Introduction
Haiti has recently been listed as an “extreme risk” country mainly due to the proliferation of criminal gangs and their increasing level of violence in the country, particularly in the capital city Port-au-Prince. Countries classified as “extreme risk” are, inter alia, “experiencing severe criminality and civil unrest. These countries are insecure; state institutions are too weak to manage militant or insurgent groups” (Faintuch & Chafetz 2025, p. 1). It has been estimated that armed gangs control about 90% of Port-au-Prince.[footnoteRef:1] On April 21, 2025, the then U.N. Secretary General Antonio Guterres’ special representative in Haiti, Maria Isabel Salvador, told the Security Council that “the escalating armed attacks are affecting the few remaining areas in the capital not under gang control and sowing panic as new cities outside of the western region also fall to the gangs…that Haiti is approaching a point of no return.”[footnoteRef:2] According to the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), “at least 5,601 people were killed in Haiti in 2024 as a result of gang violence, an increase of over 1,000 on the total killings for 2023…A further 2,212 people were injured and 1,494 kidnapped” (United Nations OHCHR 2025, p. 1). Between July 1st, 2024 and February 28, 2025, OHCHR documented that “at least 4,239 persons (3,491 men, 601 women, 94 boys and 53 girls) were killed and 1,356 others (1,036 men, 270 women, 34 boys and 16 girls) were injured.”[footnoteRef:3] On October 2, 2025, the U.N. High Commissioner, Volker Türk, asserted, at the Human Rights Council 60th session on the human rights situation in Haiti, that “more than 16,000 people have been killed and some 7,000 people injured in armed violence since January 1st, 2022.”[footnoteRef:4] These figures alone, OHCHR argues, “cannot capture the absolute horrors being perpetrated in Haiti, but they show the unremitting violence to which people are being subjected” (United Nations OHCHR 2025, p. 1). One is asking the logical and legitimate question of how did criminal gangs or foreign terrorist organizations[footnoteRef:5] become so powerful in Haiti or how did the country get into this current surge of violence? [1: Organization of American States (OAS). “Towards a Haitian-led roadmap for stability and peace with regional and international support,” July 2025, p. 5.]  [2:  Charles, Jacqueline (2025) “U.S. says it can’t keep shouldering such a significant financial burden in Haiti crisis,” The Miami Herald, April 21, p. 2.]  [3:  United Nations OHCHR (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights) (2025) “Situation of human rights in Haiti,” March 28, p. 4. ]  [4:  United Nations OHCHR (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights) (2025) “High Commissioner Türk updates Human Rights Council on Haiti: We can – and must – turn this situation around,” October 2, p. 1. ]  [5: On May 2, 2025, the U.S. Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, designated the Haitian coalition of gangs Viv Ansanm and Gran Grif as “Foreign Terrorist Organizations and Specially Designated Global Terrorists.” In announcing the designation, Secretary Rubio argued that “the age of impunity for those supporting violence in Haiti is over…Haitian gangs, including the Viv Ansanm coalition and Gran Grif, are the primary source of instability and violence in Haiti. They are a direct threat to U.S. national security interests in our region…They are committed to overthrowing the Haitian government. Their ultimate goal is creating a gang-controlled state where illicit trafficking and other criminal activities operate freely and terrorize Haitian citizens…Individuals providing material support or resources to Viv Ansanm or Gran Grif could face criminal charges and inadmissibility or removal from the United States” (Rubio 2025, p. 1). In other words, “both designations come with significant implications criminally and financially for anyone deemed as providing material support or resources for the designated groups. Not only do individuals risk counter-terrorism sanctions and criminal charges, they could also be removed from the U.S. or be banned from entering” (Charles 2025, p. 2). Criminal gangs operating in Haiti have been previously designated as terrorist organizations by the President of the Dominican Republic, Luis Abinader, under Decree 104-25. (Le Nouvelliste 2025, p. 1).] 

