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The Impact of Hurricane Sandy (2012) on Local Farmers

in the Bahamas
Brendan T.A. Toote

1FAO Coordinator, Caribbean Subregion, and 2Agricultural Economist, Food and
Agricultural Organizations of the United Nations

Abstract

Natural disasters have the potential to have substantial impact particularly on the economy and
food security of developing countries. The Bahamas, one of 52 small developing island states,
is particularly vulnerable to the detrimental forces of nature which often strike without warning.
Hurricanes and tropical storms are the predominant natural disaster events which affect The
Bahamas and many other Caribbean nations. The purpose of this paper is to evaluate and
assess the damages that incurred as a result of Hurricane Sandy (2012) on food security in The
Bahamas. The paper begins by establishing the parameters by which to determine the level of
food security of The Bahamas. Due to the dependence on imports to feed the general populace,
it was found that The Bahamas is not a food self-sustaining country and thereby has a low level
of food security. Secondly, the impact that Hurricane Sandy had on local farmers was
examined. Several local farmers were interviewed to establish a first-person descriptive account
of Hurricane Sandy. The types of damage were divided into two main categories: crops and
livestock. Overall, most of the losses incurred came from crops, with banana production being
the crop that suffered the most. Using an estimation provided by the Food and Agriculture
Organization of The United Nations (FAO), the amount of damage that the storm inflicted upon
the agricultural sector is approximated at B $98.7 million.

Keywords — Natural Disasters; Agriculture; Self-sustainability; Food Security; Bahamas;
Assessment

Introduction

During the 1996 World Food Summit, food security was defined as “when all people, at all
times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, 1996).” The basis
of food security is access to healthy food and optimal nutrition for all. Food access and food
availability are strong interrelated components of food security which makes it reliant on a
wholesome, nutritious and maintainable food system (WHO, 2015). Food Availability refers to
whether or not there are sufficient quantities of food available. Food Access refers to the ability
that one has to buy or own food, or the ability to produce food for one’s own consumption in
some cases. Lastly, food quality looks at food from a nutritional perspective. It also integrates
food safety as it is concerned with the sanitation of food. The French Agricultural Research
Center for International Development (CIRAD) produces an additional pillar, Food Stability,
which is the ability to acquire food over time. The three pillars must be able to be maintained to
ensure true food security. Food stability “incorporates issues of price stability and ensuring
incomes for vulnerable populations (CIRAD, 2014).”
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Food Security in the Bahamas

The Bahamas is an archipelago that consists of 700 islands and cays in the Atlantic Ocean. It is
situated northeast of Cuba, northwest of the Turks & Caicos islands and in reference to The
United States of America, it is southeast to Florida. One can assess the level of food security in
The Bahamas via the four pillars identified by WHO/CIRAD. Pertaining to food availability, The
Bahamas appears to be secure as most of the food is imported from countries such as the
U.S.A. The Minister of Agriculture and Marine Resources, The Hon. Alfred Gray, has stated that
“more than 90% of food and agricultural products are imported to The Bahamas (Nixon, 2012).”
Food access is no different as once again, because of our close proximity to the U.S.A. most
Bahamians are able to afford and physically obtain food.

Examining the food quality of The Bahamas presents a problem, as the uncertainty of
whether or not the quality and nutritional value are optimal, will always be present since the
produce comes from abroad. How will on be truly able to know what has gone into the
processed foods that are imported such as rice and corned beef — which are the key ingredients
in a staple Bahamian diet? Lastly, with respect to The Bahamas’ ability to maintain the three (3)
pillars, it is evident that the stability is primarily due to the suppliers to the north.

Every pillar of measurement references the USA in some way. However, The Bahamas
is not the USA therefore, in the instance of a drought or another substantial shock that would
force the USA to retain their food stock for long indefinite periods (such as Russia’s export ban
on grain in 2010 (Welton, 2011)), The Bahamas would be left in a state of national food
insecurity because it is not self-sufficient. Agricultural production accounts for less than 1% of
the country's economic output and sustainable agriculture and self-sufficiency appears to be
very low on the development agenda of the country (Hedden, 2011).

