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CHANGING PERSPECTIVES IN LEEWARD ISLANDS AGRICULTURE

by

Eustace Gulston
(Agricultural Economist,

Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States,
Economic Affairs Secretariat, Antigua)

Introduction

This paper briefly attempts to show that agriculture in the Leeward

Islands was of major economic significance to the Colonial Government and

absentee owners of plantations, and that when export agriculture, mainly

sugar and cotton declined, and assets of land and factories were acquired

locally, the political administrators of the Leewards, under some measure

of internal self-government from Britain, embarked on development policies

and strategies centered on tourism and industrialization. Meanwhile agri-

culture with its various problems was virtually neglected. Without getting

too involved with empirical data, (some of which is available in the sources

mentioned) the paper points out quickly that unemployment, inflation and

high import food bills are still around. The Leeward Islands have, therefore,

been forced to change their perspective in respect of agriculture, despite

the gains of tourism and industry, and in so doing, have adopted programmes

and projects to develop agriculture and agro-industry.

Finally, the paper suggests that a regional perspective with the

assistance of donor agencies and regional institutions could assist the

Leewards in achieving their objectives for the agricultural sector.

Background

The Leeward Islands in this paper comprises Antigua-Barbuda, an .

independent state, St. Kitts-Nevis, an associated state and Montserrat a

British colony. These islands, together with the Windward Islands, constitute

the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States. They are tiny islands with

very small populations. Antigua-Barbuda is 440 km2, with 76,000 Reople.

St. Kitts-Nevis 269 km2, with 50,000 people and Montserrat 101 km4, with

12,000 people. Together these states are only 810 km2 (312 sq. miles) with

a population of 138,000.

The Leeward Islands

less than 1,250 mm (50 inche

Kitts in particular. There

Sun, sand and scenic beauty

are
s).
are
are

relatively dry with an average rainfall of.

The islands are hilly, Montserrat and St.

no known mineral resources of economic value.

attributes which are easily observed.

Historical

The agricultural history of these islands traces three centuries of

production of export crops namely: tobacco, cotton, and sugar cultivated in

the main by slaves on absentee owned estates.
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Ownership, financing, management and marketing were all externally
motivated and controlled. Up to the mid-1960s, the export staples dominated
the economy of the Leeward Islands. In Antigua-Barbuda, sugar began to
decline and was eventually phased out as an export commodity by 1971. In
Montserrat cotton began its downward slide and by 1965 it was no longer the

major export crop. On the island of Nevis, cotton has drastically declined
from over 400 hectares in the early 1960s to just over 90 hectares in 1980.
St. Kitts, however, has remained in sugar, and this continues to be the
backbone of the island's economy.

The Decline of Export Agriculture

The three significant developments which seem to have evolved from
the decline of export agriculture in the 1960s in the Leeward Islands and

which have influenced the outlook and performance of the agricultural sector

are:
1. High unemployment which carried with it poverty, social instability

and political unrest.

2. Change in political status. Antigua-Barbuda and St. Kitts-Nevis

were granted statehood in association with Britain. Montserrat was

permitted to have a partly elected bicameral assembly although it

remained a British colony.

3. The acquisition of estate lands by Government (Antigua-Barbuda in

1967); St. Kitts-Nevis and Montserrat subsequently.

The Leeward Islands found themselves with the internal political responsibility

for directing their economies, in possession of land and with the task of

creating employment and income.

Policy Choices and Their Effects on Agriculture

During the 1960s and 70s policy makers in the Leeward Islands and

especially the political directorate, sought to diversify the economies of

each state. Each state embarked on some form of industrialization by in-

vitation of foreign investment and management. A number of assembly type
screwdriver industries were set up in the island to produce electronics,

garments, shoes, textiles, paints and plastic bags, to refine oil, and to

bottle beverages. Attempts were made to improve domestic agricultural out-

put and to diversify production while at the same time continuing the losing

battle to make production and processing of sugar and cotton profitable

economic ventures. Considerable sums were spent on the supporting infra-

structure for tourism and industry..

