
The Caribbean rethinks 
hurricane preparedness

Hoping is not enough



Across the storm-tossed Caribbean, 

farmers, fishers, government officials 

and donors are brimming with ideas 

about how to be better prepared 

for the next big hurricane. It is a 

natural topic of conversation. The 

2004 and 2005 hurricane seasons 

were two of the most destructive 

on record, both in the Caribbean 

Sea and the Gulf of Mexico.

Not only were there more 

hurricanes (authorities ran out of 

listed names for them in 2005) but 

many islanders, especially poorer 

ones, increasingly live in degraded 

or exposed environments like steep 

hillsides that are susceptible to 

landslides, flooding and high winds.

“We can put an alert on 
the radio, tell farmers 

to put their livestock 
in a safe place and 

hope for the best. What 
happened two years ago 
in Gonaives showed that 
hoping was not enough.”

Emmanuel Prophete 
Agronomist  
Ministry of 

Agriculture Haiti
(In September 2004, over 2 000 people 

and most livestock died in flash floods  

in Gonaives, Haiti)

Even as Caribbean agriculture recovers ... 

Are they ready  
 for the next big hurricane?

“Even a tropical storm can cause deaths. The 
vulnerability has increased in the Caribbean, 
that’s for sure,” says Daniel Ureña, Caribbean 
coordinator for the European Commission 
Humanitarian Aid Department.

In the Caribbean and Central America since 
1995, donors have funded US$21.4 million 
worth of hurricane relief, rehabilitation and 
preparedness assistance from FAO. This 
includes the provision of hundreds of tonnes 
of seeds and fertilizer, fruit trees, poultry 
and goats, farm and fishing equipment and 
emergency machinery like chainsaws, all 
carefully chosen by FAO experts, in consultation 
with local authorities, for suitability for the 
intended beneficiaries and local conditions. 

Quick comeback
“FAO is the premier organization in emergency 
response in agriculture,” says Cecil Winsborrow, 
Chief Agronomist in the Grenadian Ministry 
of Agriculture, Lands, Forestry and Fisheries. 
“After Hurricane Ivan, we profited from its 
technical expertise and coordination role. 
FAO has a presence here in the ministry with 
a consultant just down the hall from me.”

FAO 10 200 000

CANADA 3 530 000

SWEDEN 2 500 000

EUROPEAN 
UNION

1 500 000

NETHERLANDS 980 000

FRANCE 850 000

NORWAY 670 000

UNITED STATES 600 000

JAPAN 460 000

NEW ZEALAND 70 000

ANDORRA 40 000

TOTAL 21 400 000

Funding of FAO’s Caribbean 
and Central American 
hurricane disaster programme  
1995-2005 (US$)
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Agriculture, fisheries 
and forestry provide 
livelihoods for around 
nine million people 
and their non-working 
dependants in Caribbean 
countries and territories – about 18 percent 
of the total population. Although the 
Caribbean is often thought of foremost as a 
tourist destination, as Grenadian farmer Ken 
Campbell puts it: “Tourism is fragile – think of 
hurricane scares and terrorism – so we don’t 
want to depend on it. Anyway, the tourists 
won’t come if we can’t feed them fresh food.”

At the request of Caribbean governments, 
FAO is now developing a disaster preparedness 
programme for agriculture within its technical 
cooperation programme – so that good ideas for 
coping with the next big storm can be turned 
into action. The interviews in this booklet, 
gathered in Haiti and Grenada, let farmers, 
fishers and officials explain in their own words 
how disasters have touched their lives and their 
ideas for being better prepared next time. 

Inside the problem
“Prevention costs a lot, but it costs less than 
rebuilding. It is just that we don’t have the 
money,” says Roosevelt Compere, Prevention 
Coordinator at the Haitian Civil Protection 
Directorate. He says he wants to learn from 
the experiences of other countries in the 
region. Cuba, for example, has a reputation 
for thorough preparations, including post-
disaster seed reserves, livestock evacuation 
routes and disaster simulation exercises.

Sometimes all that is needed is a timely 
warning. For example, in northern Haiti, 
villagers living along a steep valley lost all 
their livestock because they left them outdoors 
to fend for themselves, not believing that 
torrential rains would cause the river to rise 
as high as it did. As local farmer Pierre Joseph, 
who lost 12 animals, put it, “I would have 
brought them into the house if I had known.” 

Staff from the Civil Protection Directorate 
in Haiti, when they attend an upcoming 
FAO regional workshop on preparedness, 
may well learn how to establish a system 
to alert villagers to rising waters. 