This study is an attempt to answer this question. It basically argues that this surge of violence is primarily the product of a historically exploitative and discriminatory social order,[footnoteRef:6] which can be traced back to the foundation period of Haiti and which has been exacerbated by the systematic and aggressive implementation of neoliberal policies in the country since the 1980s. These neoliberal policies, and the exploitative and discriminatory social order that they entail, have over time contributed to increase the size and the vulnerability level of Haiti’s urban lower class, principally in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince, from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for gang-related activities aiming at promoting their narrow political and business interests. Gradually, the criminal gangs have become stronger, more autonomous, and more united. Hence the current surge of violence in the country, predominantly in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area.  [6:  From the standpoint of this study, social order is defined as “the product of the balance of power between competing groups, whereby the powerful constrain weaker groups, and cohesion is sustained through economic compulsion, political and legal coercion, and bureaucratic routine.” Oxford Reference. “Overview Social Order,” Oxford University Press, 2024.
] 

When it comes to understanding the link between neoliberalism, promoted aggressively in Haiti since the 1980s, and the rise of criminal gangs in the country, the historical structural perspective has an explanatory power. Proponents of this theoretical perspective have presented neoliberalism as “the most aggressive expression of contemporary capitalism imaginable” (Final Declaration 1998, p. 141). They argue that “as never before, neoliberalism renders the powerful more powerful and the weak, weaker, condemning vast sectors of the population to precarious survival and extinction” (p. 141). They have shown that neoliberalism, which proposes that “human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade,” involves the concepts of class and class interests. More exactly, they assert that neoliberalism is “a project to restore class power” (Harvey 2005, pp. 2, 16). 
 Neoliberalism has also been presented as the framework within which a process of globalization is taking place. It is assumed to incarnate the philosophy of this process, which entails the rise of corporate power, the demise of government intervention, privatization, economic integration, free movement of capital, goods, and services. Historical structuralists consider the neoliberal global policies as a set of imperial and damaging policies implemented by powerful countries in the so-called Third World or developing countries through notably the Bretton Woods institutions. From this standpoint, neoliberalism is seen as “a discourse that favored the interests of key Northern actors and, more surprisingly, that it also allowed many Southern state actors to maintain or extend their political power” (Storey 2000, p. 361).
As a project to either restore, maintain or extend class power, neoliberalism encompasses “a range of development policies that are not solely concerned with the removal of the state from the economy. Neoliberalism is also about shaping the economy, the state and society” (Harrisson 2005, p. 1306). These insights from the historical structural theory shed light on Haiti’s exploitative and discriminatory social order. More specifically, they help understand not only the neoliberal policy preferences of the Haitian state since the 1980s, but also the increase of the size and the vulnerability level of Haiti’s urban lower class, mostly in Port-au-Prince urban area, a class from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for gang-related activities aiming at promoting their narrow political and business interests. 
To explain the current surge of violence in Haiti, I first present the foundation period of Haiti, mainly the French colonial period and its exploitative and discriminatory social order. In this section, I also show the extent to which the French colonial social order remained as a legacy in the post-colonial Haitian state. I additionally assess the structural violence[footnoteRef:7] exerted by France on the newly born Haitian state when asking for the payment of an “indemnity” to former French slave owners or members of the French business elite in order to recognize the independence of Haiti. Second, I underscore the implications of the U.S. occupation of Haiti, from 1915 to 1934, for Haiti’s social order. I assert that the U.S. occupation reinforced Haiti’s exploitative and discriminatory social order by, inter alia, disenfranchising poor Haitian peasants and promoting the business agenda of national and U.S. business elites. The third section examines the relationship between the systematic and aggressive implementation of neoliberal policies in Haiti, since the 1980s, and the increase of Haiti’s urban lower class. It essentially argues that the aggressive and failed neoliberal policies have accelerated the increase of the size and the vulnerability level of Haiti’s urban lower class, particularly in the capital city Port-au-Prince, from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for gang-related activities. The fourth and last section attempts to show the link between Haiti’s political/business elites, connected to transnational elites, and the surge of violence in Haiti. It basically concludes that these elites’ narrow interests have an explanatory power when it comes to understanding and explaining the surge of violence in Haiti, predominantly in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince. [7:  Structural violence refers in this study as a violence “exerted systematically, that is indirectly by everyone who belongs to a certain social order” (Farmer 2004, p. 307). More specifically, structural violence “occurs whenever people are disadvantaged by political, legal, economic or cultural traditions…Rather than being focused on direct, brutal acts, structural violence is the result of societal systems, such as social stratification, that have been in place for years, systems that create situations where people don’t have access to the things required to fulfill their basic human needs” (Campbellsville University 2017, p. 1).] 

