
Situation	report	on	COVID-19	and	Haiti	(Fall	2020)	

	
After	nearly	two	years	of	sustained	protests	and	government	inaction,	the	economic	situation	in	Haiti	has	already	
made	life	exceedingly	difficult	for	the	vast	majority	of	the	population.	The	currency	has	rapidly	depreciated,	
inflation	has	remained	elevated,	and	the	government	has	been	unable	to	increase	revenues	domestically	or	
through	international	assistance.	The	Haitian	government	has	few	fiscal	resources	to	draw	upon	in	responding	to	
the	coronavirus	pandemic,	and	Haitian	families,	many	already	pushed	to	the	edge,	are	facing	an	increasingly	
perilous	future.		

Prior	to	the	onset	of	the	coronavirus	pandemic,	Haiti’s	health	care	system	faced	many	challenges.	According	to	a	
2019	study	by	the	Research	and	Education	consortium	for	Acute	Care	in	Haiti	(REACH),	Haiti	only	has	an	estimated	
124	ICU	beds	and	64	ventilators	for	a	population	of	more	than	11	million.	Other	public	health	experts	have	put	
those	figures	even	lower.	This	is	a	serious	concern,	especially	given	the	relatively	high	proportion	of	the	population	
considered	to	be	at	an	elevated	risk.	More	than	half	of	the	health	facilities,	which	include	primary	care	centers,	
community	referral	hospitals	and	10	departmental	public	hospitals,	are	located	in	metropolitan	Port-au-Prince.	

The	health	system	has	limited	capacity.	There	are	a	few	beds	for	treating	COVID-19,	insufficient	numbers	of	health	
care	professionals	and	insufficient	personal	protective	equipment	in	Haiti,	which	has	one	of	the	weakest	health	
systems	in	the	region.		

	

	



Haiti’s	health	care	system	overall	is	extremely	reliant	on	private	actors,	including	foreign	assistance	and	NGOs.	Dr.	
Youri	Louis	told	the	Haitian	Times	that,	as	of	2013,	64	percent	of	Haiti’s	health	budget	derived	from	international	
assistance.	In	many	parts	of	the	country,	access	to	health	care	is	only	provided	by	nonstate	actors.		

Since	the	2010	earthquake,	the	Haitian	Ministry	of	Health	has	been	one	of	the	only	government	institutions	that	
has	received	direct	donor	support.	Nevertheless,	a	significant	portion	of	foreign	assistance	bypasses	national	health	
systems.	It	is	vitally	important	that	efforts	to	respond	to	the	current	pandemic	also	focus	on	strengthening	the	
government’s	health	care	infrastructure.	Though	some	improvements	have	been	evident	over	the	previous	decade,	
national	health	spending	remains	woefully	inadequate	and	has	actually	decreased	in	recent	years.		

While	the	government	has	ordered	factories	closed,	it	is	unclear	what,	if	any,	financial	support	from	the	
government	will	go	to	impacted	workers.	In	Haiti,	where	garment	factories	were	among	facilities	closed	to	prevent	
spread	of	the	virus,	workers	were	asked	to	return	to	pick	up	paychecks	(for	the	days	worked	prior	to	the	closures)	
in	staggered	stages	so	as	to	prevent	crowding	and	potential	contagion.	It	is	standard	practice	for	workers	in	Haiti’s	
garment	industry	to	receive	their	wages	in	person,	in	the	form	of	a	cash,	because	most	earn	too	little	to	maintain	a	
bank	account	for	check	deposits,	and	paychecks	are	immediately	consumed	on	basic	goods.	

Despite	a	government	order	to	distribute	pay	to	groups	of	10	workers	at	a	time,	one	factory	employer	
simultaneously	convened	all	2,000	workers	to	collect	their	wages,	despite	the	danger.	In	addition,	some	factories	
now	are	reopening	to	make	masks,	in	large	part	for	export	to	the	United	States,	a	move	that	puts	at	risk	workers,	
their	communities	and	the	country’s	already	fragile	healthcare	system.	
	
It	is	imperative	to	recognize	that	the	Haitian	state’s	inability	to	adequately	respond	to	the	crisis	is	tied	to	a	legacy	of	
foreign	domination,	occupation,	and	exploitation,	and	to	decades	of	foreign	aid	policies	that	have	eroded	the	
state’s	capacity.	Nevertheless,	it	is	increasingly	clear,	as	with	the	2010	earthquake,	that	the	Haitian	government	will	
not	be	able	to	adequately	respond	to	the	current	crisis	without	increased	support	from	the	international	
community.		

