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SPECIA L REPO RT D OMINICAN RE PUBL IC
HAITIANS

FREE ZONES

Cane cutters
seek sweet life

Employment shrinks
in the textile sector
DR-Cafta came at the right time says John Authers

But it is a tough existence working as an illegal
immigrant from Haiti, writes Andy Webb-Vidal
There is nothing in the world
that Haitian sugar cane cutter
Norberto de la Cruz wants more
than a Dominican Republic identity card. Even more than his left
index finger, which he lost in an
accident with a machete.
Mr de la Cruz, 39, arrived in
1995 from Jacmel, a town in the
south-east of the volatile neighbouring country that occupies
the western half of the island of
Hispaniola, with a promise of
work and dollars.
Eleven years later, he is still
eking out a living on the same
batey, or labour encampment,
where he arrived, with no
money, nine fingers, and a footlong vertical gash on his chest
that has been sewn up like a
mailbag.
“Can you help me get a
cédula?” he asks, using the Spanish word for an identity card. Mr
de la Cruz is miraculously alive
after electrocuting himself trying
to connect a wire to an overhead
cable to access power.
A journey into the sugar plantations and the bateyes a few kilometres behind the Dominican
Republic’s coastal strip of manicured golf courses and tourism
resorts is like time-travelling
back to the 19th century.
Tens of thousands of Haitian
labourers have migrated to the
Dominican Republic each year
for decades to work in grim conditions in the sugar cane fields
and in the November-May harvest.
So important is Haiti as a historical source of labour that
between 1930 and 1961, General
Rafael Trujillo maintained a
quota with Haiti that allowed a
fixed number of Haitians to enter
for the harvest.
But today it is an uneasy relationship.
Some Dominicans still find it
difficult to come to terms with
the fact that their country was
governed from Port-Au-Prince for
two decades after independence
from Spain.
Social tensions have been
aggravated in recent years
because most migrant labourers

have stayed in the Dominican
Republic rather than return.
Chaos in Haiti combined with
tight US immigration enforcement has increased the flow of
migrants across the 350km border.
“Haiti is becoming a much
more important feature of the
national debate,” says Hugo Guiliani, a veteran Dominican diplomat.
First generation but illegal Haitian immigrants are now estimated to account for 10 to 15 per
cent of the Dominican Republic’s
9m population.
“A census of foreigners would
be a census of Haitians,” says
sociologist Frank Hernández,
president of Idea, a local think
tank.
“To be Haitian is to be a scapegoat for the worst. A kind of
Haiti-phobia is developing.”
In recent months there has
been a spate of race-motivated
murders of Haitians, deteriorating relations further. Protesters
stoned President Leonel Fernández’s car when he visited Haiti in
December.
Haitian cane cutters often
claim they have been ferried
across in convoys of lorries with
the complicity of corrupt border
guards and the army.
Periodically, officials crack
down and repatriate Haitians,
but usually once the harvest has
ended. Cheap labour is essential
for the industry.
The country produces 500,000
tonnes of sugar per year, by far
the largest producer of which is
the Vicini Group. One tonne of
sugar cane yields about 100kg of
refined sugar.
It is big business. The Dominican Republic has the largest US
quota for sugar with an allocation of 185,335 tonnes, or 16.4 per
cent of the total.
Dominican sugar producers
battled against DR-Cafta for more
than a year and attempted to
lobby legislators into passing a 25
per cent tax on imports of
cheaper US corn syrup, irking US
negotiators.
Conditions on the plantations

The sharp edge: a cane cutter on a plantation
are also attracting interest in the
US.
A US Congressional Research
Report released in January said:
“Some 650,000 Haitians, unable to
gain citizenship for themselves
or for their children born in the
Dominican Republic, live and
work under slave-like conditions
in the sugar cane, construction
or domestic service industries.”
Child labour is common.
Adults and children alike are
paid $2 to $3 a day, but they are
deducted “social security” contributions. Until last year they were
paid with chits redeemable at the
company store.

