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Eramithe Delva, a leader and founder of KOFAVIV on why women on the protest march wore black masks over their faces: “We are veiling our faces because
this is how they come to our homes to rape us, beat us, destroy our homes, burn our things. The veil also is a symbol of how we as women are silenced and
marginalised in all spheres of public life.”
Photo by Anne Sosin

‘‘Standing up to
defend our rights’’
n 1 September, hundreds of
women took part in a
protest march through the
streets of Port-au-Prince to
denounce violence and discrimination against women. The demonstration was organised by the
Commission of Women Victims for
Victims (KOFAVIV), a group of
Haitian survivors of rape from the
1991-94 military coup d’état who
are now working to help and
support new victims of abuse and
sexual violence.
To honour and support this
initiative, Haiti Briefing is reprinting below some extracts from the
KOFAVIV declaration published on
the day of the protest:
“We fought unsuccessfully for
justice and reparations for years.
When, in 2004, we saw that the
same women were being raped

O

again, we shifted our work in order
to aid these new victims. Because
many of us who had been attacked
eventually died from sexually transmitted diseases including AIDS, we
provide victims with medical care.
KOFAVIV works with women
victims from poor neighbourhoods
like La Saline, Bel Air, Cité Soleil,
Grande Ravine, Ti Bwa, Martissant, and Village de Dieu.
We, women victims, many of us
from the poorest groups of the
population, have decided today to
say no to all forms of violence and
discrimination to which we have
been subjected during the last 200
years.
We are victims of rape. Armed
groups have forced their way into
our homes, stolen everything we
owned, raped us and our daughters,
burned our houses, and threatened

us. Many of us were forced to leave
our homes and have been sleeping
on the mountainside. We have lost
our commercial goods, and we do
not have the means to send our children to school. When we open our
mouths to speak, we risk being
threatened or killed.
We, women who have been
subjected to all forms of violence,
are standing up to defend our
rights. (....)
It must be the job of all branches
of the government to respect human
rights. Parliament must adopt forceful laws to protect women’s rights.
The Executive must take strong
measures to stand in solidarity with
women victims from the last 10
years. The police need to provide
security in poor neighbourhoods
and other areas in order to stop
kidnapping and rape. We ask that

the state takes action in the justice
system to end impunity. (...)
Ending violence and discrimination against women is everyone’s
responsibility. We ask civil society
to wake up and condemn this
relentless violence.
Where are the political parties?
What do you have to say about the
women of Martissant, Grande
Ravine, Corridor La Fwa, Ti Bwa
who have been abandoned with no
support? During elections, you
know that women were there until
the end. All your leaders are silent.
Political groups – stop using what
we have suffered as propaganda
without recognising our existence.
When you do this, you re-victimize
us. (...)
All groups that are involved in
rape, both those that are perpetrating it and those that are supporting
these individuals, must stop violating the rights of women. At the
same time, we remind the state that
it has the obligation to take all
action necessary to prevent all
forms of violence against women.
The fight has just begun.
Women’s rights must be
respected.” I

Newgovernment:
a chance to mobilise
and move forward
In late October, the Haiti Support Group’s CHRISTIAN
WISSKIRCHEN travelled to Port-au-Prince to meet with
representatives of civil society organisations. Whilst
specific projects emerging from this trip may be the
subject of reports in future issues, here he reflects on
some broad themes that emerged from meetings with
15 organisations and a number of individual Haitians.

F

irstly, the general mood in
Port-au-Prince seems to be a
mixture of weariness and expectation. When I last visited
shortly before the coup
against President Aristide in
February 2004, people were exasperated with
the country’s decline into yet more corruption,
violence, and economic misery. There followed
two years of further decline under an interim
government that was – in the end – despised by
nearly every sector of society. Now the question on everybody’s lips is “Can Préval deliver?” This being Haiti, the predictions are
quickly forthcoming. And, maybe not surprisingly, the expectations are generally low.

Views on Préval
On the positive side, there is unanimous perception that Préval is not a corrupt politician.
Secondly, there is agreement that he is a democrat, and that orders or policies that result
in human rights violations no longer emanate
from the Presidential Palace. Hence, there is
now freedom of expression and association,
and thus a space for progressive organisations
to articulate their demands. But this is almost
where the positives end. There is already some
disagreement among Haitian NGOs as to

whether the Préval government is even truly
committed to an agenda that would systemically and systematically improve the lives of
the poor majority. Repeatedly I was told that
there is a lack of focus on agriculture and environmental protection, which is born out in
the figures of the new government’s first
budget.
Many in the grassroots sector also consider
the new president to be timid and afraid to tell
foreign governments that Haiti’s true needs are
incompatible with many of the policies imposed by them. One representative of a Haitian NGO specialising in capacity-building with
peasant organisations said: “During his first
Presidency, Préval at least talked about land
reform. Now he doesn’t even mention it.”
To be fair, the Préval government does specify that agriculture is one of eight priority
areas, but nobody can explain why, for example, it has not raised the issue of import tariffs
with the international donors. Haiti’s low
import tariffs, in combination with subsidies
provided by foreign governments to their farmers, are one of the main reasons for the decline
in agricultural production. Haiti’s tariffs are in
fact the lowest in the Caricom region, even
though Haitian farmers are in greater need of
protection than any others in the Caribbean.