  
Haiti’s Foundation Period and the Exploitative/Discriminatory Social Order   
Brought essentially from Africa as slaves, from around 1499 to 1791, to the island of Hispaniola, formerly known as the colony of Saint-Domingue, Haitian ancestors were placed into an exploitative and discriminatory social structure in which they had no rights. Hispaniola, which means little Spain and which is now the island that comprises the Republic of Haiti and the Dominican Republic, “was initially claimed by Spain, which later ceded the western part of the island to France” (Haiti – Saint-Domingue, p. 1). The French imposed a three-tiered social structure:
At the top of the social and political ladder was the white elite (grands blancs). At the bottom of the social structure were the black slaves (noirs), most of whom had been transported from Africa. Between the white elite and the slaves arose a third group, the freedmen (affranchis), most of whom were descended from unions of slaveowners and slaves. Some mulatto freedmen inherited land, became relatively wealthy, and owned slaves (perhaps as many as one-fourth of all slaves in Saint-Domingue belonged to affranchis). Nevertheless, racial codes kept the affranchis socially and politically inferior to the whites. Also, between the white elite and the slaves were the poor whites (petits blancs), who considered themselves socially superior to the mulattoes, even if they sometimes found themselves economically inferior to them. Of a population of 519,000 in 1791, 87 percent were slaves, 8 percent were whites, and 5 percent were freedmen. Because of harsh living and working conditions, many slaves died, and new slaves were imported. Thus, at the time of the slave rebellion of 1791, most slaves had been born in Africa rather than in Saint-Domingue” (Haiti Social Structure 1989, p. 1). 
	The “legal” status of the slaves was defined by the French 1685 Code Noir (Black Code), which considered them as commodities that could be bought and sold by their masters as they pleased. They had the power of life and death over them. In other words, the slaves were “subjugated to legalized, state-sponsored racial slavery by Europeans who used torture, religion and murder to maintain the white supremacist system” (Saint-Vil 2019, p. 2). White masters were pleased to talk about the torture inflicted to the slaves: “I had the sorcerer held by a post and flogged with 300 lashes that scorched him from his shoulder to his knees then I had him fixed to the irons after being washed with a mix of peppers” (p. 2).
 Slaves had no right to profess a religion on their own. They were forced to be baptized into Catholicism. According to the second article of the French Black Code, “all the slaves who will be in our Islands will be baptized and instructed in the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman religion. We charge the planters who will buy newly arrived negres to inform the Governor and Intendant of the said islands within a week at the latest or face a discretionary fine, these (officials) will give the necessary orders to have them instructed and baptized within an appropriate time” (Garrigus 1980, pp. 1-2). The Black Code did not only prohibit slaves from professing other religion than Catholicism. Offenders were expected to be punished. Article III stipulated that “we forbid any public exercise of any religion other than the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman; we wish that the offenders be punished as rebels and disobedient to our orders. We prohibit all congregations for this end, which we declare conventicules, illicit and seditious, subject to the same penalty which will be levied even against masters who allow or tolerate them among their slaves” (p. 2).