Haitian workers complain that
the scales used to weigh the several tonnes of cane they cut
every day are manipulated.
“I really don’t think the scales
work properly,” says Jeremi
Dimach, 28, a cane cutter, as a
menacing foreman, on horseback
and with a pistol in his waistband, approaches from the corner of the plantation. The Vicini
Group declined to comment on
the labour conditions on its plantations.
Christopher Hartley, an AngloSpanish priest whose 700 sq km
parish near San Pedro de Macoris
overlaps numerous sugar estates,
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dedicates his time to seeking an
improvement to Haitian labour
conditions. “This is modern day
slavery,” says Mr Hartley, who
once worked in the Bronx and
now has police protection following death threats. “Over 100
years the wealthiest families
have made their money from this
labour.”
Some local media commentators have accused human rights
activists and priests such as Mr
Hartley of attempting to destroy
the sugar industry. But as a US
diplomat crudely put it: “The
sugar industry runs on blood
money.”

The DR-Cafta trade agreement
has not arrived a moment too
soon for the beleaguered Dominican free zones.
Last year saw a disastrous
collapse in employment in the
nation’s export sector, with
almost 40,000 jobs going from the
nation’s industrial “free zones,”
which account for 77 per cent of
exports. That, equivalent to a
drop of more than 20 per cent,
came from three factors.
First, the Multi-Fibre Agreement of international textile quotas expired at the beginning of
the year, exposing the industry
to the full force of cheaper labour
competition from Asian countries
such as China.
Second, the industry continued
to suffer a long-running secular
trend. To maintain the business
of US fashion manufacturers,
simply sewing together imported
parts and fabrics is no longer
enough. Instead, the challenge is
to offer the “total package” –
buying fabric, and sometimes
even designing the garments, as
well as final assembly.
And third, the Dominican peso
staged a dramatic and largely
unforeseen recovery against the
US dollar, as the international
community forgave the country
its recent banking crisis much
quicker than had been expected.
From 52 pesos to the dollar, it
recovered suddenly to 27 pesos
during the second half of last
year. “When you suddenly have
such a high exchange rate it just
destroys your competitiveness,”
says Jose Manuel Torres, executive director of the Dominican
Association of Free Zones.
The free zones which were
established in 1969 and began
sharp growth after the Caribbean
Basin Initiative in 1983, managed
to increase exports 2.1 per cent
last year despite these problems,
according to preliminary figures.
But the impact on the Dominican clothing sector, which produces jeans and chinos for virtually every well-known brand in
the US, was profound. Where
once apparel accounted for
almost all activity in the free
zones, last year it accounted for
only 48 per cent. The hope is that
DR-Cafta will not only revive the

competitiveness of the apparel
industry, but will open sectors.
There are more than 15,000
Dominicans working in call centres within the free zones, serving Americans in English and
Spanish.
Mr Torres also hopes to see
development into sectors such as
assembly of low-grade electronic
products, or medical and surgical
supplies. All carry more “valueadded” than the original model
that relied solely on low wages
for competitiveness.
Meanwhile, all is not lost in
the apparel sector. Raimundo
Hoché, director of Interamericana Products International’s
plant in the Santiago free zone,
employs 6,400. Between them,

The aim now is to
satisfy the fashion
market, where demands
change quickly
they make 350,000 pairs of trousers each week. Of this, 97 per
cent is done under the “total
package”, with Dominicans
responsible for ordering fabric,
and even for designing.
Santiago, the second largest
Dominican city and also the
wealthiest, is moving to ensure it
maintains foreign investment,
expanding its international airport.
Interamericana’s assembly
lines are flexible, and can easily
be changed to just-in-time. The
aim now is to satisfy the fashion
market, where demands change
quickly – and, crucially for the
Dominican Republic, too quickly
for manufacturers on the other
side of the Pacific. If that means
applying sandpaper to jeans to
give them the fashionably worn
look, that can be done.
And as the factory is in the
Dominican Republic, workers
seem to enjoy themselves. Workers gather outside for prayer during lunch breaks, and work to
the accompaniment of loud
Dominican music.