A Threat to Food Security: Natural Disasters

Natural disasters have the potential to inflict a substantial amount of damage to a country’s
economy and food security. According to the FAO, on average, damage to agriculture absorbs
14.1% of the total economic impact caused by natural hazards. Of all the damage and loss done
by climate-related disasters, such as floods, droughts and tropical storms, 25% is inflicted upon
the agricultural sector (FAO, 2015). Hurricanes and tropical storms are the predominant natural
disaster that affects The Bahamas and many other Caribbean nations, even though the
Bahamas has been proven to be susceptible to tsunamis, tornados and earthquakes. In 2012,
Hurricane Sandy progressed through the Bahamas with violent winds and torrential rain after
ravaging through other Caribbean islands such as Jamaica, Cuba and Haiti. The effect that it
had was tremendous especially for the agricultural sector which is often neglected by the
general public as many do not understand the magnitude that the sector has on the country’s
economy and food security. This paper seeks to evaluate the impact of hurricane Sandy on food
security in The Bahamas by assessing the damages and losses incurred by local farmers.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A qualitative research method was used to attain a personal and detailed account of the
Hurricane in addition to the document analysis method which provided information to evaluate
the results against. There were 5 interviewees chosen with a minimum of 5 years of farming
experience. All of the farmers that were interviewed operate a crop and/or livestock farm on the
island of New Providence.
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Document Analysis

A small selection of reports, newspaper articles, research papers and other relevant documents
to the topic were analyzed and examined. The documents were compared and contrasted to
retrieve as much accurate information as possible. A key document is the Climate Change Risk
Profile for The Bahamas (CARIBSAVE, 2012) which provided damage to crops, livestock and
fisheries for hurricanes between 1992 and 2004. This was used to formulate a hypothesis that
the most damage sustained by Hurricane Sandy in agriculture would be to crops.

The Semi-Structured Interview

A self-designed and semi-structured questionnaire was used as the survey tool. Questions and
prompts were designed ahead of time but the interviewee was allowed to control the pace of the
interview. The interviewee was encouraged to expand on answers and express new information
that they thought was relevant to the interview. The interviewee was ensured that names would
never be connected to the results and instead, a letter (Farmer A) would be used for
identification purposes. The questionnaire included three parts: the first part was the general
situation including gender, age, years of experience and type of farm; the second part was the
impact of hurricane Sandy on the farm including a descriptive overview of the damage; the third
part focused on the idea of The Bahamas becoming a self-sustainable country. A combination
of a tape-recorder and a notepad were used to record the results.

RESULTS
Damage of Previous Hurricanes

The Bahamas Environment Science and Technology Commission (BEST, 2005) carried out
research evaluating 4 major hurricanes from 1992 to 2004 inclusive of Hurricanes Andrew, Lili
Floyd, and Michelle (CARIBSAVE, 2012). The research showed that Hurricane Andrew in 1992
caused “severe salt intrusion on one of the major farming areas” in the islands. Heavy rains by
Hurricane Lili 1996 led to major flooding of agricultural land causing a leaching of fertiliser and
delay in replanting. According to the research, Hurricanes Floyd and Michelle in 1999 and 2001
respectively also resulted in extreme losses in the agricultural sector. Hurricane Floyd in 1999
caused severe damage to agriculture across 11 Islands of The Bahamas with crop damage
totalling B $27 million, including 100% losses in bananas and major losses in citrus
(CARIBSAVE, 2012). The livestock sub-sector sustained B $3.8 million in losses that year
(CARIBSAVE, 2012). For each hurricane, the damage was divided into three subsectors: crops,
livestock and fisheries and in each instance, crops sustained the most damage. According to
the FAO, crops account for 42% of agricultural damage post-disaster (FAO, 2015).

Hurricane Sandy and the Family Islands

Hurricane Sandy advanced mainly through the north-eastern islands with significant damage on
Eleuthera, Abaco and New Providence. In Eleuthera, The Hearty Mow Farmlands in Hatchet
Bay lost virtually all of their crops which included tomatoes and banana trees. Mr. Daniel Nixon
from Wemyss Bight lost crops such as peppers, watermelon, pigeon peas, and cassava as well
as the sheds for his livestock (Eleutheran, 2012). In Abaco, Pepper Pot farm owner Mel Wells,
lost 85% of his banana trees. Another farmer Mr. Rowan Higgs noted that a substantial amount
of avocado trees were either partially or completely uprooted. At Big Bird Chicken farm,
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avocado and lime trees also sustained a lot of damage. Loss of fruit tress was the common
complaint from these farmers in Abaco as well as the loss of most vegetable crops such as
tomatoes, onions, arugula and herbs. (Santillo, 2012)

Interview Results from New Providence

From the 5 farms selected on New Providence all 5 were affected by hurricane Sandy. Each of
the farms produced crops whereas only 2 reared livestock. According to Farm A, most of the
damages were against the crops. Farm A had lost B $10,000 worth of avocado and citrus trees
which were ordered prior to the hurricane. The crops that sustained the most damages were
banana trees and citrus fruits. There were no losses among the livestock. There was flooding in
some areas of the farm as well as minor structural damage against fences. Farm B was a glass
greenhouse farm that mainly produced cucumbers and lettuce via hydroponics. The storm did
not cause physical damage to the farm, however, due to power outages, Farm B estimated a
loss between B $0 and B $30,000. Farm C experienced severe damages against avocado and
banana trees as “they broke off.” The vegetables grown closer to the ground such as kale,
collard greens and lettuce did not sustain as much damage as the banana trees.

