically viable. 

Farmers left the land, most moving to the nation’s capital (Al Jazeera English, 2010). 

Rapid, unplanned urbanization led to poor quality, hazardous, and overcrowded housing 

(UN-HABITAT, 2006); the type of vulnerability that leads to a disaster. 

Democratic elections came to Haiti in 1991, with Roman Catholic priest Jean-

Bertrand Aristide, winning 67 percent of the vote. Aristide was overthrown a few 

months later because the movement that he led posed an intolerable threat to Haiti’s 

comfortable ruling class. In the 2001 election, Aristide won another large majority. He 

eliminated the military and lobbied for France to repay Haiti. In 2004, Aristide was 

ousted again by another coup d’état (Hallward, 2010). René Préval, an agronomist, 

succeeded Aristide as President twice (1996-2001; 2006-2011). As a result of political 

and economic reforms placed on Haiti, gross domestic product per capita fell from 

around $750 in the 1960s to $617 in 1990, before plummeting, as a result of the 

embargo imposed during the first coup, to just $470 by 1994 (Hallward, 2010). The 

violence that resulted in 2004 allowed Haiti’s elite to advocate for outside intervention 

to protect their interests. 

The foreign troops comprising the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) 

arrived in the wake of the 2004 coup that overthrew Aristide. The units originally 

attempted to disarm rebel groups and prevent them from taking power, but as the years 
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went on, the mission’s goal and reason for staying became vague (Katz, 2013). In 2006, 

the annual peacekeeping budget of MINUSTAH was larger than the annual budget of the 

government of Haiti, leaving many to question the utility of focusing on law enforcement 

over social development (Howland, 2006). 

Just before the 2010 earthquake, it was reported that 60 percent of the Haitian 

government’s budget came directly from NGOs. The World Bank estimated that 10,000 

NGOs were in operation in Haiti, leading many to call the nation “the Republic of NGOs”; 

in addition, few were registered with the government (Etienne, 2013). The presence of 

foreign NGOs and military deflects investment in the Haitian government’s capacity and 

casts a long shadow over Haiti’s sovereignty and it ability to envision a future for itself. 

In the end, the use and misuse of economic, political and cultural power over the last 

two centuries by colonial, imperial and indigenous forces has negated whatever plans 

the Haitian government and local actors had to prevent or respond to an emergency. The 

2010 earthquake was over 200 years in the making. 

 

5. HAITI EARTHQUAKE, 16:53 HOURS, 12 JANUARY 2010 

 

Wòch nan dlo pa konnen mizè wòch nan soley 

(Rocks in the water don’t know the misery of rocks in the sun) 

 

Over 95 percent of all deaths in earthquakes result from building failures 

(Wisner, et al., 2004). Haiti shared this trend. Decades of rural-to-urban migration 

caused the capital to become densely overpopulated. According to Alex Dupuy, Port-au-

Prince grew from 150,000 in 1950, to 732,000 in the early 1980s, to approximately 3 

million people in 2008 (Schuller, 2010). Before the earthquake, Port-au-Prince had a 

deficit of between 100,000 and 300,000 housing units (Levine, et al., 2012). Built with 

minimal materials, the mayor of Port-au-Prince estimated that, in 2008, “60 percent of 

the capital’s buildings were unsafe and should be razed” (Katz, 2013, p. 12). The long 

history of urban poverty and underdevelopment caused Haiti’s earthquake to be more 

catastrophic than similar and larger earthquakes have been in other parts of the world 

(Etienne, 2013). 

The impact of the 12 January 2010 earthquake was enormous: 222,570 killed; 

300,000 injured; 3.4 million affected (IFRC, 2010). Inspections have shown that 105,000 

houses were destroyed by the earthquake, with over 188,383 more badly damaged 

(DEC, 2015). Because most houses in Port-au-Prince are built with concrete, with little 

or no reinforcement, the earthquake left the capital covered with 19 million cubic 
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meters of rubble and debris, the cause of so much injury and loss of life (Katz, 2013). 

Until the rubble is cleared, many families had no other option but to live in tents or 

under donated tarpaulins. After eight months, there were 1,354 IDP camps in Port-au-

Price, home to an estimated 1.3 million people (Cullen & Ivers, 2010).  

The destruction was not limited to households, though. Government capacity 

was also severely damaged. Seventeen percent of civil servants were killed by the 

earthquake, severely limiting the government’s ability to operate. The earthquake 

caused 60 percent of government and administrative buildings, as well as 80 percent of 

the schools in Port-au-Prince, were destroyed or damaged (DEC, 2015; Katz, 2013).  

To respond to this disaster, the Americans proposed a three-phase plan—a sign 

that the theory behind LRRD may be properly implemented. In the relief phase, slated to 

go until at least May 1, every family in the quake zone would get a tarpaulin. Then, 

during recovery, which would launch in time for the hurricane season, responders 

would build 125,000 temporary houses known as T-shelters, generally 193 square feet 

or fewer, with plywood, particleboard, or larger tarp walls and metal roofs. Finally, 

during the reconstruction phase, responders would start building real, permanent 

housing. The Haitian government needed to provide land where the T-shelters could be 

built, preferably not in a floodplain and able to hold tens of thousands of people (Katz, 

2013).  

