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PROBLEMS FACING PEASANTS IN THE GROWING 
OF BEANS IN HAITI 

Nicolas Dauphin and Vincent de Reynal1' 

SUMMARY 

A one year study of the production systems of 15 agricultural units 
in a mountain village, has made obvious the importance of beans in the 
farming system and the major problems posed by the cost of seeds in 
the total costs of production of this species. 

Poor means of production, lack of finances, problems of preserving, 
and high prices of beans at sowing-time, encourage farmers to avoid these 
obstacles by sowing three-times a year. Very few of them will achieve 
complete self-supply, and most of them will have to resort to partial 
and costly purchases, sometimes at the expense of the means of production. 

The analysis of planning inside the production unit adds to the 
information given by the Salagnac Research-Development system (1976-1982): 
observation of techniques, experiments, steady observation of land occupa-
tion, agrarian system. This analysis underlines the necessity of con-
tinuing the research on species in order to complete the range of big-
seed varieties already available, with cheaper smaller seed varieties. 

METHODOLOGY 

In the southern peninsular in Haiti, a group of adjacent-dwelling 
places representing 15 family farms, was studied, by the agronomer and 
co-writer, Nicolas Dauphin, during a whole agricultural campaign (Aug. 80 
to Aug. 81). In order to get first-hand information, the latter stayed 
with the families day and night that is about 80% of the year. 

The different elements of production systems were carefully listed. 
Thus each plot and all the cultivated gardens were measured. The yield 
was calculated from a series of samples taken at harvest-time. Investiga-
tions by weekly questionnaires to farmers households helped to determine 
the working-time spent in each field. 

1/ FAMV agronomer, Department of Agricultural Research, Ministry 
of Agriculture, Haiti; and Agronomer engineer, Paris-Grignon, National 
Institute of Agronomy, Martinique, respectively. 



LOCATION 

On the southern slope of the Rochelois Plateau, the area studied is 
situated at an altitude of 500-600 metres, half-way between the "Fonds-
des-Negres" basin (alt. 300 m), and the Salagnac heights (alt. 900 m). 

Farmers settled early, in this region, as early as the 2nd half 
of the 18th century (marrons) because of the water supply from springs 
for human consumption; the climate, with an annual rainfall of 1.8 to 
2 metres (average temp. 25° C), the fertile soil, and hilly topography. 
This region, at present, is one of the most densely-populated mountain 
regions in the country. 

MEANS OF PRODUCTION 
(See tables 1 to 4) 

112 plots are cultivated in these 15 farms, totalling 24.12 hec-
tares, 2/3 of which are privately owned. Only 4 farms, that is about 
1/4 of the total, utilize more than half of the cultivated land. All the 
others are inferior to 1.5 hectares in size. On the average, 3.6 persons 
(age not taken into consideration) live from each hectare; a farm labourer 
works on 6,000 sq. meters. 

A great number of farmers resort to non-agricultural activities (10% 
of the time); as to the worst off, they have to sell their labour services 
outside to units which are better off. 

Each family has the following tools to work the land: a hoe, a cut-
lass, a pruning-knife and/or a "soko" and pliers representing a capital 
of about 100 gourdes (that is $20). 

Livestock, which can be seen everywhere, serves as savings, as a 
provider of labour within the family, as a consumer of farming by-products 
and of grass found on fallow land. 

For every cultivated hectare there is 0.8 horned cattle, 0.8 pig 
and 1.1 goats. 

1. THE IMPORTANCE OF BEANS IN THE FARMING SYSTEM 

Farming system 

The farming systems adopted are highly dependent upon the types of 
terrain. All the surfaces cultivated are divided into 16 categories. 
A large part of these, over 50%, is composed of melanised calcic soils 
on layers of marly limestone and basalt. 
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The second largest group is composed of land showing characteristics 
of rendzine (see chart 5). 

The grouping of crops on the same plots is the most frequent in this 
region. Thus, out of the 112 plots examined, a total of 36 groupings 
were listed (see chart no. 6); beans are found in 28 of them, and are 
part of 3/4 of the groupings. 

