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Hanging by a Thread 
 

I rarely do this, but this morning I want share most of a lengthy article on the situation in Haiti that was 

published on Monday in the Miami Herald that was written by Jacqueline Charles. What follows is perhaps 

the first 60% of the article…which I believe accurately captures the reality we face in Haiti. 
 

For years, Haiti has suffered from a disastrous economy, a struggling police force and a 

practically invisible government. After midnight Monday, there will also be no semblance left of 

a constitutional order. One of the last remaining provisions of the country’s constitution that was 

still in existence, even if barely, is set to end at midnight with the expiration of the terms of the 

country’s last remaining 10 senators. The exit of the final tier of the 30-seat Senate will leave Haiti 

with no Parliament since the country failed to hold timely legislative elections in October 2019. 

Now, for the first time since the adoption of the 1987 Constitution, which told Haitians how their 

country was going to exist as a nation after the fall of the nearly 30-year father-son Duvalier 

dictatorship, there are few constitutional entities in existence beyond the struggling, ill-equipped 

Haiti National Police, a reconstituted army and the court of auditors and administrative disputes 

whose members’ 10-year mandates are also nearing expiration. There is no functioning electoral 

commission; no functioning Supreme Court, no constitutional court. There is not a single elected 

official in the entire country of nearly 12 million people — not a council member, not a mayor 

and certainly not a president. 
 

This leaves just Ariel Henry as prime minister. The 73-year-old neurosurgeon, who was never 

ratified by law, became the country’s interim leader when Jovenel Moïse, the last elected 

president, tapped him to carry out day-to-day operations as head of the government shortly 

before his assassination on July 7, 2021. Haiti, has for all practical purposes, become a failed state, 

experts say — and all under the eye of the international community. “It is evident there is a 

Potemkin Village, which barely controls what’s outside the doors of the National Palace,” said 

Georges Fauriol, a Haiti expert at the Center for Strategic and International Studies in 

Washington, D.C. 
 

The reality for most Haitians, Fauriol said, is that, “what you see when you walk out of your 

house or your apartment, is not the Haitian government. It’s some other force. And that’s who 

you have to deal with on a daily basis.” Even with all the working arrangements currently in 

place to give the facade of a functioning nation, the reality is hard to ignore. The country is being 

dominated by violent kidnapping gangs that the United Nations says control nearly two-thirds 

of the capital. The gangs’ turf battles and escalating sexual attacks have caused more than 100,000 

people to flee their homes and resulted in another 20,000 Haitians facing what the U.N.’s 

humanitarian chief in Port-au-Prince, Ulrika Richardson, says are “catastrophic famine-like 

conditions” amid an ongoing cholera outbreak. 
 

“You see these reports of the Haitian national police having killed this person, arrested that 

person. But as a practical reality, the power relationship between the government, the central 

government, the Haitian government, and gangs, networks of drug dealers, assorted other 

characters — the government is on the losing end of that,” Fauriol said. “So that’s a failed state.” 



Observers say that in the absence of any legitimate institution, the political vacuum that rattled 

the nation 18 months ago with the killing of Moïse will trigger an even deeper crisis.  
 

Ever since the fall of the brutal Duvalier dictatorship 37 years ago, Haiti has seen various 

worrisome flash points in its troubled road to democracy and political stability. There have been 

military coups, bloodied and fraudulent elections, predatory, self-serving governments, deadly 

disasters and high-profile assassinations. 
 

But never has the reality been this dire or the prognosis so grim, observers say. The country faces 

the total collapse of its security and economy. Killings and rapes are on the rise, with the number 

of reported kidnappings last year, more than 1,200 cases, double the number of the previous year, 

according to the U.N. Meanwhile, a record 4.7 million Haitians do not have enough to eat. If there 

is a silver lining, it has been the imposition of economic sanctions by Canada and the United 

States against prominent Haitians believed to be behind the gang warfare. Though criticized by 

those targeted, they have been welcomed by many Haitians desperate for a respite. 
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Still, the challenges remain, especially for the beleaguered Haiti National Police. Funded by the 

U.S. and others in the international community, the force has seen attrition lower its number of 

active-duty officers to fewer than 9,000, according to statistics provided last month to the U.N. 

Security Council. “Yes, some effective operations against the gangs in Port-au-Prince have been 

mounted, but holding these security gains continues to be a challenge,” said Helen La Lime, the 

head of the U.N. Integrated Office in Port-au-Prince. “The [police] needs assistance in the form of 

a specialized force,” she added, referring to a request by U.N. Secretary General António Guterres 

in October for international troops to come to the aid of Haiti’s government. 
 

Michael Posner, a former Obama administration official who has been critical of the U.S. 

immigration policy of quickly expelling Haitian migrants who arrive at the U.S.-Mexico border, 

said given the dire reality, no one should be surprised by Haitians’ increasingly desperate 

attempts to flee to the United States. “It’s a country that has had crisis after crisis. It’s now, I think, 

the most dire it’s ever been in the last 50 years,” he said. “It’s an extremely insecure place right 

now: politically unstable, economically unstable. Daily security is a massive problem.” Posner, 

who is director of the New York University Stern Center for Business and Human Rights, said 

Haiti is not solely to blame for its current state. 
 

At this point the report discusses economic and policy concerns that are explored by various experts. The 

article ends with: 

 



Observers note that the turbulent Haitian situation can’t continue as it is. Gangs continue to wreak 

havoc, violence and kidnappings still reign, and it would be a mistake, they warn, to think that 

the current situation is “manageable.” … “I think that’s where they are making a mistake. 

Everything is hanging by a thread.” 
 

When I stepped outside the airport terminal on Sunday, I was filled with optimism, bubbling over with joy 

at being home. Within minutes of leaving the parking lot, we crossed a major intersection. Drivers were 

ignoring the traffic light as cars crossed the intersection from four directions. As we headed straight across 

the intersection, I looked to my left and then to my right and it was hard to absorb just how bad this major 

road was. Clouds of dust rose from the road that was partially blocked by piles of rotting garbage. Michel 

would have liked to turn left and drive into the nightmarish scene because he believed, rightly so, that it 

was safer, that even the gangs don’t want to drive down a road filled with deep potholes and a noxious 

stench. But he goes straight, as the road is paved. We pass the Elite Hotel, were Steph and I had our wedding 

reception. The gangs like this road, as kidnapping is easy and lucrative.  
 

The choices most Haitians have is between bad and worse. Driving from the airport we get to pick our 

poison. If your kid is hungry or sick, do you feed the child or take him or her to the hospital? You can’t 

afford both. It didn’t take long for my optimism and joy to be overwhelmed by the challenges and harshness 

of life in Haiti. On Monday, just being able to spend 15 minutes eating a healthy meal in a nice room with 

my wife and our son was the highlight of the day…a simple pleasure unknown to the suffering poor of 

Haiti. They eat scraps of whatever they can find which they consume inside shacks without a table or any 

kitchen appliances. They live with fear and hunger.  
 

Yet we at Santa Chiara must push forward, must try to execute our dream of building a school in hopes of 

giving the kids a path to a brighter future…even though all signs point to nothing but disaster for Haiti. 
 

In that light, I wrote to the writer of the Miami Herald article, Jacqueline Charles. She is an award-winning 

journalist. I briefly told her about my background and my work in Haiti. I also sent her a link to the Notre 

Dame Magazine essay I wrote. When you are hanging by a thread you need to do everything you can to 

turn the thread into a rope to pull yourself out of a hole. As of last night, she had not responded. 