Each state placed great emphasis on tourism. Antigua with its first

class beaches attracted investment in luxury type hotels. Montserrat

entered into residential tourism i.e., a combination of real estate and

tourism. St. Kitts-Nevis, less attractive in the sun and sand trade, lagged

in construction of hotels and guest houses.

To cope with the responsibility of Government bureaucracy, primary

and secondarl-, schools were built with aid funds mainly from CIDA and the -

ODA (BDD). Agriculture, however, was given less attention, although British

and Canadian aid funds supported land settlement schemes, experiment stations,

produced laboratories and staffed departments of agriculture, mechanical

services and marketing boards.
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An examination of the Gross Domestic Product of the Leewards shows
that in the three states, agriculture gave way as the leading sector.

In Antigua-Barbuda, agriculture has given way to tourism. Agriculturedeclined from 26% of GDP in 1960 to 4.3% in 1978. (Le Franc) see Table 1.

Foreign investment was attracted to tourism in Antigua-Barbuda with
its white sandy beaches and dry sunny climate. Government gave liberal
incentives and provided infrastructural support by making large capital
investments in areas like roads, airport and a deep water harbour. By 1981,
34 hotels with a capacity of 3,642 beds, 32 cottages and apartments of 20
guest houses were established in Antigua-Barbuda (World Bank). Construction
and distribution grew along side tourism while agriculture declined. Estimates
indicate that of the 60% of arable land owned by the State, 50% is either
abandoned or undercultivated (World Bank).

In St. Kitts-Nevis, although agriculture is still the key sector, it
has declined from 34% of GDP in 1961 to 11% in 1975 (Bourne) see Table 2.
Sugar accounts for 20% of the total value of exports for St. Kitts-Nevis,
and this represents 15% of GDP (1981) and employs about 4,500 workers.
Production has, however, dropped from 41,000 tons in 1977 to 32,000 in 1981.
Smut disease, unreliable labour and falling sugar prices have contributed
heavily to the recent decline of sugar. The National Agricultural Cor-
poration (NACO) carries the burden of the losses (wage costs in 1981 were
higher -than total revenue (NACO) and accumulated deficits in 1981 may have
reached 'EC$39 million.

For Montserrat the case is the same. Agriculture fell from 38.3%
of GDP in 1961 to 9.4% in 1976 (Bourne) see Table 3. Tourism and construction
replaced agriculture as the leading sectors of the economy. Manufacturing
(industry) also out-paced agriculture. To date, over 400 villas have been
built as investments or as retirement homes for American, Canadian and
British nationals. In addition, a medical school and factory shells have
created many jobs. Manufacturing has accounted for over 600 jobs or 14%
of the employed labour force (Montserrat Statistical Office).

Problems that Shift Perspectives

This neglect of agriculture accompanied the thrust in tourism and
industry. Numerous problems have beset agriculture, and to cope with them
a change in the perspective for development must take place. This change
is also necessary if the Leeward Islands are to make any gains in the
battle for food production, better nutrition and higher income for farmers,
the sector and the economy as a whole. Among the major problems are:

1. The high cost -of production on small uneconomic plots.

2. High cost of agricultural inputs imported to the islands.

3. High level of imports of foOd items some of which ought to be
producted locally (EC$200 million by 1978).

4. The growth of the other sectors, i.e. industry, tourism, construction,
services which have diverted labour from agriculture by paying
higher wages.
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5. The advent and spread of supermarkets without corresponding
emphasis on green groceries for distribution of fresh fruits
and vegetables.

6. Migration to cities.

7. Emigration to North America and U.K. of trained agriculturalists,
farm labour and potential farmers.

8. The irrelevance of education to agricultural production.

9. Mass media pressure sales, for example, advertisement of processed
foods such as corn flakes, soups and soft drinks.

10. Transportation of perishable agricultural products to the MDCs,
Trinidad and Barbados in particular.

11. Lack of adequate land tenure and land utilization policies.

12. Inadequacy of institutional support re extension, credit, marketing.

13. Alienation of youth from agriculture and the advanced age of most
farm operators.

14. Inadequate planning project conceptualization and project
management.

Changing Perspectives

The emphasis on tourism and industry has created benefits. Unemploy-
ment has been reduced in the islands and particularly in Antigua (down from
40% to 20%) and Montserrat. Tourism created new market opportunities through
the influx of visitors, students, and retired residents. However, the oil
crisis of the mid 1970s inflation and high and rising import food bills have
created difficulties for the economies of the .Leeward Islands. Investments
in manufacturing have slackened, while tourism shows little signs of rapid
expansion. One could conceive that industry and tourism might be close to
the limits of their growth in the Leewards.