There are four planting seasons a 
year. If we regroup seasons, terrains 
and the major cultivated species, we 
can determine seven main planting 
systems (see chart 7). The three 
most important systems, February, 
July and October, constitute almost 
90 per cent of all the planting 
shifts for the major groupings (see 
chart 8). 

The 80/81 planting shifts of 
each species (see chart 9) for all 
the farms show a net dominance of 
beans over the other species. 
Together with corn, beans represent 
more than 50% of the cumulated 
planting shifts. 

ban. 3% 
5. pot • 6% 

congoa beans 
6% 

pitimi 
10% 

fallow 
land 
16% 

corn 
17% 

beans 
36% 

^vigna beans 0,6% 
>vyam 0,8% 
\Nialanga yam 1,4% 
^mazombel 2,3% 

80/81 - Planting shifts per species 
(percentage of the planted areas) 
for 15 farms. 

The importance of the Bean 

The main planting shift for almost all the farms in this region is 
composed of the February Corn associated with congo beans; one will always 
try to take advantage of the land prepared in such a way to sow beans. 
Indeed, because of their short cycle (2 to 2 and a half months), beans do 
not interfere with the development of corn and guarantee an income from the 
most fertile lands at this time. Thus 2/3 of the area sowed with beans is 
planted at this time of the year. The other third is planted in July and 
October and can be classified as follows for all the plots of the 15 fields 
sowed with beans. 



- 39 -

seeds 
sowed area number of (number 
(hectare) plots of 

pots) 

80 
October Bean 3.45 23 77.5 

81 
February Bean 11.6 65 174 

81 July Bean 1.9 12 46.4 

Annual Total 
Beans: 16.95 100 297.9 

These three planting seasons, October, February and July, allow the 
transmission of seeds among other things. First of all let's say, briefly, 
that the October planting is used, above all, to keep and multiply the 
seeds for February; that of July is not very important compared with the 
other periods, accounting for only 11% of the total area planted with beans 
during the year. The July sowing depends on the possibility of having a 
plot in the hills; as a matter of fact, below an altitude of 500 m the 
high temperatures favour the development of such diseases as "common 
mosaic" and "golden mosaic" which make all cultivation impossible. 

The Bean, a Cash Crop 

Out of the 24.12 hectares of cultivated land, coffee accounts for 
only 1.5% of the planting shifts whereas the bean, cultivated alone or 
in a grouping, is sowed over 70% of the land. It constitutes the main 
cash crop. In three planting seasons allow to have a cash in flow 
throughout the year. The short vegetative cycle, 2 months that is, reduces 
to a minimum the time for the capital tie-up. Finally, the high demand 
from the local market provides, even when yields are low, good evenings 
for the work done. 

Thus, a family can get 6.3 gourds for yields varying from 3 to 6 
cwt/ha for the October beans, planted alone. In February, the money 
received was about the same (5.5 gourds) if the production of corn is 
included in the calculation of the net profit margin and without taking 
into account the production of other associated species such as congo 
beans..., which represents 15 times the wages per hour for paid agricul-
tural labor (0,40 gourds) (see charts 10 and 11). 
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2. SEED SYPPLY: A MAJOR PROBLEM FOR PEASANTS 

Seeds, the major expense in bean cultivation 

Excluding the price of land, and of family labor from production 
costs, in order to calculate the sum which would have actually been 
spent if all the seeds were bought, one can see that the only item 
"beanseeds" costs twice as much as outside labour. On average, it rep-
resents for the farm 3/4 of the production costs (family labour not 
included) 77% for the October bean, 75% for the February crops. 

The prohibitive cost of seedlings for farms which have very limited 
resources explains largely the necessity for them to look for self-
supply . 