Women’s demonstration against violence in Port-au-Pr

Caricom wants Haiti to raise its tariffs to its
own harmonised level, but there is no discourse on this issue from the Haitian government. The suspicion arises therefore that Préval
is not prepared to take on the US and the powerful Haitian family clans who benefit from
low tariffs.
The hope is that the popular sector can mobilise effectively to put sufficient pressure on
the government for it to take up these issues. In
fact, Préval seemed to be inviting this when he
recently told Oxfam’s director, Barbara Stocking, “I need you to make the case on the question of tariffs.” Yet the popular sector is
weaker than ever, and finds it very difficult to
get anywhere near the level of influence it enjoyed in the late 1980s. The fact that peasant
farmers’ livelihoods are even more precarious
means that few find the time to commit to political activity.

On insecurity

A man shot dead in the street – an all too common scene in Bel Air in 2005. Insecurity in some
parts of Port-au-Prince is still a big problem.

This issue unsurprisingly exercises the middle
and upper classes more than the poor majority,
although it is of course of great concern to the
inhabitants of urban slum areas where, according to most estimates, up to 4,000 wellarmed gang members are holed up.
Most are agreed that the Disarmament, Demobilisation, and Re-integration programme

rince on 1 September 2006.

(DDR) is not working since it is not a classic
post-conflict situation where the opposing
sides in a war or civil war have exhausted
themselves and are looking for an end to the
conflict. The violence is driven by economic
misery, but masked by a political veneer. The
Aristide government used slum gangs to sustain its control instead of the Army – the traditional means by which governments
maintained their power – that had been decommissioned (not though officially abolished). Now the gangs are available for hire to
the highest bidder.
The view from both a women’s group working with rape victims in the slums, and a businessman with factories in the Cité Soleil area,
was that it would be safe for government officials to enter these deprived areas, contact established community groups (rather than
negotiating with directly the gangs), and offer
and follow through with the buildings of
schools and hospitals. Then the violence would
subside rapidly, since the youngsters who are
now forming the bulk of the gangs would prefer
to go to school to being killed in shoot-outs.
This would leave the gang leaders isolated.
As it is, the government does not appear to
be making available the urgently-needed funds
to deal with this most pressing of problems,
and that makes the government’s stated ex-
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press priorities of attracting foreign investment
and developing tourism look absurd (however,
as one grassroots activist observed, the government very quickly found US$1.5 million to
purchase new vehicles for parliamentarians to
get to work more conveniently).

Cleaning up the police
The sense of insecurity in downtown Port-auPrince is palpable. The airport road – normally
buzzing – is virtually deserted. After dark, there
is very little activity in the streets, although the
number of police check-points is clearly being
increased to try and instil a sense of security.
Reform of the police force clearly is an issue of
concern, but there is not much I heard by way
of constructive proposals on how to weed the
corrupt and abusive officers out of the force.
One pragmatic suggestion though that was put
to me and which I found interesting is that,
given the inadequate state of public records, it is
a waste of time to engage in background checks
when screening police officers, and it would be
better to give every existing officer and all candidates a thorough psychological test; something that has never been done in Haiti, but is
standard practice in other democracies.
I’ve come away with the feeling that Haiti
has sunk so low that many in the progressive
civil society organisations have lost all patience

with a political process that – given the circumstances – is bound to be slow. They expect
major change as soon as possible. Yet, most of
the organisations I spoke to agreed that the
government has, for the most part, set out the
right priorities which, if implemented, would
help the poor majority. In a country with such
a multitude of needs, one could argue about
what the first steps to be taken are. For example, it could be said that Préval puts a disproportionate emphasis on road infrastructure, to
which much of the European Union aid budget
will be allocated, but there is no doubt that this
will also help the rural economy. Clearly any
Haitian government is in a weak bargaining
position vis-à-vis the international community,
but given time, and as the progressive organisations revitalise and lobby more effectively to
push the government in the right direction,
positive change is possible. The government
has only been in power for a few months, and
already some – in my view premature – negative judgements are being passed on its performance.
Many Haitians have come to expect to be
mobilised by charismatic leaders, which Préval
is not. But this actually provides the chance to
mobilise around issues rather than personalities, and to move forward – slowly but maybe
more surely. I
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Campaign news