The Governments of the Leeward Islands are, therefore, being pressured
for solutions, and agriculture and agro-industry are now being given long
overdue attention.

Numerous studies, missions, commissions of inquiry, surveys (what-
ever name may be chosen) have been undertaken by national, international,
regional and sub-regional agencies, universities, private consultants, peace
corps and the like. The Leeward Islands agriculture has been thoroughly
examined over the years. Various projects and programmes have been under-
taken or are being planned, aimed at removing the bottlenecks in agriculture
in Antigua-Barbuda, St. Kitts-Nevis and Montserrat.

There appears to be a recognition by the political directorates,
regional institutions and aid agencies, that new emphases and meaningful
efforts are long overdue in the agricultural sector. The many projects,
ongoing and planned, indicate that serious attempts are being made by.
Governments in the Leewards to change their perspectives. These projects
are geared to offer greater employment and incomes; increase in food and nutri-
tion; development and protection of resources of the forest, soil and sea,
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and the upgrading of institutions for .marketing, credit, training, input

services, extension and land tenure.

Among the various lists, some projects stand out as pointers to new

directions. Examples:

Montserrat -

(a) Integrated Sea Island Cotton Project. This project seeks to

grow sea island cotton, (200 acres) spin into thread and weave

marketable cotton products for the tourist markets for the

Caribbean, American and Europe.

(b) Estate Development. Purchasing and developing of three estates,

Riley's Richmond and Gages. Alloting arable plots to farmers

on a leasehold basis which is convertible to freehold over a

25-year period. This project contemplates total community and

village services including schools and health centres.

(c) Charcoal kiln, fuel wood, cook stove trials. This project is

a forestry/energy operation aimed at utilizing local resou
rces.

Antigua-Barbuda -

(a) Integrated I3eef Industry. This project aims at producing high

grade beef animals on local farms, slaughtering, cutting, pro-

cessing and marketing beef to replace imports created by the

tourist industry and higher income households.

(b) Corn, sorghum, animal feedstuff. This is a proposed integrated

project aimed at reducing the imports of animal feeds for

poultry, pigs and cattle.

(c) Fisheries Project. This is a project aimed at harnessing the

resources of the sea (fish, lobsters, crabs) that are frequen
tly

being exploited by foreign fishing vessels.

St. Kitts-Nevis -

(a) Cattle raising (Nevis). This project aims at improving pasture

lands for small farmers cattle.

(b) Peanut production. The aim is to increase agricultural output

and provide out-of-crop employment.

(c) Agricultural station and nursery. This project aims at providing

agricultural inputs, including mechanical services to 
rural

farmers.

Support for Changing Perspectives

The onus of responsibility for the positive development 
of the agri-

cultural sector and the improvement of the level of living
 in the country as

a whole, lies with the governments of the islands. The political administrators

are key actors in the development scene. They, however-i -cannot succeed

solely through their own effort. Substantial motivation and technical and

financial support are required of aid agencies, r
egional and sub-regional

institutions.
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P.

The CARICOM Secretariat has been working with the Leeward Isl
ands,

assisting them in developing programmes and projects in agricu
lture, (in

collaboration with other regional institutions) as part of a R
egional Food

and Nutrition Strategy. This combined regional effort proposes to organize

and manage, in a coordinated way, areas like production, proc
essing, market-

ing, training, financing, re3earch and development and shi
pping, in order

to increase both supplies of agricultural products and the nu
tritional

status of the people of the Leeward Islands and the entire
 Caribbean.

The Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States has a mandate
 to assist

its Member States in agricultural development and will provi
de services in

project planning and preparation, marketing, information, t
rade promotion

and manpower training, through the Economic Affairs Secretar
iat of the OECS.