 

6. PEERING INSIDE THE TENT: EMERGENCY RELIEF 

 

Pal franse pa di lespri pou sa  

(To speak French doesn't mean you are smart) 

 

The understanding of this Haitian proverb—that local knowledge has value and 

that a foreign language can be a hindrance—is rooted in colonial history. But it is as 

relevant today as it was two hundred years ago. Some aid workers speak French but not 

Haitian Creole. Many more speak neither. Humanitarian and development workers need 

to listen to, and act upon, the wisdom of Haiti’s ordinary people. It is of grave 

importance that Haitians and foreigners involved in housing issues consult closely with 

the people who will live in the houses before a hammer is put to the first nail (Maguire, 

2014). 

With this historical understanding in mind, what follows is an account of the 

humanitarian response to the Haiti earthquake. The sections will discuss how domestic 

and foreign actors delivered immediate relief including shelter, sanitation and other 
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basic needs. Considerations of gender is a crucial concern during humanitarian 

responses and will be examined throughout the next sections. Sections will also look at 

land issues, including relocation and the politics of eviction. Lastly, an examination of aid 

money and coordination will take place. Along the way, these sections will explore the 

power dynamics between foreign intervention and Haitian sovereignty. How these 

actions affect vulnerability and power will also be considered. 

 

6.1. Camp Management 

 

Before the earthquake, household vulnerability in Haiti was determined by the 

assets available. With most, if not all, of their assets lost, households became extremely 

dependent on the resources provided by NGOs. Management of camps and equal 

distribution of emergency shelter was critical to recover. This section Haiti’s pre-

existing vulnerabilities and how they were affected by emergency relief. 

Geography is a major factor in determining who receives aid. Camps in Port-au-

Prince, far from major roads or the city center, like in Croix-des-Bouquets or Carrefour, 

had little to no services. NGOs were significantly more likely to manage camps in central 

areas, where UN and NGO officers were previously located, than far peripheral areas 

(Schuller, 2010; 2012). This geographical difference in services was most noticeable in 

Cité Soleil, Port-au-Prince’s largest slum, which was underserved because NGOs are 

afraid to, or don’t want to, work there. “The NGOs would rather work in the less badly 

hit, wealthier suburb of Pétionville (also close to their offices) rather than where the 

greatest need is,” decried the Cité Soleil IOM officer (Schuller, 2010, p. 19).  

The size of the camp is another key factor. Smaller camps—those with 100 or 

fewer families—received far less services than larger ones (Schuller, 2010). Aid workers 

were creating closed spaces of information where Haitian either did not receive services 

or did not know if they were entitled. Human Rights Watch (2011) found that many 

camp residents lacked access to basic information necessary to seek accountability, 

including which NGOs operated in the camps where they lived, what services they 

provided, and who to speak to if there was a problem. By not communicating with camp 

residents, NGOs prevent people from developing the self-awareness or agency necessary 

to build their lives back.  

Emergency relief also influences gender relations. Before the earthquake, gender 

inequality in Haiti was among the worst in the world. The Inter-American Commission 

on Human Rights (IACHR) consistently stated that “the phenomenon of discrimination 

against women in Haiti [is] widespread and tolerated, and [is] based on stereotypical 
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perceptions of women’s inferiority and subordination that maintain deep cultural roots” 

(HRW, 2011, p. 12). Those disadvantages make women and girls vulnerable to a range of 

abuses in both public and private spheres. The relief effort either intensified this or did 

little to correct it, as in the cases of (1) access to relief resources and (2) protection 

(Benjamin, 2013). Although the Sphere standard on targeting calls for humanitarian 

assistance to be “provided equitably and impartially, based on the vulnerability and 

needs of individuals or groups” (Sphere Project, 2004, p. 35), inequality in access was 

prevalent during Haiti’s response.  

In their survey of Parc Jean Marie Vincent, an IDP settlement home to 9,362 

families, Cullen and Ivers (2010) found that vulnerable groups had more difficulty 

accessing essential services. They found that 30 percent of women, 35 percent of the 

elderly, and 53 percent of the physically disabled had difficulty accessing shelter 

services, as compared to 19 percent for single men. In accessing health, water, and 

sanitation services, men had a significant advantage over other, more vulnerable groups 

(Cullen & Ivers, 2010). If they recognize the impact of their actions, NGOs providing 

goods and services can produce a shift in gendered power relations, especially if they 

make a conscious attempt to mitigate power imbalances between themselves and the 

community (Harris, 2006). The shift of service delivery by aid NGOs away from local 

organizations undermines their operations and takes away Haitian ownership of the 

response. What is needed in humanitarian responses are strategies and tactics that take 

account of the powerful effects of difference, combining advocacy to lever open spaces 

for voice with process that enable people to recognize and use their agency (Cornwall, 

2003). 