As a rule, the three planting seasons allow farmers to reach this 
goal. Thus, sowing at regular intervals (in February, July and October) 
considerably reduces the time between the harvest and the next seed-
planting to a maximum of three months. Keeping seeds for more than three 
months decreases their power of germination while insects begin to destroy 
them: sowing twice a year obliges farmers to keep seeds for 5, 6 or 7 
months depending on the planting seasons. Growth deficiencies are then 
too high and the farmer, in this case, would prefer to buy seeds at a 
high price from another farmer of the area of from a near by market, 
assuring himself of the origin of the seedlings. 

February 
Sow^ng-

2 month's 
storage 

Harvest 

3 
April 

-harvest — — • -
3 months' 

storage 

Sowing 

December-
10 

-October-
8 1 month's 

storage 

6 

July 
sowing 

-September 
7 

But this will only be a last resort. Therefore the farmer will try, 
whenever possible, to sow three times a year, if only to be sure of his 
own self-supply in seeds. 

On the whole, for the 15 farms put together, the production of 
seeds is always more than the seed requirements for the following 
period. 
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The self-supply in seeds is nevertheless not guaranteed; it only 
covers for the year, the three seasons together, and for all farms, 12% 
of the total requirements. If the biggest farm is excluded, this figure 
falls to 60%. 

The July planting 

Self-supply accounts for 78% of the July planting: this comparatively 
high percentage can be explained by the relatively small area cultivated 
in July as compared with the preceding sowing: the area planted in beans 
in February is thus, 6 times the size of the area planted in July, and the 
subsequent production equals twenty times as much as the amount needed 
for sowing. (See chart 12). We must look for the reasons for external 
supply, even though small (1/4) elsewhere. 

The relatively high production of February represents for the farm, 
the highest regular annual in flow of cash. This serves, for some, for 
the repayment of the loans made at the beginning of the planting season 
(especially seed purchases and labour) and expenses incurred during the 
year. For others, this sum serves for financing investments which are 
not immediately productive. The money of the harvest was used for 
example, by 2 farmers' households, to pay for the emigration of a son, 
by another to buy land, and by another to buy a horse. 

However, only three farms were forced to sell all their February 
crop, and therefore had to buy seedlings for July. 

Even though, in some cases, seeds are bought from the outside, the 
availability of fresh seeds is not the explanation factor for the con-
siderable size of land planted in July. The two determining factors are 
the availability of labour and "July land". The July bean constitutes 
a heavy labour investment and a high risk speculation. Thus, 80% of the 
area planted in bean in July 1980 is the fact of the two largest farms: 
respectively 3 and 5,5 ha of cultivated surface. 

So, unlike February, when the bean is just one species among others; 
labour investment having been made for all the different crops, to the 
adyantage of the bean, in July, the bean is the main crop, and sweet 
potatoes are sometimes planted with it. Labour is 50% more than what is 
necessary for the October bean. 

Compared with the October period, three more procedures are added 
for the July season: the shaking, the scraping, and the making of 
hillocks. The amount of labour as well as the time of sowing, makes 
it necessary to hire external labour. Preparation of the land takes 
place in June, at the time of corn-"scraping" and of sorghum sowing on 
the "hot" lands situated lower, whether on privately owned farm or by 
paid labour. 
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SUI'PI.Y IN SEI'DS AND CULTIVATION CALENDAR OF THF BEAN 

13 farms) 

Pu rcliasr 
in (22%) 

Sale 

uro na.se 

19 (25 %) 

Sale 

urchase 
55 (32 i) 

P * Planting 
tt - Harvest 

50 50 pots of seeds 
planted. 

50 I H : harvest of 50 
pots. 

1 cm2 = 50 pots. 
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As the hazards of weather, which are more frequent at this time 
of the year, increase the risks, the level of investments is unbearable 
for some. 

The October planting 

The October bean is more common. It is also, an almost computa-
tion way of getting good quality seeds cheaply for the main sowing 
season, which is in February, (2/3 of the area planted with beans) and 
for the assurance of a high sale unit-price on harvesting, which 
correspond to the sowing on irrigated plains in the whole country. The 
soil used for that, is the rendzines on steep slopes, that cannot be 
used for any other crop. It has the advantage of being well-drained; 
the yields never reach the peak of February nor that of July: mediocre 
soil, as well as heavy rains, poor insolation, and low temperatures, 
only forecast poor yields: rarrely more than 5 cwt/ha, and the average 
for October of the year under study, was 3,4 cwt/ha. The habit of par-
ticularly close sowing, limiting the growth of weeds and thus avoiding 
weeding, contributes to the poor yield, at the time when bean planted 
alone. 