The UWI, CARDI and CARDATS will need to increase their act
ivities

in the Leeward Islands to bolster agriculture. The Caribbean Development

Bank has worked very closely with the Governments in support 
of agriculture,

in the areas of financing, technical assistance and train
ing. There is,

however, need to step up the financing of infrastructural pr
ojects and to

seek more highly concessional loans for such needs.

The Caribbean Food Corporation has a key role to perform i
n creating

positive change in Leeward Islands agriculture especially 
in the area of

marketing and investment funding. The newly established regional marketing

institution, the Caribbean Agricultural Trading Company 
(CATCO) must place

the purchasing and shipping of perishable agricultural 
products very high

on its portfolio of activities. One hopes that Grace Kennedy, the private

company contracted to manage and operate marketing servi
ces for CATCO will

acknowledge the need to serve the LDC and the Leeward 
IsLands in particular,

while in pursuit of company profits. A number of the projects planned for

the Leewards will rise or fall on the availability of mar
keting services,

especially transportation.

Who Will Pay?

Assessments by the World Bank Mission of the Leewards in
 1982

indicate that none of the islands is likely to generat
e surplus income to

invest in agriculture (Economic Memoranda 1982). Deficits on current

accounts and negative trade balances are often compa
nions of Member States

of the OECS, and their capital investments are nearly 
always met from grants

and concessionary loans, although Antigua-Barbuda has 
embarked cn sizeable

infrastructure loans for tourism. The non-existence of income tax and

delinquent payment of company taxes do not assist in 
providing funds for

investment in agriculture.

For the time being, it appears that aid agencies s
uch as CIDA, BDD,

EEC, USAID, UNDP, CFTC will continue to carry the burd
en of agricultural

change in the Leewards for a number of years.

Worldwide inflation and greater demand for inves
tments within their

national borders to combat unemployment and risin
g prices, are causing aid

funds to become more difficult to come by. Greater efficiency by the

Leeward Islands in utilizing aid funds is, theref
ore, of utmost importance

in ranking projects and executing them.
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Some Ideas on Changing as in Leawards Agriculture

Antigua-Barbada is in the process of completing an agricultural
policy for the State (Whit2 Paper). Montserrat and St. Kitts-Nevis are
in the final stages of completing draft development .plans inclusive on an
agricultural sector plan. There seems to be much emphasis placed on plann-
ing and hence one must acknowledge that numerous man hours of serious
thinking have taken place in the quest to improve and modernize agriculture.
I, however, wish to offer these ideas in closing:

,l. Farming ought to be recognized as a communal activity, starting
with the family unit and encompassing the social needs of the

community. Hence housing, recreation, schools, health centres,

and utilities should be considered in establishing or expanding
land settlement schemes.

2. Farmers ought to be trained in non-agricultural skills such as

masonry, carpentry, welding, electrical wiring, vehicle repairs,

handicrafts etc.

3. Basic training centres for agriculture should be established in

each island. Not elaborate technical colleges but a demonstration

farm operation might suffice.

4. Establisyment by donor agencies of an Agricultural Development
Fund for the OECS which includes the Leeward Islands, based in
ECCA.

5. Removal of extension work from the general public service and
establishment of extension centres in farming communities fully
equipped and staffed on the basis of the CARDATS or CApI models.

6. Train more staff in agricultural sciences and management.

7. Place more and better agricultural land at the disposal of selected

farmers particularly to aid diversification of agriculture and to

help build the confidence of workers in vital industries such as

sugar.

8. Work should be undertaken to design an integrated agricultural

programme for the Leewards, with particular attention paid to

diversification of sugar in St. Kitts-Nevis. Such a programme to

set out a system for financing, production, management and marketing.