Without access to basic services or security, women face a higher risk of 

suffering sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). Interviews by Human Rights Watch 

(2011) show that extreme vulnerability and poverty in the camps led some women and 

girls to form relationships with men for the sake of economic security, or to engage in 

transactional or survival sex. The expression of men’s power over women in camps 

contributed to increased levels of vulnerability to this particular group. Victims of 

disasters require physical recovery, but must also be assured psychological recovery, 

including protection from SGBV (Wisner, et al., 2004). By promoting this recovery, NGOs 

could assist victims to ingrain the self-worth and agency needed to reduce their 

vulnerability. Enabling once silenced participants to exercise voice and democratize 

decision making would transform gender blindness and provide the basis for more 

productive alliances to confront and address power and powerlessness (Cornwall, 

2003). 
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The responsibility to protect Haitians from violence and exploitation is shared 

between MINUSTAH and the Haitian National Police (PNH). Unfortunately, MINUSTAH 

and PNH did little to protect Haitians after the earthquake. While police patrolled the 

perimeter of the largest and highest visibility camps such as the one in Champs de Mars, 

they rarely, if ever, went inside the camps; 75 percent of IDPs report not having ever 

seen any police—either PNH or MINUSTAH (Schuller, 2012). In one of the largest camps 

in Port-au-Prince, a contingent of six hundred female Bangladeshi police arrived in July 

2010 with the aim of making things safer and easier for women to report violence. But, 

like most of the UN police force in Haiti, they did not speak Haitian Creole or even 

French, making meaningful communication with the camp residents impossible (Al 

Jazeera English, 2010). Only six out of the 1,300 camps had regular police patrols 

(Schuller, 2010). MINUSTAH and PNH need to protect the lives and wellbeing of 

ordinary Haitians, inclusive of gender, race and class, among others, so that ordinary 

Haitians have the safety to begin rehabilitation. Discrimination of different gender, age, 

and disability groups needs to be eliminates so all citizens can benefit from subsequent 

stages of recovery. If not, people will continue to exist in insecure shelters, which are 

vulnerable to flooding, loss of assets through theft and low self-esteem. Until NGOs 

recognize that they hold power to foster (or hinder) social mobilization through their 

actions (or inaction), they will continue to lead unsustainable relief efforts with no 

chance of long-term development. 

 

6.2. Land Management 

 

Despite several attempts at reform in the past, land ownership became the object 

of collusion between those in power and the large landowners. The result, still palpable 

in Haiti today, is that land is disproportionately owned by a few large families. They 

defend their rights vigorously, using the full range of weapons at their disposal: the 

Constitution, state laws, economic pressure and more informal manifestations of power 

(Levine, et al., 2012). The question of who owns land was one of the biggest challenges 

during the relief phase and also hinders Haiti’s reconstruction in the long-term. 

IDPs living on land without clear ownership faced the constant fear of eviction; 

the IOM estimates that 25 percent of households in camps were threatened with 

eviction. According to Schuller (2012), 72 percent of camps were on private land, with 

the bulk of the remainder on state land. Many properties have many competing land 

claims; Mario Joseph estimates that 70 percent of landowners attempting to evict people 

lack the proper title to the land in the first place (Schuller, 2010). According to a report 
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by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, 29 percent of the 1268 camps had been closed 

because of forced evictions or negotiated departures (Schuller, 2010). Eviction and the 

fear of potential eviction, as visible forms of power, causes emotional distress on people 

recovering from the trauma of an earthquake and can further internalize a sense of 

powerlessness, as they have no avenue to express their rights or voice. 

Landowners also prevented aid from reaching those in need, to minimize the 

incentive to remain in the camps (Schuller, 2010). In a show of power at the local level, 

they exerted immense pressure on where emergency resources were directed, thereby 

controlling much of the relief process. On the other hand, if landowners and 

organizations work together to ensure fair use of the land, then both sides would see a 

positive outcome. For instance, in one very large camp in Carrefour, the religious group 

who controlled the land worked with residents, who paid a monthly rent for the land, to 

provide trash clean-up and security (Schuller, 2012). This example brings up ethical 

concerns but also illustrates the positive outcome of empowering highly vulnerable 

groups through mutual support. 

The case of Camp Corail (see Katz, 2013; Levine, et al., 2012; Reitman, 2011), 

where 7,500 people were relocated from a flood-prone golf course to an undeveloped 

gravel plot outside Port-au-Prince, shows the complexity of dealing with vulnerability 

and the importance of participation through all stages of relief. Selection of the land was 

done in a closed space, since the decision was made by government, NGOs, and the US 

military, but not those being relocated. The land’s owner, Gérald-Emile “Aby” Brun, was 

also the head of President Preval’s relocation commission (Katz, 2013). When people are 

coerced into moving from one highly dangerous environment to another, humanitarian 

planners and practitioners are expressing power without addressing people’s 

underlying vulnerability. As an Oxfam spokeswoman admitted, regarding Corail, “It was 

all done very last minute—we had to set the entire structure up in a week” (Reitman, 

2011). Corail is now home to more than 100,000 IDPs. Rather than speaking to and 

working with Haitians, people in power made decisions for them and then left them to 

cope. 