After workshop participants share “best 
practices” with counterparts from other 
hurricane-affected countries, they will return 
to specially chosen communities in their own 

countries. They will hold 
community meetings to 
discuss community ideas 
and the adaptability 
of other countries’ 
experiences to their own 
circumstances. Finally, 
a further workshop will 
bring policy makers 
together to hear what 
specialists and rural 
communities have to say and discuss how to 
bring truly effective disaster preparedness 
systems into being. 

FAO intends to follow up the workshops with 
projects to assist disaster-prone countries with 
technical and material assistance to build such 
preparedness systems.

Opposite page: Storm 
clouds over Grenada.

Clockwise from top left:  
Villagers in this Haitian 
village hit hard by flooding 
received chickens as part of 
an FAO relief programme.

Grenadian farmer Ken 
Campbell stands in his plant 
nursery, which FAO refurbished 
after Hurricane Ivan.

In Haiti, builders repair and 
reinforce an irrigation canal 
damaged in flooding.

What donors  
are saying
Donors have strong opinions 
on how best to support 
Caribbean agriculture. 

France, for example, 
believes in buying food aid 
locally instead of importing 
it in order to stimulate local 
agriculture. When it heard 
about FAO’s post-disaster seed initiative in Haiti, it wanted to fund it (see Post-disaster seed 
reserve a step forward, page 5).

“We support innovative projects like FAO’s to convince other donors to follow suit,” says 
Nicolas Frelot, aid officer at the French Embassy in Port-au-Prince. 

Daniel Ureña, Caribbean coordinator for the European Commission Humanitarian Aid 
Department, says the Commission will continue to fund disaster preparedness projects with 
a strong community focus. “In Cap Haitien,” he says, “we built local disaster preparedness 
committees, which were tested in the 2004 floods. They became part of the national disaster 
system and it worked very well.” 

At the Canadian Embassy in Port-au-Prince, aid officer Michel Guillemette thinks the time 
is ripe for energetic disaster preparedness. “It’s concrete now, not theoretical, and everyone 
is contributing to the process.”

A farmer eats lunch next to Haiti’s post-disaster seed reserve. 



La Branle, HAITI – If ever a community 
tottered on the brink, it is this village high in a 
rocky valley in northern Haiti. Stripped of forest 
and topsoil, the surrounding mountainsides act 
as giant slides for heavy rain. The river below 
floods with startling speed.

“The 2004 rains took everything – people, 
animals. We suffered a lot. We got no food aid 
and with the roads cut off we had to walk out and 
carry food back on our heads,” says Acefie Pierre, 
a widow with four children. “It will be worse 
next time. We’re really tired and we went into 
debt last time since the floods took away all the 
merchandise we sell at the market to make extra 
money and we had to buy more.”

With donor support, FAO helped villages all 
over the Gonaives region. La Branle was given 
6 000 goats and 12 000 chickens. Lower down 
the river, villagers carry tonnes of rock in the 
40° C heat to rebuild an irrigation system. 
In a nearby valley, poorer villagers asked for 

and received concrete 
drying platforms 
for crops. Slightly 
better off villagers 
got involved in the 
more demanding seed 
multiplication project. 

Getting organized
But even amidst all 
the emergency relief, 
there has been time 
for development.

In Bassin Magnan, 
villagers complain 
the government 
used to collect an 
irrigation tax but give nothing back in materials 
or maintenance. Finally, villagers formed a 
users group so they could run the system 
themselves. Then the 2004 floods smashed 
the irrigation inlets at the river’s edge. 

When FAO arrived to fund work crews to fix the 
irrigation system, the Organization also funded 
the reinforcement of the river bed and banks near 
villages to minimize damage during future flash 
floods. The project also trained villagers how to 
run a democratic and effective water users’ group.

“FAO taught us water management, how to run 
meetings and draw up statutes adapted to our 
situation,” says Sebastien Francois, president of 
the users’ group, which has 650 members. “After 

Rebuilding with one eye on the future
 Better irrigation, seed reserves offer promise in Haiti

“It will be worse  
next time.”
Acefie Pierre

Farmer

Clockwise from top left: 
Haitians build a weir as 
part of an FAO project to 
mitigate flood damage.

Reinforced river bank 
and weir in northern 
Haiti, designed to feed 
water into an irrigation 
system and resist damage 
during future floods.

Haiti’s rocky landscape, 
cause of flooding 
during heavy rains.

FAO programme coordinator 
Javier Escobedo works on 
a report during a visit to 
Bassin Magnan, Haiti.



the floods, production 
dropped almost to zero 
but now it has gone 
up and we are even 
trading seeds with 
other regions. We’re 
getting help fixing 
this canal, but we have 
seven others we’d like 
some help on as well.” 