 It goes without saying that the slaves had neither political nor economic rights. The sugar cane, for instance, for which they worked so hard to produce, they had no right over it. It was produced for the sole enrichment of their masters. In its Article XVIII, the Black Code pointed out that “we forbid slaves to sell sugar cane for whatever reason or occasion, even with the permission of their master, on pain of whipping for the slaves and 10 livres tournois for their masters who permitted it, and a similar fine against the buyer” (p. 4). In terms of nutrition, the slaves were fed just the strict necessary to stay alive to pursue the wealth accumulation process of their masters. In its article XXII, the Black Code stipulated that “each week masters will have to furnish to their slaves ten years old and older for their nourishment two and a half jars in the measure of the land, of cassava flour or three cassavas weighing at least two-and-a-half pounds each or equivalent things, with two pounds of salted beef or three pounds of fish or other things in proportion, and to children after they are weaned to the age of 10 years half of the above supplies” (p. 4).
It is clear that Haitian ancestors were swept into a colonial system with an exploitative and discriminatory class structure that inflicted on them all forms of political, socioeconomic, emotional, and physical violence. This multidimensional violence led the slaves to wage a long and bloody war, particularly against France, in order to liberate themselves from the cruel slave system and to create, on January 1st, 1804 not only the first black Republic, but more significantly the first postcolonial and antislavery state. In other words, the creation of the Haitian state, which was at odds with the discriminatory international system, represented the only successful slave revolt. However, if the former slaves liberated themselves from slavery, they failed to eradicate the exploitative and discriminatory social order of the slave system. This social order remained as a legacy in the post-colonial Haitian state despite the attempt of Haiti’s founding father to promote a new socioeconomic order in the newly independent state.
After declaring its independence, the first post-colonial state faced not only the challenge of reinforcing its military capacities to repel any possible attack of the French, because of the fact that the French metropolis could hardly accept the loss of its most prosperous colony, but also the challenge of establishing a social and economic order to extract resources and ensure its sustainability as an independent state. In an attempt to promote a new socioeconomic order, which would confer social and economic rights to the former black slaves, Haiti’s founding father, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, was assassinated by members of the upper class made notably of greedy generals and landowners. The new socioeconomic order promoted by Dessalines resonated in the following question he addressed to the avaricious members of the upper class when he asked them: “the blacks whose fathers are in Africa, will they have nothing?”[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Haiti Libre. “Haiti – Politics: 7 Historical Sentences of Dessalines,” October 18, 2017, p. 1.] 

Basically, becoming the first emperor of Haiti, Dessalines implemented a political project grounded on the centralization of power and economic accumulation. He decided to bring to public domain all vacant landholdings and entrusted them to the state with the goal to exploit them (Étienne 2018, p. 152). More specifically, Dessalines distributed the large estates to his generals, colonels, and the most important civil servants. The landowners were entitled to retain one quarter of the harvest and required to give respectively one quarter to the state, as territorial taxes, one quarter to the farmers, as salaries, and the remaining quarter went to the exploiters or managers. It is worth noting that the newborn state denied property right to white foreigners, but granted them the right to trade. As such, the white foreigners monopolized the import-export trade channels and gradually became a comprador bourgeoisie established in the main seaports of the country, particularly in the capital city Port-au-Prince (p. 152).  
Thus, the social structure of the post-colonial state comprised the fractions of the generals/landowners and civil servants, the comprador bourgeoisie, the speculators and the peasants or small landowners (p. 152). It has been argued that state intervention into the economic and social activities negatively impacted the interests of the upper class. The cancellation of farming leases and the verification of land titles, among others, were judged unacceptable by landowners in the west and the south. In other words, the measures taken by Dessalines to combat fraud and administrative mismanagement represented a threat to the interests of the oligarchy (p. 153). It has also been asserted that the oligarchy was not pleased by the1805 constitution published by Dessalines. Among other dispositions, the 1805 constitution stipulated that “all Haitians were citizens of the same family and were black.” This designation was “an attempt to eliminate the socio-hierarchies that had carried over from the colonial period” (Gaffield 2015, p. 5). On the other hand, the militarization of the agricultural sector, which prohibited farmers and former slaves from leaving the plantations without an authorization from the government, was very unpopular. As a result of this unpopular measure, peasants could not establish the difference between their new social status, as free citizens, and their old one, as slaves, during the colonial and slave system (Étienne 2018, p. 153). Many former slaves “were forced to go back to plantation labor and once more worked the land for the benefit of others.” (Gaffield p. 5). Some generals/landowners took advantage of this situation of widespread discontent and organized a plot to assassinate Dessalines. On October 17, 1806, Dessalines, the founding father and the first emperor of Haiti, was indeed assassinated. Among other meanings, the assassination of Haiti’s founding father represented the triumph of the colonial exploitative and discriminatory social order sustained by the privileged upper class at the expense of the lower class. 