In the end, dysfunctional land markets, biased regulations and a lack of proactive 

land management policies will prevent many Haitians from ever owning the land on 

which they live. The lack of affordable land for housing, caused by long-standing wealth 

inequality, will perpetuate poverty and vulnerability in Haiti. Legislative reforms and 

revised regulations allowing small plots, mixed land use, incremental housing and 

affordable infrastructure are required (Bosher, 2010). Although timeliness is important, 

relocation must be done correctly, with full participation at each stage. 
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6.3. Water and Waste Management 

 

As noted earlier, lack of access to improved drinking water and improved 

sanitation are two key indicators of shelter deprivation (UN-HABITAT, 2006). Haiti’s 

lingering vulnerability was shown nine months after the earthquake when the country 

faced a second disaster: an outbreak of cholera. Cholera was unknown in Haiti for the 

past century, but in October it exploded along Haiti's largest river, the Artibonite. 

Cholera was brought to Haiti by Nepalese soldiers quartered in a United Nations 

peacekeeping camp that spilled its waste into a tributary of the Artibonite (Farmer, 

2012; Katz, 2013; Knox, 2015). 

The roots of this vulnerability to waterborne disease can be traced back to at 

least 2001. The IDB, acting under US veto, withheld $535 million in loans that were to 

develop Haiti’s water and public-health infrastructure (Schuller, 2012). These types of 

international economic decisions prevented Haiti from improving above 12 percent 

access to treated tap water. Sanitation was equally scarce, with half of people in Port-au-

Prince having no access to latrines (DEC, 2015). Haiti’s vulnerability to waterborne 

disease only increased after the earthquake. 

In the thirty-one IDP camps surveyed, Schuller (2012) found persistent gaps in 

water and sanitation services. Seven months after the earthquake, 40 percent of IDP 

camps did not have access to water. Despite the Sphere (2004) standard that a toilet 

should be shared by no more than twenty people, in Schuller’s sample the average was 

273. In 30 percent of camps, there were no toilets at all (Schuller, 2010). For camps with 

latrines, many were not cleaned on a regular basis. Actors need to provide a means for 

communities to voice both positive feedback and criticism to those providing assistance, 

and to receive appropriate redress (Green, 2012). Change cannot be mandated from the 

top-down alone; it needs to come from the support of people’s own initiatives. NGOs at 

the local and national level need to created invited spaces for government and 

community partnership. 

As of January 2014, the cholera outbreak has killed nine thousand Haitians and 

made unwell close to 720,000, or 7 percent of the population (Knox, 2015). At the bare 

minimum, the UN must take responsibility for this tragedy, to show accountability and 

respect to the victims. To eradicate the disease, the UN says a 10-year effort is needed 

and will cost $2.2 billion. That's less than the $2.5 billion the UN has spent on its Haitian 

peacekeeping mission since the outbreak of cholera (Katz, 2013; Knox, 2015). Without 

proper management and city-wide integration, the few new latrines and water sources 
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will not provide long-term public health protection from disease. Without long-term 

funding, Haiti’s ability to rebuild will be indefinitely weakened. 

 

6.4. Foreign Aid and the Interim Haiti Recovery Commission 

 

Initially, spending for the emergency was slow to arrive in Haiti; much of the 

money was going to government agencies, UN agencies, contractors, and NGOs 

(Reitman, 2011). To help sustain funding from the relief phase through to 

reconstruction, an international donors’ conference, “Towards a New Future for Haiti,” 

was held on 31 March 2010 in New York (Arthus, 2013; Katz, 2013). In May, the Interim 

Haiti Recovery Commission (IHRC) was formed. The commission provided the 

opportunity to share power with Haitian official in reconstruction planning. 

The IHRC was authorised by an emergency law of Haiti’s parliament to operate 

for eighteen months (Katz, 2013). Aid would flow though the IHRC and be vetted by a 

board comprised of eleven Haitians and twelve foreign leaders, co-chaired by Haitian 

Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive and former US President Bill Clinton (Etienne, 2013; 

Katz, 2013). “Before the commission, 100 percent of the money placed on Haiti was 

decided by the one giving it,” Bellerive told reporters, adding “So, it’s a brief progress 

that we get to 50 percent. We are gaining on our sovereignty” (Al Jazeera English, 2010). 

This renegotiation of funding allocation, with the inclusion of Haitian actors, 

demonstrates a positive move away from historical power dynamics where 

humanitarian actors held exclusive control. 

According to the UN, donors had spent or promised roughly $16.3 billion4 for 

Haiti, or more than double Haiti’s total yearly economic output (Katz, 2013). But, where 

had the money gone? Very little of the money donated made its way to Haiti or to 

Haitians. At least 93 percent of the 2010 humanitarian relief spending ($2.43 billion) 

would go right back to the UN or NGOs to pay for supplies and personnel, or never leave 

the donor states at all. Just one percent of the 2010 spending—about $24 million—went 

to the Haitian government, all with restrictive strings attached, and much of it awaiting 

the approval of the IHRC to allocate (Katz, 2013). Apart from the IHRC, spaces for 

decision-making on fund allocation at all levels were closed to Haitians, even those in 

leadership. 