Raymonde Etienne, 
president of the 
village women’s 
group, highlights the 
importance of irrigation in the district: “If there 
isn’t rain, then production goes down and there 
is hunger in the area. It was important to start 
farming again as soon as possible after the floods. 
It is all we have.”

Reforestation
At the end of every conversation about disaster 
preparedness in Haiti, the topic of reforestation 
comes up. Forested mountains absorb the 
rain while denuded mountains shed it. Only 

Post-disaster seed reserve  
a step forward
Les Cayes, HAITI – If ever there was a symbol 
of hope, it is spread across the floor of the 
farmers’ association shed here: bean seeds being 
processed for the country’s first post-disaster  
seed reserve.

Farmers normally keep some of each year’s  
bean or grain crop for use as seed for the next 
growing season. When floods or drought wipe out 
fields of crops, seed for the following season is wiped out too. 
Hence the need for a reserve.

With support from France, FAO worked closely with the Ministry of 
Agriculture to identify a fast-growing, disease-resistant bean seed 
called “ligero”, which it then imported from Guatemala.

“This is an FAO-Haiti success story,” says Emmanuel Prophete, a 
ministry agronomist and seed expert. “We tested them, FAO believed 
us, and bought 10 tonnes of seed. They are multiplying them now, 

along with local bean seeds. Now we need a cool place in the 
mountains to store them. I’m hoping for a decentralized system in 
which farmers in each department grow quality seeds for their own 
department, then put part of them aside in case of an emergency.” 

At the farmers’ association shed, Viviane Louis, a 37-year-old 
farmer, takes a break from sorting good and bad seeds from the 
pile on the floor. She loves the ligero bean: “I planted two marmites 
(containers) of ligero and harvested 45 marmites, which is great. 
And it tastes good.” 

three percent of the country 
is still forested. Yet Haitian 
officials will tell you in the next 
sentence that planting trees is 
useless since the poor will cut 
them down to make charcoal 
– they need it for fuel or to sell 
for money to buy food.

FAO has obtained promising 
results with a watershed 
management project in 
northern Haiti, which 
integrates tree planting, 
better cropping systems 

and better animal husbandry into a farming 
package that increases farmer incomes and 
gives community members a stake in protecting 
the environment. The approach strengthens 
farmers’ organizations and promotes better 
participation of farmers in local government, 
giving them influence in local affairs and 
confidence that they can change their lives for 
the better. The project is supported by Canada. 

Left: Workers seal bags of bean seeds in a storeroom near Les Cayes, southern Haiti.
Right: Farmer Viviane Louis explains how much she likes a new variety of beans introduced 
by an FAO project.

“It was important to 
start farming again… 

It is all we have.”
Raymonde Etienne

President 
Women’s group

Top, left: A Haitian 
child herds goats 
supplied by FAO. 

Top, right: Haitian 
woman plants fruit 
trees provided by FAO.



St George’s, GRENADA – Roland Baldeo’s 
windowless government office may look 
ordinary but on the day before Hurricane Ivan, 
which all but flattened the island in September 
2004, it was the scene of high drama. 

Mr Baldeo is the country’s only fisheries 
technology officer. He was also the radio officer 
who used the stack of ship-to-shore radios that 
still sits next to his desk to call the fishing fleet 
home in the face of the worst storm to hit the 
island since 1955.

“On Monday morning, we put out the call,”  
he recalls. “The boats came in and the owners 
tried to put them in a safe place. On Tuesday 
night it hit.”

Although no fishers died, the fishing sector 
didn’t fare so well. Winds up to 200 km/h caused 

US$2.5 million in damage to boats and shore 
facilities. Even worse, it put 2 500 fulltime fishers 
out of work for six months, separating them 
from a lucrative livelihood pulling yellowfin 
tuna, sailfish, marlin and swordfish from the 
Caribbean Sea.

“Resources in the sea are always there. 
Hurricanes don’t bother them,” says fisher  
Alvin Searles, who received FAO help repairing 
his boat. “We should be the first ones back to 
work, bringing in food for the nation and fish  
for export.”

Fishers and officials talk of building storm 
harbours and hurricane-proof boat sheds. And 
Mr Baldeo’s office no longer has to double as a 
radio shack. Thanks to the generosity of donors, 
FAO was able to supply new radio equipment 

“We should be  
the first ones  

back to work, 
bringing in  

food for  
the nation.”

Alvin Searles
Fisher

Getting back to work after Ivan Stories from Grenadian farmers, fishers helped by FAO

Top: Selling fish at the 
central market in St 
George’s, Grenada.

Bottom, left: Fishers 
with boats repaired  
as part of an FAO  
relief project.