Finally, no one islands in the Leewards or in the OECS or the
Caribbean for that matter, can go it alone and the objectives of each

island may better be achieved if agricultural development is seen in a

regional perspective and not as an insular problem to be solved by any

single state.
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Table 1: Antigua-Barbuda Gross Domestic Product at Factor Cost, 1960-1971 ($million)*

1960 .1970 1975 1976

,

1978

Absolute % Absolute % Absolute % Absolute % Absolute %

Agriculture 5.58 26.9

_

1.51 3.02 6.0 4.7 6.2 4.8 7.4 4.3

Construction 2.40 11.8 7.94 15.90 11.5 8.9 8.2 6.3 11.1 6.5

Manufacturing 0.405 1.9 5.13 10.26 ,12.5 9.7 10.4 8.0 14.5 8.5

Distribution ) ) 8.75 17.51 16.2 12.6 19.9 15.4 26.1 15.3

) 3.50 )17.2
) )

Finance ) ) 2.72 7.1 5.5 8.5 6.6 9.8 5.8

Transportation 0.82 4.0 2.56 5.13 8.3 6.4a 8.3a 6.4 10.1a 5.9

Hotels ) ) 8.14 16.30 18.0
b

14
.
0 17.6

b
13.6 28.7

b
16.9

) 2.42
,)

11.9 .
) ) .

Services & ) )

professions ) ) 2.21 4.40 10.1 7.8c 10.8c 8.4 13.2
c

7.8

Rent of dwellings 1.40 6.9 2.66 5.30 19.2 14.9
d

19.5
d

15.1 217
d

12.7

Government 3.95 19.4 9.70 19.22 17.1 13.3 18.2 14.1 24.7 14.5

Mining & quarrying - - - _ 0.7 0.5 0.5 0.4 1.0 . 0.6

Public utilities - - - - 2.2 1.7 1.2 0.9 2'..0 1.2

• - , , _ _ .

TOTAL 20.475 100.0 49.95 100.0 128.9 100.0 129.3 100.0 170.3 100.0

. . -.

Notes: a Includes Communication

b 1975-78 - Classified as Tourism

c 1975-78 - Classified as Miscellaneous Services

d 1975-78 - Classified as Real Estate & Housing

Source: Le Franc: "Small Farming in the LDC of the Caribbean". A CDB Study.



Table 2: St. Kitts Gross Domestic Product at Factor Cost, 1965-75 (EC$000)

1965 1970 1971 1973 1975

Export agriculture 8,136.9 4,570.0 3,961.4 )
5,467

)
7,832

Other agriculture 3,048.1 4,47E.6 4,229.9
)
)

)
)

Construction 2,784.1 4,113.0 4,968.5 3,734 3,274

Manufacturing 572.2 822.6 940.0 .1,422 1,668

Distribution* 4,138.0 3,747.4 3,994.9 11,919 11,226 '

Finance n.a. 1,188.2 1,208.6 2,_950- 3,580

Transportation 384.7 1,157.7 . 1,107.3 3,142 3,343

Services & Professions 1658.7 1,889.0; 1,880.0 n.a. n.a.

Hotels n.a. 914.0 940.0 *

Rental of dwellings 1,65877 1,553.8 1,544.3 n.a. n.a.

.Government t 4,979.8 6,032.5 8,795.6 7,984 9,606

TOTAL GDP 27,536.0 30,467.0 33,571.0 48,626 74,16 .

Note: 4Hotels and restaurants included with distribution in 1973 and 1975.
n.a. means not available.

Source: IBRD Study World Dank Carribbean Regional Study, Vol. 11, Washington

1974, and Annual Digest of Statistics.

Table 3: Montserrat Gross Domestic Product at Factor Cost, 1961-76 %)

,

1 1962 1964 1966 1968 1970 1971 1973 1976

•Export agriculture 7.3 4.2 3.7 1.4 0.6 0.6 0.1
9.4

Other agriculture 31.5 27.1 16.2 15.9 16.3 15.5 12.7

Construction 11.2 20.1, 18.2 17.4 19.4 18.5 26.6 20.7

Manufacturing 1.8 1.9 1.4 1.6 1.7 1.7 1.7 2.1

Distribution 10.6 13.2 18.2 17.3 16.9 16.0 14.4 13.2

Finance - - 4.4 C.0 6.3 6.0 - 5.3

Transportation &

communications 1.1 0.9 1.3 1.5 1.7 1.7 - 11.7

Hotels 3.2 4.0 4.7 5.4 6.6 6.2 - -

Rental of dwellings 6.8 6.0 4.7 7.4 7.9 7.9 - -

Government 26.4 22.4 22.6 21.0 22.5 21.4 20.8 22.7

Source: Government Statistical Digest
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