                                                             
4 This consisted of $12.30 billion in humanitarian aid and recovery funding to the post-
earthquake response (excluding debt relief), $3.06 billion in private funding to international 
nongovernmental organizations, and $971.9 million in debt relief for 2010 and 2011. 



Spencer Huchulak   23 
 

Haiti’s private sector also received little. By April 2011, 1490 private contracts 

had been awarded by the US government. Only twenty-three contracts went to Haitian 

companies, totalling just $4.8 million or 2.5 percent of the total (CEPR, 2011). Most 

benefited the wealthy elite; for instance, nearly a third of these contracts went to a firm 

owned by a single businessman. The US Defence Department received far more, $465 

million through August 2010, for its usual contractors or for standard deployment 

expenses (Katz, 2013). Haiti’s aid commitments were controlled through a hierarchy of 

power: foreigners at the top, followed by national elite, and, at the bottom, were the 

poor and vulnerable. 

According to Clinton and Bellerive, only 30 percent of the promised aid had been 

donated by 31 March 2011 (Arthus, 2013). As late as March 2012, less than half the 

long-term money pledged at the donors’ conference for 2010 and 2011 were delivered. 

The biggest pledgers, Venezuela and the United States, each delivered less than a fifth of 

what they had promised (Katz, 2013). The amount of funds that actually arrived in Haiti 

is a pittance compared to the $13.9 billion in monetary damages the IDB estimates were 

caused by the earthquake (Cavallo, et al., 2010). International aid continues to operate 

with little accountability or transparency to the people and nations affected by disasters. 

As Katz (2013) points out, it’s hard to call such spending “money for Haiti” when much 

of it was actually a stimulus program for the donor countries themselves. 

A positive note comes from the remittances of foreign Haitians. Remittances rose 

by roughly 20 percent to an average level of $2.0 billion each year following the 

earthquake (IDB, 2012). This stable flow of money normally makes up to half of the 

national income, allowing anyone unemployed the ability to purchase basic necessities 

(World Bank, 2010). Remittances can be a created space for foreign Haitian to affect 

national relief, but it must be targeted to the most vulnerable (De, et al., 2015), as well as 

building resilience to future disasters. 

The dominance of humanitarian aid over development planning—invisible 

power at a global level—is shown by how little of the money raised for Haiti’s 

reconstruction went through Haitian institutions. Instead, donors worked around Haiti’s 

government to save lives, while at the same time doing little to improve the systems that 

caused their initial vulnerability. The surge of commitments from 2010 and 2011 has 

now subsided. Going forward, Haiti will continue to rely on donors and NGOs unless 

foreign actors begin to place some trust in Haitians themselves. They can start by 

supporting the current government, creating inviting spaces for partnership in future 

projects. 
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7. THINKING OUTSIDE THE TENT: REHABILITATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

Piti, piti, zwazo fè nich li 

(Little by little the bird builds its nest) 

 

To understand Haiti’s continued vulnerability and the challenges to long-term 

development, the following sections will look at structural challenges during the post-

earthquake response in relation to housing. Seven months after the quake, only 13,000 

temporary shelters had been build, far less than the 125,000 promised (Katz, 2013). By 

September 2010, only 2 percent of the rubble has been cleared (Schuller, 2010). More 

than 600,000 IDPs were still living in camps by March 2011 (Schuller, 2012). Lack of 

timeliness in delivering affordable housing has secondary effects since housing is not 

only the home but also the access to income services for many Haitians (IFRC, 2010). 

Sustainable and equitable housing solutions will be needed for Haiti to fully recover. 

 

7.1. Structural Instability 

 

The unsafe conditions of low quality construction and building in dangerous 

locations in Haiti can be attributed to the rapid urbanization described in Section 4 and a 

lack of enforcement of building codes. This section will examine the role of governance 

in the vulnerability of structures to earthquake hazard. The example of Collège La 

Promesse Evangelique, “The Promise,” illustrates why so many buildings were prone to 

collapse in 2010. 

In 2008, a third story had just been built for La Promesse. To save money, as 

with the floors below, the owner used low-quality concrete, mixed with extra water to 

stretch the material. He also skimped on the iron rebar that reinforced load-bearing 

walls. Even though the parents living along the ridge could see what was happening and 

contributed through the school fees they paid from their modest earnings, they were 

unable to voice their concerns and question the dangerous building that their children 

would be entering. They might have felt powerlessness since most had built their homes 

the same way (Katz, 2013). On November 7, La Promesse imploded; two and a half 

stories’ worth of concrete overturned toward the ravine. At least 93 people, mostly 

children, were killed, and over 150 injured. Journalist Jonathan Katz and President René 

Préval had the following exchange three days after the school collapsed (Katz, 2013, p. 