On the other hand, the French white masters, or members of the French business elite who dominated the class structure or the exploitative and discriminatory social order in the colony of Saint Domingue, did not give up on what they considered their rights as a privileged or dominant class in the former colony. While Haiti paid its independence with the blood of its intrepid heroes, these former slave owners instrumented the French state to obtain “reparations” for the loss of their properties. Acting as the guarantor of the interests of the French business elite, the French state forced Haiti to pay millions of Francs-or, which weighted heavily on Haiti’s socioeconomic development process, in order for France to recognize Haiti’s independence. Indeed, on April 17, 1825, French king Charles X “crippled the young Black Republic of Haiti with an outrageous ransom for recognition of 150 million Francs-or, which he justified as indemnity to former slave owners for loss of their property” (Saint-Vil 2019, p. 2). Given the fact that the young nation did not have the money, it had to take a loan from French banks to cover the payments.[footnoteRef:9] The loan and the payments have been known as the double debt. The last of that money “was paid off on September 25, 1880” (Apuzzo et al., 2022, p. 1). Haiti then became “the only nation where descendants of enslaved people paid reparations to the heirs of their former masters” (Méheut 2022, p. 1). More significantly, Haiti became “the only case in history where a successful nation was caused to pay reparations to a losing nation” (Brown 2021, p. 5). The amount of money paid by Haiti for these reparations “could have added US$ 21 billion to Haiti over time” (Méheut p. 5). Some economists and financial historians have pointed out that the long-term losses to Haiti might actually be higher.[footnoteRef:10] They argue that “had the money stayed in Haiti, it might have been invested in bridges, schools and hospitals – investments that pay off in the long run and boost a country’s growth. What if Haiti, free of the debt burden, had grown at the same pace as its neighbors in Latin America?...In that case, the loss to Haiti would stand at US$ 115 billion…US$ 21 billion to US$ 115 billion, or about1.5 to 8 times the size of Haiti’s economy in 2020” (p. 5). Haiti’s central bank “was set up by a Parisian bank, Crédit Industriel et Commercial. At a time when the company was helping finance one of the world’s best-known landmarks, the Eiffel Tower, as a monument to French liberty, it was chocking Haiti’s economy, taking much of the young nation’s income back to Paris and impairing its ability to start schools, hospitals and the other building blocks of an independent country” (Apuzzo et al., 2022, p. 1). In other words, this money could have been used to promote Haiti’s long-term socioeconomic development, particularly the socioeconomic development of the poorest Haitians. On April 17, 2025, the day of the 200th anniversary of this criminal indemnity, the French President, Emmanuel Macron, acknowledged the devastating effects of this decision on Haiti, but failed to answer the call for restitution and reparations. In his statement, President Macron pointed out that “this decision placed a price on the freedom of a young nation, which was thus confronted, from the moment of his constitution, with the unjust force of history” (Cohen & Le Stradic 2025, p. 1). [9:  The 150 million francs-or paid by Haiti to France represented “more than 10 years of the Haitian government’s entire revenue…To finance such huge payments, Haiti had to borrow 166 million francs with the French banks Ternaux Grandolpe et Cie and Lafitte Rothschild Lapanonze” (Craemer 2021, p. 1). That sum was “10 times the amount the United States had paid to France in the Louisiana Purchase, which had doubled the size of the U.S.” (Rosalsky 2021, p. 4).