The cultivation of the October bean doesn't require much work; 
there is no need for maintenance. Weeding, which is 40% of the total 
work done, is the most expensive. The slow growth of weeds and the 
rocky soil allow a quick cleaning with the "soko". The lower wages 
given to "women teams" but also the relative availability at that time 
of year account for the net margin of 4,5 gourds for each hour of 
family work. 

So, each plants 1 or 2 plots with the "October bean". Hurricane 
"Allen" of August 1980 caused heavy losses in the preceding season, 
upsetting the fanners' forecasts; half of the farmers had to buy seeds 
in order to make up for the 25% seed deficit. Let us point out, however, 
that those farmers who bought seeds in October 1980 were also who didn't 
sow in July or did so on a small scale. 

The February planting 

In July and October, the soil is prepared for the growing of beans 
and therefore, the size of the area prepared depends on the quantity 
of seeds available. 

In February, problems are different. A large variety of species 
can grow on this soil which is weeded in order to be planted chiefly 
in corn. The farmers thus have to take advantage of seeds is the major 
expense incurred in this planting. The farmers have, at any rate, to 
collect the quantity of seeds necessary for planting, otherwise they 
will lose a lot at this time when it is possible to make the highest 



- 47 -

profits. Because of the large size of the planted area, the necessary 
quantities cover 60% of the total seed requirement for all 3 periods. 
Few farms can be totally self-sufficient, 2/3 of them have to buy part 
of their seed supply. What farmers can get from their neighbours is 
hardly ever sufficient and many farmers, to cope with this, have to sell 
small animals such as goats and poultry, but also young growing pigs. 
32% of the February seeds are bought from external sources. The large 
supply of seeds from the October harvest is not enough to make up the 
deficit of the February planting which is 65% of the total annual deficit. 

Thus, out of the 15 farms under study (see charts 12 and 13) only 4 
of them, that is to say less than 1/3, had enough seeds for their own 
use. They all planted during the three seasons of the year. 

Except for one of them, these are the biggest farms, respectively 
2,3 and 5,5 ha of the planted area, and access to outside hired labour. 

Plots were planted with beans during the October and February seasons 
on all the farms: and among these, 3 could not sow in July (about 1/5): 
those 3 were forced to buy the greatest amount: 10 to 18% of seeds 
bought for the year. 

Note here that in order to reach this objective, 1/3 of the farmers 
had to plant on the same plot in October and in February. 

CONCLUSION 

Adequate experimental apparatus have shown that the techniques used 
for the culture of beans were justified: taking into account the means 
of production available to farmers, these proved to be the most efficient. 

Thus the heavy planting observed (more than 400,000 seedlings/ha) 
can be accounted for by the small foliar growth due to the low fertility 
of the soil; less heavy planting, since it underutilizes the space (soil-
air) would yield less. 

The time chosen for sowing proves sensible, those who don't comply 
with this risk a drop in yield. 

Finally, sowing different species never yields less than sowing 
just one species. 

Always at the same level of the plot, the experiments carried out 
from 1976 to 1981 at Salagnac, an area next to the locality under study 
(which has similar problems- for the July and October sowings) have made 
obvious the real limitations. The low fertility of the soil is the prime 
explanatory factor for low yields. For, simply by adding ashes (4 tons/ha) 
the yield is doubled, and the addition of manure (30 tons/ha) triples it. 
The production goes from 5 to 10, then to 15 cwt/ha with the same cultiva-
tion methods and the same local species. 