Bottom, right: 
Grenadian farmers 
received vegetable 
seed after Hurricane 
Ivan destroyed their 
homes and fields.



that extends the range of alerts. Grenada will 
soon have operators at a new facility on the 
harbour front, monitoring the fleet 24 hours 
a day, so that the fishing sector will minimize 
damage when the next big storm hits. 

Reaching the poor
FAO tried to help the poor shack community 
of Morne Longue by introducing 30 residents 
to chicken raising. Working through a 
local non-governmental organization, the 
Organization provided residents with lumber 
and roofing to build small coops and a 
“starter kit” of 30 chicks, feed and training.

Meryl Chasteau, who lives with her two 
sons, found she liked keeping chickens. 
“They gave us training in the church down 
the road. I took care of them and when I 
sold them I could see there was profit in 
them,” she says, adding that she bought more 
chicks with some of the money she made. 

In Lud Bur district, big vegetable fields 
cover the hillside. Extension officer Michael 
Francis describes the post-hurricane scene: 
“These farmers struggle to make it, so at the 
time when everything was down – they lost 
their houses, clothing, school books – they 
didn’t have money for seeds.” With donor 
support FAO provided two tonnes of seed and 
130 000 vegetable seedlings to island farmers.

Cash crops
The hot, fertile valley of Belvedere grows 
bananas for export. Ivan flattened the 
valley. But Augustine Charles, with 20 years’ 
experience in the business and 20 acres of 
prime land, was undaunted. FAO helped with 
plants and labour to clear the land of fallen 
trees and today Mr Charles has big stalks 
of bananas, wrapped carefully in plastic 
against pests, ready for harvesting.

The downed trees proved a windfall for 
new two-man businesses that cut the trees 
into timber on the spot, using chainsaws and 
special equipment to ensure boards come 
out a uniform thickness. With funds from 
Canada and the United States of America, 
FAO provided training, safety equipment 
and chainsaws to the government, which 
rents the gear out to entrepreneurs.

As the FAO reporting mission left Belvedere, 
a young chainsaw operator stopped his work 
to run after the group. “Do you know where 
we can buy one of these chainsaws?” he asks.

Disaster preparations
The National Disaster Management Agency  
has been created to lead official preparedness 
efforts on the island. 

“Our work at the agency is to tell people 
what they can do for themselves, for example, 
what kind of food reserves they can keep in the 
house during hurricane season,” says National 
Disaster Coordinator Sylvan McIntyre. “I tell 
people mitigation is an investment. Each sector, 
including agriculture and fisheries, must create 
a preparedness plan. But up to this day a lot of 
people haven’t done it.”

FAO’s comparative advantage
St George’s, GRENADA – Although most disaster 
relief comes directly from donor countries to affected 
governments, there are compelling reasons to channel 
help for agriculture, fisheries and forestry through FAO.

“I think we’re better listeners than bilateral donors,” 
says Lerona Lewis, the Grenadian consultant in charge 
of FAO’s emergency programme. “We ask what the 
ministry wants and they know what’s best for the whole 
country without missing out an important step, like plant propagation, for 
example, which we put money into.”

FAO’s key advantage is its technical knowledge, and ability to provide 
governments with sound information and advice.

“I’m sitting here in the ministry,” Lewis continues, “but I can call on anyone 
in FAO. I just phone them or send an e-mail. I have that technical backup. 
And I can call in technical experts as needed from our rosters,” she adds.

For delivering relief supplies and training to Grenadians, FAO coordinates 
the actions of six local non-governmental organizations. This coordination 
role in the delivery of agricultural relief assistance is well recognized by 
donors and affected governments alike. Good coordination reduces the risk 
of duplicate purchases of goods and services – always a possibility when 
different humanitarian agencies work independently.

FAO coordinates its work with other humanitarian groups through the 
United Nations Country Team.

FAO programme 
coordinator Lerona Lewis 
listens to a focus group of 
unemployed nutmeg workers 
in Grenville, Grenada, part 
of efforts to identify how the 
international community 
might help them. 

Clockwise, from top left: 
The community of  
Morne Longue.

A chainsaw operator 
benefiting from equipment 
provided by FAO.

Sylvan McIntyre, 
Grenadian Disaster 
Coordinator, sees 
himself as a lobbyist for 
hurricane preparedness.



Back cover photo: Fisheries officers in Grenada test new radio equipment 
that will allow them to warn the island’s fishing fleet of approaching 

hurricanes and tropical storms.

Cover photo: Farmers working for an FAO project in Haiti separate good and 
bad bean seeds as they build a post-disaster seed reserve for the country.
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