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Introduction

Haiti—shaped by a unique history and vibrant culture—stands as one of the most
intriguing destinations for entrepreneurs seeking to make their mark in the Caribbean
and the Americas. Far beyond the headlines of turmoil and challenge, Haiti offers a
dynamic market filled with untapped potential, resourceful people, and significant
opportunities for growth. This book, "Doing Business in Haiti: A Comprehensive
Guide For Prospective Entrepreneurs," sets out to demystify the Haitian business
landscape by focusing on what is truly specific to operating in this country—eschewing
generic advice that could apply elsewhere in favor of practical, detail-oriented
guidance.

Haiti’s economic environment is layered and complex. While scarred by a history of
political instability and natural disasters, the country nonetheless maintains a
structured legal framework that is generally open to foreign investment and supports
enterprise development. Haiti is a free-market economy, where commerce,
agriculture, construction, and the expanding apparel sector play central roles. The
investment climate, though not without obstacles, is characterized by parity between
foreign and local investors, with a range of incentives available for those who navigate
the system wisely.

However, doing business in Haiti requires a clear-eyed appreciation of the challenges
that set it apart. Endemic corruption, fragile infrastructure, insecurity, slow and
unpredictable bureaucracy, and a still-developing financial sector all demand
vigilance, adaptability, and innovation from the entrepreneur. At the same time,
Haiti’s youthful workforce, preferential trade agreements, and active efforts by
agencies such as the Center for Facilitation of Investments (CFl) create a landscape
where those willing to engage deeply can find substantial reward.

This guide does not shy away from the hard realities: the uneven application of
regulations, the challenges of registering and starting a new business, or the volatility
of the national currency. Every prospective business owner will find in these pages a
frank assessment of the country’s risks—political, economic, and environmental—as
well as clear recommendations for minimizing them through local partnerships, legal
compliance, and robust planning.

But opportunity in Haiti is real and growing. From booming apparel exports to
burgeoning possibilities in agriculture, renewable energy, construction, and
outsourcing, the Haitian market is alive with prospects for those who combine
perseverance with pragmatism. Success demands not only careful strategy but also a
respect for the country’s unique social and business norms, a willingness to invest in
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communities, and resourcefulness in the face of adversity.

Whether you are considering your first investment in Haiti or seeking to expand
existing operations, this book is your comprehensive resource. Its twenty-five chapters
are designed to lead you step by step through every aspect of doing business in Haiti,
from concept to execution, and to provide you with the knowledge, context, and
practical tools required to transform possibility into profit—and, above all, to
contribute meaningfully to Haiti’s future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Haiti’s Economic
Landscape

Welcome to the intricate, often bewildering, yet undeniably dynamic economic stage
that is Haiti. Before diving into the nuts and bolts of setting up shop, hiring staff, or
navigating regulations, it's essential to grasp the broader economic currents that
shape the environment where your potential business will operate. Haiti’'s economy
isn’t just a collection of statistics; it’s a living entity molded by history, geography,
global trade, local resilience, and persistent challenges. Understanding its unique
character is the first, crucial step for any prospective entrepreneur.

At its core, Haiti operates on free market principles. Legislation generally doesn't
discriminate between local and foreign investors, allowing entrepreneurs from abroad
considerable latitude in ownership and operations. This openness, enshrined in law,
aims to attract the foreign direct investment crucial for development. However, the
theoretical framework of a free market encounters the practical realities of a nation
grappling with significant structural hurdles. The economic landscape is less a
smoothly paved highway and more a rugged terrain that demands careful navigation.

Historically, Haiti's wealth was rooted in agriculture. Once the spectacularly profitable
French colony of Saint-Domingue, its plantations, worked by enslaved people,
generated immense riches from sugar, coffee, and indigo. Independence in 1804
brought freedom but also international isolation, crippling debt imposed by France,
and a shift towards subsistence farming and smaller landholdings. While agriculture
remains a significant employer, particularly in rural areas, its contribution to the
national Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has diminished over time, hampered by
environmental degradation, lack of investment, and vulnerability to natural disasters.
Coffee, mangoes, cocoa, and essential oils represent key agricultural exports, but the
sector struggles to meet domestic food needs, leading to heavy reliance on imports.