Farm D reported damages against fruit trees which included banana and citrus trees.
The damage however was not extensive. Farm E reported damages against crops and
livestock. The most frequent crop damaged was banana trees. Animal mortality was attributed
to flooding which led to the drowning of poultry. Due to heavy winds, animals were also lost to
the collapse of their stables. However, the loss was minimal among the pigs and goats reared at
the farm. Each farm was unable to give an exact dollar figure as to how much, overall, was lost
financially. Each farm reported that the government did not lend any assistance in the months
following the hurricane. Farms A, C, D and E reported wind damage as the major cause behind
the loss of fruit trees. All farms are advocates for the Bahamas being able to provide its own
food.

DISCUSSION

In order to achieve a figure for total damages in agriculture caused by Hurricane Sandy, the
14.1% average of damage in agriculture estimated by the FAO (FAO, 2015) was used in
conjunction with the total economic damages of Hurricane Sandy estimated at B $700 million.
The result was an approximate for the damage in agriculture valued at B $98.7 million. From the
document analysis conducted, it was hypothesized that crops would account for most of the
damages from Hurricane Sandy in 2012. This was proven to be true as overall, crops carried
most of the damages in the 5 farms interviewed as well as according to the information gathered
from the family islands. Among the crops, banana trees were the greatest loss followed by citrus
and avocado trees. Farmers in The Bahamas can adopt integrated practices of farmers in Haiti
which help to reduce the natural hazard impacts on bananas. Farmers in Haiti traditionally apply
actions such as leaf removal and the staking of the bananas. Furthermore, there is the
“anticipated harvesting of marketable fruits” which are either stored or immediately sold at the
end of the cropping cycle. This allows farmers to obtain some income from their harvest against
the destructive impacts of hurricanes (TECA). The farmers linked self-sustainability to food
security which meant that for The Bahamas to achieve a higher level of food security, more
needs to be done to advance local food production.

Farms A and E suggested that the Bahamian diet be modified and shifted towards crops
that are easier to produce for The Bahamas. This would mean substituting crops such as rice
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and wheat, which according to the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation on Agriculture (IICA)
is depended upon to meet more than 40% of domestic demand, for more feasible crops that can
be grown in The Bahamas on a large scale such as cassava. The lack of government
assistance, as none of the farms interviewed reported any, also needs to be addressed in order
for the country to attain greater food security. Farm A mentioned that at a recent agriculture
expo, the government planned to assist farmers in packaging any crops that could be salvaged
however, it is not enough. Although the government has not directly assisted the interviewed
farmers, it has undertaken several programs with the objectives of increasing production,
introducing new technology and fostering linkages with the community in regards to agriculture
in The Bahamas such as The Bahamas Agricultural and Marin Science Institute.

The results of the interviews is not representative of the entire Bahamas as only farms on
the island of New Providence were interviewed. The results obtained from the document
analysis therefore serves as representation for the family islands. The information for the two
family islands was obtained from their respective local newspapers and hence does not provide
the element of personal experience as in the case with the farms from New Providence.
However, it was observed that the farms on Abaco and Eleuthera experienced crop loss as the
most significant amount of damage due to Hurricane Sandy. The main crops that were lost also
included banana, avocado and citrus trees which correspond to the major crops lost by the
farms on New Providence.

The high impact of natural hazards and disasters on agriculture and the food security of
The Bahamas calls for enhanced mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction and resilience
building within the agricultural sectors. Overall, most of the losses incurred because of
Hurricane Sandy came from crops with banana trees being the crop that suffered the most. This
means that Hurricane Sandy affected the food security of The Bahamas greatest through food
availability. In spite of this, many Bahamians did not feel the loss of local produce due to the fact
that 90% of the domestic demand is imported. The Bahamas is therefore not a self-sustainable
country which creates vulnerability as its food availability greatly depends on a third party.
Hence, The Bahamas can be categorized as a country with low food security. Increased
awareness to the agricultural sector of The Bahamas is needed, which could stimulate further
advances to be made in terms of self-production and self-sustainability. More support is needed
from the local government to invest in local agriculture and decrease the exorbitant amount of
food imports.
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