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While rising global food prices and changing climatic

patterns in the tropics contribute to food insecurity in

Hispaniola, other factors help explain why Haiti is more at

risk than the DR. Most importantly, Haiti is significantly

more deforested. Deforestation and soil degradation have

substantially harmed crop yields, furthering agricultural

losses already impacted by unpredictable.

Deforestation on Hispaniola began with colonial

plantations. Once Haiti gained independence, France

demanded payment to recognize Haiti as a sovereign

nation, so Haiti continued deforestation to raise funds. After

paying off its debt, Haiti remained dependent on charcoal

and firewood as fuel, and still largely is today. While 25% of

Haiti remained forested in 1950, now the number is closer

to 4%. Fewer trees causes eroded soil, which in turn is

easily washed away, leading to a decline in arable land.

Despite this, Haiti has shown modest improvement in

agricultural, increasing its output of milk, meat, fish by over

50% since 1990. But most households cannot afford such

nutrient-rich foods, leading to widespread deficiency and

stunting, which is currently 21.8%.

In the DR, which did not face the same debilitating debt,

deforestation was reversed in the 1980s, when forested

land reached 12%. Reforestation efforts have brought tree

coverage up to 41%. This investment in environmental

protection has allowed for more agricultural growth: the

country now has the most prosperous agricultural sector in

the Caribbean. It doubled its food production in 30 years —

with staples like milk and meat, as well as produce crops

for exportation. Yet, the country is still heavily dependent

upon imports of cereals, and has a net trade deficit of 598

USD million annually. Overall, however, it is faring better

than Haiti: rates of stunting have decreased steadily in the

DR, and today the prevalence is only 6.9%.

Haiti and the Dominican Republic share the island of Hispaniola, and therefore have a similar risk of experiencing natural hazards, unpredictable weather, and other phenomena increasing as a result of climate change. Yet due to

sociopolitical factors, which have led the two countries to different points in terms of their development and access to resources, Haiti is at significantly higher climate risk. Few studies have compared the two countries’ ability to adapt

to rising temperatures and accommodate the resulting impacts, including food insecurity, increasing rate and force of natural disasters, and a higher rate of infectious diseases. This project compares the nations’ ability to accommodate

such impacts of climate change to contribute to our understanding of how it is not just natural forces, but also human ones, that promote either vulnerability or resilience in the face of a changing climate. Exploring the causes of these

distinctions, and considering how these problems could be solved by locally-created and collaborative interventions, is essential to mitigate the disastrous effects that climate will have on Hispaniola, and particularly in Haiti.

As island nations in the Caribbean, Haiti and the DR regularly face extreme weather, and with a

changing climate, rates are increasing. Haiti has experienced more natural disasters than the DR,

and death rates astronomically higher — not because of exposure to natural events, but human

impact. However, there are similarities: both countries lack adequate disaster preparedness, and

their citizens rely on community solidarity during disasters, as they do not trust their government.

In the DR, most children are not taught disaster preparedness in school, and a lack of state-

backed disaster preparedness has led most adults to refuse cooperation if asked to evacuate.

Another concern is the inadequate early warning system for hurricanes and flash floods: everyone

interviewed thought early warning systems were dysfunctional.

In Haiti, Hurricane Matthew exemplified how lacking the country’s existing early warning system is.

Official messages only reached towns and nearby rural areas, leaving many mountainous

communities with no warning. Some farmers reported they heard radio broadcasted warnings two

days prior to the storm’s landfall in Haiti, telling them to seek shelter for people and livestock, avoid

rivers, and stockpile food — impossible tasks given their lack of time and resources.

One important difference sets Haiti further behind: urban slums in its overcrowded capital Port-au-

Prince. Due to dysfunctional land tenure systems and nonexistent building codes or regulatory

measures, many residents have little choice but to build their own constructed shantytowns without

drainage systems. Moreover, many informal settlements have been constructed on steep hillsides

with loose topsoil due to advanced soil degradation, leaving the more vulnerable to floodwaters.

How Haiti and the Dominican Republic are Differentially Prepared to Face a Changing Climate

Water- and vector-borne diseases are likely to increase as

our planet warms. With water security a concern for many

Caribbean nations as their rainfall patterns become

unpredictable, residents have taken to storing water in

large containers, ideal breeding grounds for mosquito

larvae, as well as water-borne disease. Two cases illustrate

how Haiti and the DR are differentially prepared to address

these challenges: malaria and cholera.

Hispaniola is the only Caribbean island with endemic

malaria, and Haiti has 97% of the island’s cases. While

transmission rates in the DR have been decreasing, in

Haiti, barriers to adequate malaria treatment have

prevented the same decline. One is the lack of knowledge

about malaria: one study found that only one third of

interviewees had heard of malaria, and most did not

consider it an important health issue. Moreover, protective

equipment offered is expensive and only partially effective.

Overcrowded cities with poor sanitation can contribute to a

high burden of water-borne diseases like cholera. Such

conditions caused a cholera outbreak in 2010, introduced

to Haiti by UN Peacekeepers. The Haitian community —

only months following the earthquake — was ill prepared to

accommodate such an outbreak, leading to the rapid

spread of cholera. Within a month, 643 people had died

and 10,000 had been hospitalized; as of 2018, the

numbers were 9,786 and 819,000, respectively.

When cholera reached the DR, existing anti-Haitian

sentiments were exacerbated, as Haitians were considered

dirtier and lacking proper hygiene. Public health campaigns

to prevent cholera placed responsibility on the individual by

encouraging hand-washing and using purified water.

Haitian immigrants pointed out that they did not have

access to clean water: because most Haitian immigrants

were poor, they could only access canal water.
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SOLUTIONS REFERENCES

While this project was by no means an exhaustive exploration of all factors that contribute to climate change-related disparities between Haiti and the DR, the
three issues studied — food security and environmental degradation, natural disaster preparedness and response, and burden of disease and health care access —
were chosen as they represent major concerns for the island, and in many cases more so in Haiti. The interconnectedness of the three issues also demonstrates
that, while left alone, they will exacerbate one another, they can also all be mitigated when a solution to any one problem is implemented. Considering locally-
created and collaborative solutions to these problems should help both communities, as their health and resilience are inextricably linked. Moreover, such actions
could not only help elevate Haiti to the level of the DR, and thus strengthen the resilience of the island as a whole (rather than expose the DR to some of the same
concerns Haiti faces, such as the infectious disease burden), it could also help repair the long-broken relationship between the two countries. My hope is that this
project can contribute in some way to help resolve the asymmetries between the countries’ levels of preparedness to accommodate new challenges as climate
change continues to endanger us all.
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