11): 
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Katz: “Why can’t you make a building code, a construction code, so something 

like this doesn’t happen again?” 

Préval: “There is a code already. But [builders] don’t follow it.” 

Katz: “What would make them follow it?” 

Préval: “What we need is political stability.”  

 

Political stability, or the lack of it, was why so many buildings in Port-au-Prince 

tend to collapse. A second collapse occurred at the Grace Divine school, injuring seven, 

just five days after La Promesse (BBC, 2008). It is true that buildings were not properly 

built, but it was because there was no government authority to compel people to follow 

a safety code. There was no stable government to maintain such an institution or enforce 

such a code, because Haiti had spent the last century being torn apart by political 

factions, a bloody US occupation, dictatorships, and disasters. The foreign aid that had 

rushed into that void had seldom concerned itself with maintaining or even encouraging 

a government that could manage itself (Katz, 2013).  

Government participation is fundamental to development. In the future, 

development organizations and donors will need to partner with and support the 

Haitian Government—even if it ranks last out of 145 countries on the Corruption 

Perceptions Index (Transparency International, 2005)—to restore the limited capacity 

lost from destroyed government offices and killed professionals. Continuing to divert 

ownership of projects from government will only serve to weaken the country’s ability 

to reduce future disaster risk. 

 

7.2. Cash Transfers: The 16/6 Project 

 

Two years after the earthquake, about 515,000 Haitians remained in some 707 

IDP camps scattered across the capital (Booth, 2012). In an effort to clear out some of 

these camps, the Government of Haiti initiated the 16/6 Project, targeting six camps for 

relocation into sixteen neighbourhoods. Coordinated by the International Organization 

for Migration (IOM), the core element of this program is a cash transfer scheme: $500 

for one year per household (UNOPS, 2011). The program faced two major hurdles 

however.  

The first challenge is that most IDPs were renters before the earthquake; 70 to 

85 percent of Port-au-Prince residents did not own their home before the earthquake 

(Schuller, 2010). With $500, participants can barely rent a two-bedroom apartment in 

one of the capital’s urban slums for one year, leaving families with few alternatives a 
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year after camp eviction (Lauterbach, 2013). High rental prices are predictable when 

considering the amount of homes lost due to collapse. The rent for ‘green’ houses—fit 

for human habitation—went up 300 percent (Schuller, 2010). After the first year, 

families will be forced to spend a majority of their disposable income on rent, leaving 

them vulnerable to becoming homeless again. The big winners of this scheme are 

present and future landlords, not Haiti’s most vulnerable. 

The second challenge is the limited scale of this initiative. The process is slow. 

Each day, long lines form to get on buses provided by the IOM to take camp residents 

into neighbourhoods looking for accommodations. IOM officials must inspect units to 

make sure adequate sanitation is available and that the building is not at risk of collapse. 

With limited stock of undamaged apartments, IOM staff can only handle around fifty 

cases a day (Moloney, 2012). The majority of IDPs have few alternatives beyond living in 

‘yellow’ (repairable) or ‘red’ (condemned) houses, which together make up 50 percent 

of the buildings surveyed by the Ministry of Public Works (Levine, et al., 2012; Schuller, 

2010). 

The Haitian government and its partners are spending a total of $30 million to 

empty six camps. There are 701 more (Booth, 2012). Although substantially more 

funding would have been needed to temporarily house Haitians, very little of the 

promised relief aid actually made its way to Haiti, as shown in section 6.4. Most camps 

will become ‘formalized’ into permanent slums, repeating the problems of the past 

(Booth, 2012). The Haitian Government appears to lack the capacity and, more 

worrying, the motivation to provide a long-term housing strategy. Clément Bélizaire, a 

government representative, told the Haitian newspaper Le Nouvelliste, "The government 

cannot look after these people over the long term. That is not its responsibility" (Annis, 

2012). If national leaders are unwilling to protect the fundamental rights of citizens, 

then donors and actors should empower local organizations and Haitians to improve 

their living conditions through partnership and collaboration. 

The power of landlords over renters and over government control of pricing will 

push many people back into hazardous and overcrowded housing, and to the same 

vulnerability that was found before the earthquake. Cash transfers to a few thousand of 

the over one million people insecurely housed will not lead to significant reductions in 

collective vulnerability or eliminate the growth of slums. 
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7.3. Building Shelters and Repairing Houses 

 

With demand high, transitional shelter was needed for Haiti to begin 

rehabilitation. However, many powerful groups had underestimated the problem and 

oversold their abilities in solving them. Take, for instance, the case of the American Red 

Cross (ARC). The ARC launched a wildly successful fundraising appeal in Haiti, raising 

close to $500 million in one year (Reitman, 2011). The ARC says that it spent 35 percent 

of its funds raised for Haiti on shelter. They promised to build hundreds of permanent 

homes in the neighbourhood of Campeche despite having few country staff at the time 

and typically working in short-term emergency relief (Elliott & Sullivan, 2015; Katz, 

2013). 