DIAGRAMMED SUMMARY OF THE PROBLEMS IN BEAN 

CULTIVATION WITHIN THE FARM 

- P o o r y i e l d s . 
- G r e a t q u a n t i t y of 

s e e d s / a r e a u n i t . 
- S m a l l a m o u n t of w o r k 
- H i g h s a l e p r i c e . 
- H i g h p r o d u c t i v i t y of 

f a m i l y l a b o u r s . 

m o n o c u l t u r e 

s e e d s (52 % of t h e p r o -
d u c t i o n - h u r r i c a n e ) 

O C T O B E R 

G r o u p i n g s 

o f 3 - 7 s p e c i e s 

F E B R U A R Y 

A v e r a g e y i e l d s . | 
M i n i m u m r i s k s : s u r e 
i n c o m e . 

S o i l a l r e a d y p r e p a - i 
ret! o n l y signifiantt 
cost : s e e d s .

 1 

E a s i e r c red i t . 

s e e d s : 3 6 
of t h e p r 

L a r g e c u l t i v a t e d a r e a s 

(70 % of t h e a r e a p l a n t e d 
w i t h b e a n s ) . 

W o r k d o n e on a l l t h e f a r m s . 

R e l a t i v e l y l a r g e 
c u l t i v a t e d a r e a s 
(20 % of t h e t o t a l 
a r e a ) . 

W o r k d o n e on a l l 
t h e f a r m s . 

J 

S e e d s : 4 % of 
the p r o d u c t i o n . 

2 s p e c i e s 

.sale 
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Wi.i I. d u n e on a p a r t of t h e f a r m s in 

J i i i'cr'Mil propor-l i o n s . 
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A more in-depth analysis, showed that the agrarian system planned 
by the farmers revolved around, the low fertility of the soil which is 
the main limiting factor. 

An agreement to a follow-up survey of the utilization of the soil 
for several (hundred) plots over 4 years (1979-1982) shows the good yields 
of beans in fields B, which peaks of 15-18 cwt/ha. Thus the improvement 
of bean cultivation firstly requires the renewal of the level of organic 
content. It also depends on a larger programme for the improvement of 
fallow lands, taking into account the difficulty for small farms to get 
fertilizers at present (Bellande et al. 1980, Turenne et al, 1981). 

The second factor which explains some low yields (above all those 
of October and July) is: foliar diseases, principally mildew, rust, and 
anthracnose. Roughly speaking, these diseases destroy 30% of the production. 

The large variety of bean germplasm in Haiti made it possible to isolate 
mildew-resistant species, 7 species ranging from the most resistant to the 
least resistant have been chosen after a mass selection in the fields and 
artificial inoculation tests in greenhouses (Messiaen-Jacqua, Inra Guade-
loupe). Two of them, "Salagnac 86" (hardy, quite resistant to mildew) 
and "Salagnac 92" (fairly resistant) were tested in the fields,multiplied 
and distributed to farmers. The yields are always superior to the samples 
by at least 20%. 

The analysis of the set of problems encountered within the production 
unit shows that the supply-seeds is a major constraint. Yield improvements 
would allow a better multiplication rate and therefore a larger quantity 
of seeds would be available that at present. 

October February July 

Number of seed har-
vested/number of 
seeds sowed 4-5 8-10 0-10 

At the same time as restoring the fertility of the land, which takes 
a long time, it will be easier to improve the variety of species and the 
size of seeds. For, with the crossing of species, the size of the seeds 
varies from 1 to 3. 

140 gr/1000 seeds for the "ti pemet" type, 
420 gr/1000 seeds for the "Camp Perrin" and "Gross Moget" type 

The problems of survival related to the structural difficulties en-
countered by small family farms, largely account for the tendency of mixed 
sowing of the "black bean" type (200 gr/1000 seeds) which makes it possible to 
double the planted area for the same volume (as compared to the "big 
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recl bean"). Thus, the research on species, by simply taking samples from 
the fields, or by successive cross-breeding using local genotypes (Messiaen 
ft al, 1981) must be continued in order to make smaller seeds as hardy 
and as highly productive as the ones in "Salagnac 86", available to 
farmers. 
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Detail, tor each farm, 
of the seeds Bean ori-
gin and destination. 




