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In Haiti, the Battle for Leadership Is Really a Battle for Loot 
 

What follows is the first half of as Op-Ed by Amy Wilentz that appeared in the Los Angeles Times on 

September 16th. Amy Wilentz is a well-know, highly respected expert of Haiti. She is the author of “The 

Rainy Season: Haiti Since Duvalier” and “Farewell, Fred Voodoo: A Letter From Haiti,” among other 

books. She teaches in the literary journalism program at UC Irvine and is a 2020 Guggenheim fellow. 
 

Another Haitian chief executive may be about to take a fall. In the space of the last four days, 

Ariel Henry, de facto leader of Haiti since the assassination of President Jovenel Moise on July 7, 

has been through a grinding and spewing political mill focused on the probe of the killing and 

whether he had a role in it. 
 

It’s all part of an intense battle among political factions to see who will inherit the mantle of the 

presidency and thus the spoils. Moise may himself have been the first casualty of this battle, and 

it has been difficult to imagine Henry emerging a victor from this very complicated imbroglio. 
 

But then, this is Haiti, always full of surprises, most of them not ones where you shout, 

“Surprise!” and then applaud. 
 

Most of the action in the past few days in fact is a kind of concentrated and dangerous version of 

the political turf battles you see during elections elsewhere. But “political” in this instance is not 

meant to suggest that the assassination or the investigation into it has anything to do with policy 

or the future of Haiti or the ways in which the Haitian people could be helped to move out of 

their impotent and immiserated situation. 
 

All of it, instead, is about who will be able to steal the most with the greatest impunity. 
  

The more powerful you are in Haiti, the more you can suck out of state coffers. Most Americans 

don’t think there’s much to be had in Haiti, but they’re wrong. And much of what’s available to 

be siphoned comes in from the exterior, in the form of foreign aid, petroleum subsidies and 

international contracts, as well as what can be embezzled or taxed in customs and at the ports, 

and also from profitable illegal import/export goods, such as narcotics.   
 

The hundreds of millions of dollars that flowed into the country after the devastating 2010 

earthquake further enriched many of the wealthiest Haitians, along with the politicians with 

whom they did business. This year’s earthquake has no doubt caused another if lesser frisson of 

anticipation to run through this same crew of vultures. 
 

As Graham Greene wrote in “The Comedians,” his 1966 novel about Haiti, “It is astonishing how 

much money can be made out of the poorest of the poor with a little ingenuity.” 
 

Much of the rest of the Op-Ed followed the shenanigans of the leading candidates for President. One 

politician was about to take office as the president when he was stopped by armed opponents who stormed 

the Parliament with guns ablaze. However, there is a ray of hope. Amy Wilentz writes: 
 

Meanwhile, in the wings, ready with a serious, competent alternative for Haiti, is the Commission 

for a Haitian Solution on the Crisis, an organization of grassroots groups and various sectors of 

civil society committed to honest governance and real democratic elections, who began working 

https://www.haitiwatch.org/home/commissionforhaitiansolution
https://www.haitiwatch.org/home/commissionforhaitiansolution


together to deal with Haiti’s dysfunction many months before the assassination. The 

congressional Haiti caucus in the U.S. supports them, as do many responsible and involved 

Haitians in the diaspora. 

… 
 

A Haitian solution for Haiti will look better than what we’ve seen in the last few days and indeed 

months, and indeed years. The commission must be empowered to take over soon. Otherwise 

more dark and dire days will follow. A country cannot go much farther down this road. 

 

Turning Guns into Ploughs 
 

I’m very disturbed by the crises of all the Haitians stranded on the Texas border. The situation is 

very complicated and I have no idea what a fitting solution is. When I see the faces of the Haitians 

packed in under a bridge, I see my neighbors. I’ve become a Haitian. My heart belongs to the 

poor.  

 

 
Haitians along Texas boarder during dust storm. 

 

The marginalized have been bloodied by war, starved by famine, displaced by persecution, left 

homeless and injured by earthquakes. There 82.4 million refugees at the end of 2020. This is 

double the number in 2010 and does not even include the 55 million who are internally displaced 

in their own countries. Most of the refugees come from countries torn apart by civil wars, like 

Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Myanmar, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

Somalia, Sudan, the Central African Republic, and Eritrea. These countries also have large 



numbers of internally displaced people as do Ethiopia, Mozambique, and Burkina Faso. These 

man-made catastrophes are worsened by climate change, as floods and droughts threaten the 

embattled regions. If even a small percentage of the trillions of dollars spent on arms were 

dedicated instead to fostering peace and justice, the world would be a safer place with fewer 

refugees. Reducing conflicts and fostering development is the long-term solution to the refugee 

crisis, but we also need short-term solutions to care for existing refugees. 
 

•••• 
 

Yesterday morning, the head of a department store near us that we frequent was shot to death 

outside the store. The store is just 10 minutes from us. All parts of the city, in virtually every 

neighborhood, violence is part of the daily reality. This is why people risk their lives to find a 

better life outside of Haiti. There is no security within Haiti. Within an hour of the killing, our 

security guy showed me a photo posted on the internet of the victim laying in a pool of blood 

next to his car. 
  

•••• 
 

 
Moïse has begun helping with my filing. He moves everything. 

 