Through their investigation, Elliott and Sullivan (2015) found that although the 

ARC claims that it “has helped 132,000 Haitians to live in safer conditions—ranging 

from providing temporary homes and rental subsidies to repaired and new homes,” the 

ARC has delivered only six new, permanent houses. Many international aid 

organizations struggled in Haiti after the earthquake, navigating the dysfunctional land 

title system and weak government structures. Besides these struggles, the investigation 

found that the ARC “has broken promises, squandered donations, and made dubious 

claims of success,” (Elliott & Sullivan, 2015) leaving a wide margin between their public 

celebrations and the reality on the ground. Now, five years after the quake, residents of 

Campeche remaining extremely vulnerable; many live in shacks made of rusty sheet 

metal, without access to drinkable water, electricity or basic sanitation (Elliott & 

Sullivan, 2015). 

False claims by NGOs are damaging to both Haitians and donors, who may 

become sceptical of the good that aid can do. With so many NGOs operating in Haiti, it is 

difficult to assess what has been delivered, the quality and what has survived. Many 

Haitians say that NGOs have prioritized those IDPs with land, giving T-shelters to those 

who had a house before the earthquake (Wearne, 2012). By doing so, NGOs replicate 

existing political exclusion of landless, unemployed urban residents. 

Those with repairable homes must navigate the limited resources available for 

reconstruction, namely cement and timber. Although Haiti had a public cement 

company, Cimint d’Haiti, today, cement has to be either bought from foreign companies 

or from a company owned by the Minister of Tourism, Patrick Delatour. Delatour’s 

company “stands to reap major gains from the coming wave of international rebuilding 

aid” (CEPR, 2011) The privatization of Haiti’s public companies and assets, through loan 

agreements of international financial institutions, has left the business elite in control of 
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much of Haiti’s wealth and future gains. Collusions between politicians and businessmen 

(sometimes being one and the same) that control resources is a form of hidden power 

and leaves many poor Haitians with few options at the market. The price of goods are 

too high for them to build affordable, robust homes. 

Environmental responsibilities is another important component of Haiti’s 

reconstruction. Unfortunately, the country has faced high levels of deforestation over 

the past decades. Over 60 percent of Haiti's land was forested in 1923 as compared to 

less than 2 percent by 2006 (Abrahams, 2014). Abrahams (2014) notes that aid agencies 

were purchasing certified timber from the US, Canada, and the Dominican Republic for 

their transitional shelters. Though it is true that Haiti had insufficient timber sources to 

support their reconstruction, the real question is whether outside forces are helping 

when they ignore the underlying reasons for the country’s lost natural resources. 

In the case of both cement and timber, it is important for NGOs and government 

agencies to purchase goods through local intermediaries whenever possible to help 

stimulate the economy during reconstruction, giving them the power to rebuild market 

functions. The ecological and economic changes over recent decades has increased 

Haiti’s dependence on imports, as a cost of increasing individual and collective 

vulnerability. People have little option other than to rebuild their homes under the same 

conditions as before, repeating the cycle of vulnerability. 

 

7.4. Permanent Housing and Urban Planning 

 

According to shelter experts, the handful of wooden T-shelters in Haiti would 

last “four rainy seasons at best” (Wearne, 2012). Ultimately, homeless and inadequately 

housed Haitians will require permanent housing solutions. The right to shelter is a 

fundamental human right as recognized in international human rights law (Cullen & 

Ivers, 2010) and Article 22 of Haiti’s constitution (Republic of Haiti, 2011). Buildings 

and homes must be built to prepare for any future natural disasters, including annual 

hurricanes and the irregular earthquake. Unfortunately, foreigners building houses have 

shown similar poor results as other assistance described above. The money that goes to 

non-Haitian contractors and managers deprives local markets from recovering or 

growing. By the end of August 2011, a mere 4,596 permanent houses had been built in 

Haiti after the earthquake (Wearne, 2012). 

USAID’s “New Settlements Program” called for the construction of fifteen 

thousand houses in Port-au-Prince and the North Department starting in 2011 (USAID, 

2014). In 2012, the plan was reduced to 2,600 houses, while the budget grew from $53 
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million to over $90 million. By 2014, just nine hundred houses had been built across 

Haiti at an average cost per house of $39,000, more than four times the original estimate 

(Johnston, 2014). USAID’s inspector general blamed the project’s cost overruns and 

delays on the agency’s lack of oversight over the contractors. Others blame the cost 

increases on USAID for awarding contracts to large firms instead of going with smaller, 

local companies. Contractors include Minnesota-based Thor Construction, Mexico-based 

CEMEX and two Haitian-American firms based in Maryland (Ehley, 2014). Moreover, 

Bosher (2010) finds that people who have homes built for them—without consultation, 

without information and without choice—are likely to adopt a fatalistic view of the 

product and produce low self-esteem. Feelings of powerlessness persist when only 

seeing foreigners building houses and then leaving. Like other interventions, these few 

houses will not be a sustainable solution for Haiti. Partners should support Haitian-to-

Haitian assistance when suitable and upon request (Wearne, 2012). 