Alongside agriculture, commerce and construction have traditionally been pillars of
the formal economy. Commerce, ranging from large import-export businesses to
countless small retail operations, is pervasive. The constant flow of goods, both
imported and locally produced (though imports dominate), fuels a vibrant trading
culture visible in every city and town. Construction activity often spikes following
natural disasters or with influxes of international aid and investment, although it
remains sensitive to political stability and economic confidence. Both sectors,
however, are significantly impacted by the pervasive informal economy.

A defining characteristic of Haiti’'s economic landscape is the sheer scale of the
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informal sector. Often referred to as the systéme D economy—drawing from the
French concept of débrouillardise, meaning resourcefulness or ingenuity—it
encompasses a vast range of activities outside government regulation and taxation.
Street vendors, small unlicensed shops (boutiques), informal transportation providers
(tap-taps), small-scale manufacturing, and unreported services dominate employment
for a large majority of the population. While demonstrating incredible resilience and
adaptability, this informality presents challenges for formal businesses through
untaxed competition and complicates economic planning and data collection for
policymakers. It also means that official economic statistics, while necessary, often
capture only a partial picture of Haiti's true economic activity.

The export-oriented apparel assembly industry represents a more recent, yet crucial,
component of the formal economy. Benefiting significantly from preferential trade
agreements with the United States, specifically the HOPE (Haitian Hemispheric
Opportunity through Partnership Encouragement) and HELP (Haiti Economic Lift
Program) Acts, this sector has become the country's dominant exporter. Factories,
often located in designated industrial parks or free zones, assemble garments for
major international brands. While providing vital formal employment, particularly for
women, the sector is sensitive to global demand, competition from other low-cost
manufacturing locations, and critically, Haiti's internal stability and logistical
capabilities. Disruptions to port operations or transportation routes can severely
impact this time-sensitive industry.

The Haitian economy is exceptionally open and deeply integrated with the global
economy, particularly through trade. This openness, however, is heavily skewed
towards imports. Haiti relies extensively on imported goods to meet basic needs,
including food (especially rice, wheat, and poultry), fuel, construction materials,
vehicles, and inputs for its apparel industry. The United States and the neighboring
Dominican Republic are the primary trading partners, supplying a large share of
imports. The Dominican Republic, sharing the island of Hispaniola, serves as a major
source of consumer goods, agricultural products, and construction materials, with
trade flowing both formally and informally across the land border.

This heavy reliance on imports makes the Haitian economy vulnerable to global price
fluctuations and currency exchange rate shifts. The Haitian Gourde (HTG) is the
national currency, but the U.S. Dollar (USD) circulates widely and serves as the de
facto currency for many larger transactions, imported goods, and savings. Businesses
often price goods and services in dollars or gourdes, or sometimes both, leading to a
complex pricing environment. Fluctuations in the HTG/USD exchange rate directly
impact the cost of living and the price of imported goods, affecting both consumers
and businesses that rely on imported inputs. The central bank, Banque de la
République d'Haiti (BRH), intervenes periodically in the foreign exchange market, but
managing the currency amidst economic shocks and limited foreign reserves remains
a constant challenge.
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Inflation has been a persistent headache. Periods of high inflation erode purchasing
power, particularly for the majority of Haitians with low or irregular incomes. It
complicates business planning, making it difficult to forecast costs and set prices.
Inflationary pressures stem from various sources: rising global commodity prices,
currency depreciation increasing the cost of imports, domestic supply disruptions
caused by insecurity or weather events, and sometimes, monetary policy decisions.
While there have been periods where inflation has moderated, its potential to surge
remains a key risk factor within the economic landscape.

Another vital flow of foreign currency into Haiti comes not from exports, but from
remittances. The Haitian diaspora, concentrated primarily in the United States,
Canada, France, and the Dominican Republic, sends substantial sums of money back
home to support family members. These remittances constitute a significant
percentage of Haiti's GDP, often exceeding official development aid and foreign direct
investment combined. They provide a crucial economic lifeline for hundreds of
thousands of households, boosting consumption and providing a degree of economic
stability, particularly during crises. However, this reliance also makes the economy
susceptible to economic downturns in countries where the diaspora resides.