	

In	order	to	ensure	communities	are	able	to	take	action	to	protect	themselves	and	are	able	to	stay	at	home,	the	
government	must	act	to	provide	the	resources	necessary	to	sustain	people’s	livelihoods,	including	access	to	food	
and	water.	It	is	likely	that	a	prolonged	crisis	will	exacerbate	an	already	fragile	food	security	situation	in	much	of	the	
country.	Many	children	rely	on	school	feeding	programs,	which	are	often	funded	by	international	organizations.	
International	assistance	will	be	key	in	ensuring	the	government	is	able	to	reach	the	most	vulnerable	in	responding	



to	the	pandemic,	but	international	actors	must	be	wary	of	repeating	past	mistakes.	Food	assistance	should	be	
designed	to	ensure	local	procurement	of	available	goods,	and	to	support	investment	in	national	production.		

“But	the	political	instability	in	Haiti	is	significant.	Parliamentary	elections	were	[delayed]	from	last	October.	The	
president	is	ruling	by	decree.“		Haiti’s	weak	governance,	which	continues	to	spur	protests	and	an	overall	precarious	
security	situation,	only	add	to	the	challenges	of	an	already	weak	health	system.	Before	COVID-19,	4.1	million	
Haitians	out	of	nearly	12	million	were	facing	food	shortages	or	outright	famine,	which	Etienne	and	others	expect	to	
only	get	worse.		

	

“There	is	real	danger	of	a	large	scale	outbreak	followed	further	by	a	humanitarian	crisis	in	Haiti,”	Dr.	Carissa	
Etienne,	the	director	of	the	Pan	American	Health	Organization,	said	Tuesday.	“There	is	the	real	risk	that	growing	
food	insecurity	will	result	in	famine.”	And	the	lack	of	food	could	give	rise	to	social	unrest,	she	added.		

The	onset	of	the	coronavirus	pandemic	in	Haiti	requires	immediate	and	concerted	action	by	local	and	international	
actors;	but	in	a	country	where	the	failures	of	international	assistance	and	intervention	are	so	readily	apparent,	
those	involved	in	the	response	must	make	every	effort	to	ensure	a	more	sustainable	future.		

Bruno	Lemarquis,	the	United	Nations’	resident	coordinator	in	Haiti,	who	also	serves	as	deputy	special	
representative	of	the	United	Nations	Integrated	Office	in	Haiti,	said	Haiti	is	facing	“a	perfect	storm,	with	two	back-
to-back	tsunamis	—	a	health	crisis	followed	by	a	severe	socioeconomic	impact.”	“This	comes	on	top	of	an	
already	very	concerning	humanitarian	situation,	itself	generated	by	Haiti’s	chronic	vulnerabilities	but	exacerbated	
by	the	series	of	crises	the	country	went	through	in	2019,”	he	said.	“The	Caribbean	is	only	as	solid	as	its	weakest	
health	system,	which	is	in	Haiti,”	Lemarquis	said.	“If	it	doesn’t	go	well	here,	we	know	what	will	happen.		

But	the	main	challenge	he	believes	Haiti	faces	“is	raising	public	awareness	to	limit	the	community	spread	of	the	
virus.”	Many	Haitians	still	do	not	believe	in	the	existence	of	the	flu-like	virus	and	see	it	as	a	government	ploy	to	get	
international	aid.	Others,	frightened	by	what	they	do	not	understand,	view	the	disease	as	a	death	sentence	and	
anyone	with	it	as	tainted.	That	makes	contact	tracing	difficult	if	not	outright	impossible	in	some	instances.		



	

Several	incidents	—	including	the	escape	of	a	recently	returned	U.S.	deportee	from	government	quarantine	after	he	
learned	he	had	COVID-19,	and	later,	five	individuals	in	the	city	of	Hinche	also	escaped	while	awaiting	test	results	—	
are	all	linked	to	Haitians’	fear	and	lack	of	knowledge	about	the	pandemic.	The	stigma	surrounding	COVID-19	and	
the	lack	of	protective	equipment	have	left	healthcare	workers	and	hospital	staff	feeling	vulnerable	and	exposed,	as	
some	Haitians	threaten	to	burn	down	facilities	caring	for	patients	with	the	coronavirus.	

Some	people	believe	that	the	pandemic	is	political	gimmickry	and	they	do	not	appreciate	the	severity.	In	fact,	they	
have	physically	obstructed	access	to	the	setting	up	of	COVID	hospital	facilities,	threatening	to	burn	them	down	and	
also	to	attack	health	care	workers.	The	ongoing	threat	to	hospitals	and	the	safety	of	community	health	care	
workers	is	also	of	great	concern.		
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The	New	York	Times,	The	Miami	Herald,	The	Washington	Post,	Center	for	Economic	and	Policy	Research	,	The	Economist	

	
US	Government	Travel	Advisory:	Level	4	(Do	not	travel),	still	active	from	August	2020	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

	