ITECA (Institute of Technology and Animation) uses a community-based model 

for building homes. Architects meet directly with households before construction begins 

and groups of seven to ten families work together building each other’s homes. By 

empowering vulnerable groups, households create their own identity through their own 

housing plans and receive the knowledge of how to maintain them into the future. This 

also builds social cohesion at the same time. Compared to foreign NGOs and contractors, 

ITECA is able to deliver far better housing options with far less funding (Werleigh, 

2014). These homes are built by Haitians, for the most vulnerable Haitians. Local 

organizations, like ITECA, use mutual support mechanisms to share power with people 

who have been exploited for generations, building self-worth along the way. 

Security of tenure is another fundamental need, as seen in Subsection 6.3. 

Inclusive urban planning requires comprehensive and sufficiently detailed information 

about urban areas to ensure that no groups are excluded from planning processes 

(Shemak, 2014). Critically, since the earthquake caused many to be injured or lose a 

limb due to falling debris, reconstruction will need to ensure that the needs of the 

disabled are adequately met. 

Immediately after the earthquake, volunteers used new technologies, like 

OpenStreetMap (Shemak, 2014) and Ushahidi (Meier, 2012), to build up-to-date maps of 

Port-au-Prince, including roads, houses, health centres and other urban elements. As 

ITECA’s success has shown, local municipal governments are able to deliver the 

certificates of ownership necessary for families to secure land tenure. The certificates 

name both the head of household, as well as each member of the family, giving equal 

rights to women (Werleigh, 2014). Wherever possible, local actors should be handed the 
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power to make decisions and express their voice. This ensures that when NGOs 

eventually leave, Haitians will have the knowledge and skills to grow for themselves. 

The centralization of government in the 1960s led to a withdrawal of rural 

development. In addition, trade liberalization of the 1980s produced widespread rural 

unemployment. These dynamic 'push’ factors led to rapid urbanization and forced 

people into unsafe buildings. In addition to reconstructing Port-au-Prince, Haiti will 

need to invest in decentralizing its government and foster rural development. According 

to Bosher’s (2010) definition of resilience, Port-au-Prince will need to consider both its 

physical recovery (both built and natural) and socio-political influences.  

 

8. CONCLUSION 

 

Dèyè mòn gen mòn 

(Beyond mountains, there are mountains) 

 

As this Haitian proverbs predicts, disasters will continue in Haiti unless 

vulnerability is reduced. This paper researched two topics: the root causes of 

vulnerability leading to the 2010 Haiti earthquake and the impact of assistance that 

followed. The underlying risk factors of Haiti’s vulnerability, which caused extreme 

destruction after the 2010 earthquake, are tied to the oppression of poor Haitians by 

outside forces, largely French and American, and national elite. These two groups 

exercised economic and political power over Haiti for over 200 years, causing long-term 

indebtedness, limited development and weak governance. This exploitation of resources 

pressured rural farmers to leave their land and move to the city, where employment and 

adequate housing were scarce. Political instability in recent decades and limited services 

left an overpopulated city at high risk to hazards. 

To understand the challenges and opportunities of assistance following the 

earthquake, a broad investigation was needed, attempting to link relief activities to 

development goals. NGOs, the UN, donors, the Haitian Government, and other powerful 

actors were shown to be slow to act, and underestimated the challenges of responding 

to one of humanity’s biggest disasters and the complexities of delivering services in an 

urban environment.  

Section 6 showed humanitarian actors falling into old habits, providing 

unsustainable goods and services, largely ignoring remote areas of the city and the most 

vulnerable groups. Donors committed less than was needed and spent mostly on their 

own people, rather than the Haitians in need. The response may have been more 
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successful if foreigners, rather than feigning knowledge of the best solutions, recognized 

their own positions of power and collaborated with Haitians by asking for their advice 

and assistance in planning interventions.  

In section 7, more systemic challenges—construction inspections, government 

subsidies, natural resource control, and urban planning—were linked to political 

instability. The success of the Haitian government has long been limited by the agendas 

of outsiders and elite forces; the post-earthquake did little to overcome this. Foreign 

actors should start supporting greater governance and government ownership of 

programs by fostering democracy in the new round of parliamentary and presidential 

elections this year, returning the “Republic of NGOs” back to its people. Until the root 

causes of civil, political, economic and social inequality in Haiti are addressed, 

vulnerability will remain. 

This analysis illustrates the importance of understanding power. Although 

political theorists have long explored power, with development studies more recently, 

disaster studies has yet to fully realize how power dynamics impact their work. The 

actions and agenda-setting taken by non-state actors demonstrates the existence of 

immense power over the governments, organizations, and people they work with, 

ultimately damaging local agency. Within closed spaces, donors decide how much 

money should be given, where to, and to whom. Rapid decision-making and lack of local 

context are challenges, which are multiplied when considering the hundreds of private 

charities and thousands of unregistered NGOs operating in Haiti. A careful analysis of 

the complexity within humanitarian and development processes signals some obvious 

but difficult areas in which international disaster responses need to change if they are 

really to alter power relations meaningfully and for the better. 
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