Recent economic performance has been challenging. Haiti experienced consecutive
years of negative GDP growth leading into the mid-2020s. These contractions were
driven by a confluence of factors: heightened political instability following the
assassination of President Jovenel Moise in 2021, escalating gang violence disrupting
commerce and movement, the lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
inflationary pressures, fuel shortages, and the impact of natural disasters like the 2021
earthquake in the southern peninsula. This difficult period underscores the economy's
fragility and its susceptibility to shocks, both internal and external.

Navigating this landscape requires understanding the interplay between the formal
structures and the informal realities. While government agencies like the Ministry of
Commerce and Industry and the tax authority (Direction Générale des Imp6éts - DGI)
oversee the formal sector, their reach is limited by the scale of informality and
resource constraints. Regulations exist, but enforcement can be inconsistent or
hampered by bureaucratic inefficiency and corruption - topics explored in later
chapters. Businesses must operate within this context, often needing to bridge the
gap between formal requirements and on-the-ground practices.

Access to finance remains a constraint for many Haitian businesses, particularly small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). While the banking sector exists, with several
local commercial banks and one foreign bank branch as of recent years, credit is often
tight, collateral requirements can be high, and interest rates may be prohibitive for
smaller ventures. The microfinance sector plays a role, but the overall financial system
is relatively underdeveloped compared to regional neighbors. This limited access to
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capital can impede business expansion and innovation. Foreign investors may find it
easier to secure financing from international sources, but local credit markets present
hurdles.

Despite the formidable challenges, it's crucial not to view Haiti's economy solely
through a deficit lens. There is dynamism. The growth of the apparel sector, driven by
trade preferences, demonstrates the potential for export-oriented industries.
Investments are being made, albeit cautiously, in sectors like renewable energy,
telecommunications, and agriculture technology. The BPO (Business Process
Outsourcing) sector shows nascent promise, leveraging Haiti’s relatively low labor
costs and young, often multilingual, population. Furthermore, the inherent
resourcefulness (systéme D) of the Haitian people, while challenging from a regulatory
perspective, also points to a deep-seated entrepreneurial spirit constantly seeking
opportunities even in adverse conditions.

The government, often hampered by instability, nonetheless identifies priority sectors
for development, including energy, agriculture, infrastructure (transportation and
water), and tourism (though the latter is heavily impacted by security concerns).
Organizations like the Center for Facilitation of Investments (CFl) exist to promote
these opportunities and assist investors. While the effectiveness of these efforts waxes
and wanes with the political climate, they signal an official desire to improve the
investment climate and diversify the economy beyond its traditional pillars and the
dominant apparel sector.

Understanding the structural reliance on international aid is also part of grasping the
economic picture. Humanitarian and development aid from foreign governments,
international organizations (like the UN, World Bank, IDB), and NGOs represents a
significant economic inflow, particularly following major crises. This aid funds
infrastructure projects, social programs, and disaster relief efforts. While essential, it
can also create parallel economic systems and sometimes distort local markets or
bypass government structures, adding another layer of complexity to the economic
environment. Businesses may find opportunities related to aid-funded projects but
must also navigate the specific procurement and operational requirements of these
organizations.

Ultimately, Haiti’'s economic landscape is one of stark contrasts. It's a place where
formal rules coexist with widespread informality, where international trade
dependency sits alongside intense local commerce, and where significant potential
bumps up against severe structural impediments. Political instability casts a long
shadow, disrupting supply chains, deterring investment, and making long-term
planning exceptionally difficult. Insecurity, particularly the proliferation of armed
gangs controlling key transportation routes and urban areas, directly impacts the cost
and feasibility of doing business, adding security expenses and logistical nightmares
to the operational budget. Poor infrastructure, especially unreliable electricity and
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challenging road networks, forces many businesses to invest heavily in their own
power generation and transport solutions.

For the prospective entrepreneur, this means entering the Haitian market requires
more than just a solid business plan; it requires resilience, adaptability, patience,
strong local relationships, and a deep understanding of the specific context. The
opportunities are real, particularly for those who can innovate, navigate the
complexities, and contribute solutions, whether in providing essential goods and
services, creating formal employment, or developing value chains in promising
sectors. But success hinges on acknowledging and preparing for the inherent volatility
and the unique characteristics of this complex economic environment. The following
chapters will delve deeper into the specific legal, regulatory, operational, and cultural
factors you'll need to master to successfully establish and grow your enterprise in
Haiti.
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