‘Collective to
Mobilise against
the High Cost
of Living’
I

MODEP
–
Mouvman
Demokratik Popilè,
MEGA – Mouvman Etidyan
Granmoun Ayisyen,
POHDH – Plate-forme des
Organisations Haïtiennes de
Droits de l'Homme,
GRAEP – Gwoup Refleksyon
ak Animasyon Edikasyon Popilè,
SOFA – Solidarite Fanm Ayisyen,
PAPDA – Platfòm k ap Plede
pou yon Devlopman Altènatif.
The KMKL’s Guy Numa told
Haiti Briefing, “The HSG-supported forum tried to widen the
KMKL into becoming a national
network. We have set up a
follow-up committee to keep the
new contacts going, and to prepare for another national meeting”. There are also plans for two
more regional forums in 2007,
one of which will take place in a
poor area of the capital.
You can read more about the
KMKL on the Haiti Support
Group web site in the section:
'Ideas and Action – Projecting the
voices of Haiti's progressive civil
society organisations' – a Haiti
Support Group project funded by
the Scottish Catholic International Aid Fund (SCIAF). I

n late July, the Haiti Support
Group provided funds for
the Collective to Mobilise
against the High Cose of Living
(Kolektif Mobilizasyon Kont
Lavichè, KMKL) to hold a forum
involving 25 peasant and
urban–based popular organisations. The aim of the forum was
help the organisations taking part
develop a better understanding of
the connection between government policies, rising prices, and
the neo-liberal policies demanded
by the international finance institutions.
The KMKL is a platform of
development NGOs and student

“The KMKL believes that the President
must choose to listen to the IMF, or to the
masses who voted for him. To avoid the
route of failure, the Collective asks the
people who live in poorer areas, activists,
and engaged organisations to get together
to stand up against all policies that are
not in the interests of the masses.“

Open letter
to the DR
president

Shortcomings of
international aid

At the beginning of October, the
Haiti Support Group – together
with six other British NGOs – signed
an open letter to the Dominican
president, Leonel Fernandez,
expressing concern at the situation
faced by Haitians and DominicoHaitians in the Dominican
Republic.
The letter, which was also
published in the leading
Dominican daily newspaper, Hoy,
on 3 October, urged the Dominican
government to respect Haitian
migrants’ human rights, combat
the illegal trafficking of people
across the border, ensure prompt
police action to restore law and
order when one section of the
population mounts violent attacks
against another, and reprimand
public officials who make
statements inciting hatred or
xenophobia regarding the Haitian
and Dominico-Haitian population.
The other NGOs signing the open
letter were Christian Aid, OxfamGB,
ActionAid Haiti/DR, Plan UK, and
the Minority Rights Group. I

In advance of the
international donor
conference in Port-au-Prince
on 25 July 2006, the Haiti
Support Group and other
European NGOs that are
members of CoE-H*
distributed a paper
analysing the progress and
shortcomings of the Interim
Cooperation Framework
(ICF) through which donors
have been contributing
funds to Haiti since 2004.
The paper focused on two
elements of the ICF where

groups that formed in April 2005
to try and mobilise public opinion to force the government to intervene to halt the spiralling costs
of everyday items.
Organisations participating in
the KMKL include:

poor performance is of
particular cause for concern
to CoE-H and its Haitian
partner organisations:
• The ICF’s serious
shortcomings with regard to
economic recovery,
particularly in relation to
agriculture;
• The lack of civil society
participation in the ICF,
from its inception through
to implementation,
monitoring and evaluation.
* Coordination EuropeHaiti (CoE-H) is a network of

European solidarity and
NGOs working directly with
Haitian partner NGOs and
grassroots movements. CoE-H
incorporates 60
organisations in eight
European countries:
Belgium, the Netherlands,
France, the United Kingdom,
Germany, Ireland, Spain and
Switzerland. CoE-H works
closely with the Coordination
Haiti-Europe (CoH-E) in Haiti,
formed by Haitian NGOs to
engage with European NGOs
and the European Union. I

Caribbean connections
As part of the effort to further
Haiti’s integration into the
Caribbean region, the Haiti Support
Group has been encouraging
journalists from the Englishspeaking countries of the Caribbean
to develop links with colleagues in
Haiti. The general-secretary of the

Association of Caribbean Media
Workers (ACN), Wesley Gibbings,
praised the HSG’s contribution,
saying, “We are very grateful for
your continuing work to raise the
ACN members’ consciousness of
Haiti, and to support our colleagues
in that country.“ I