To impose his indemnity or ordinance, Charles X sent to Haiti a “squadron of 14 brigs of war carrying more than 500 cannons. Rejection of the ordinance almost certainly meant war. This was not diplomacy. It was extortion” (Daut 2021, p. 2). ]  [10:  In 2020, the French economist Thomas Piketty argued that “France owes Haiti at least $28 billion” (Rosalsky p. 4). ] 

The unjust payments to the former French masters, which were imposed by the French state and for the restitution of which national and international stakeholders have now called,[footnoteRef:11] represented a “structural violence,” which contributed to the development of a disadvantaged or underprivileged class of Haitians without access to education, health care, and economic resources. This “structural violence,” which recalled the exploitative and discriminatory social order of the French colonial system, has an explanatory power when it comes to understanding and explaining the gap or the striking social inequalities between Haiti’s ruling class and lower class, particularly the peasantry, throughout the nineteenth century.  [11:  It is worth mentioning that the former Haitian President, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, initially called in 2003 for reparations or the restitution of the unjust payments.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk166606608]Essentially, the nineteenth-century Haitian ruling class “consisted of two groups, the urban elite and the military leadership. The urban elite were primarily a closed group of educated, comparatively wealthy, and French-speaking mulattoes. Birth determined an individual’s social position, and shared values and intermarriage reinforced class solidarity. The military, however, was a means of advancement for disadvantaged black Haitians” (Haiti Social Structure p. 2). In a shifting, and often uneasy alliance with the military, the urban elite “ruled the country and kept the peasantry isolated from national affairs. The urban elite promoted French norms and models as a means of separating themselves from the peasantry. Thus, French language and manners, orthodox Roman Catholicism, and light skin were important criteria of high social position” (p. 2). This exploitative and discriminatory social order continued during the twentieth-century and was particularly reinforced by the first U.S. occupation of Haiti. 

The U.S. Occupation and Haiti’s Exploitative/Discriminatory Social Order
During the twentieth-century, one of the striking facts that had great implications for Haiti’s historically exploitative and discriminatory social order was the U.S. occupation of the country from 1915 to 1934. Indeed, in 1915, the United States invaded Haiti and occupied the country until 1934. If it is true that some roads and government buildings were put in place during the occupation, it is also true that the U.S. occupation reinforced Haiti’s exploitative and discriminatory social order in the sense that the gap between the haves and the haves not became wider with the occupation. It is first worth noting that “though Haitians declared their independence in 1804, the U.S. didn’t recognize Haiti as a country until 1862, enforcing a trade embargo. Racism played a significant role in that decision…Haiti confronted backlash from U.S. politicians who feared that it would undermine their own systems of slavery and white supremacy. Prominent lawmakers argued that forming diplomatic relations with Haiti would be seen as a reward for the murder of masters and mistresses by black slaves” (Suggs 2021, p. 1). 
Upon invading Haiti, the United States “seized and expatriated the country’s national treasury and gold reserves” (Saint-Vil p. 4). Many of the country’s resources “ended up in foreign hands. For example, U.S. forces rewrote Haitian laws to allow foreigners to purchase land, which had been banned. Several U.S. companies took advantage of that change to buy up land, including the North Haytian Sugar Co. and the Haytian Pineapple Co.” (Suggs p. 5). More of Haiti’s budget “went to paying the salaries and expenses of the American officials who controlled its finances than to providing health care to the entire nation of around two million people” (Porter et al., 2022, p. 6). As part of the U.S. occupation legacy, “the reins of political powers are strongly secured for the anti-black, pro-American mulatto minorities on both sides of the island” (Saint-Vil p. 4). Over the 19 years of occupation of Haiti, the U.S. military “executed dissidents and instigated a system of forced labor that ravaged Haiti’s peasant population. Thousands of people died” (Suggs p. 1). Moreover, “the United States’ two-decade occupation shaped Haiti in important, and often damaging ways. Haitian leaders continued to use the systems developed by the United States to exploit rural farmers and silence dissidents. And significant parcels of Haitian land were sold to U.S. companies” (p. 1). In an attempt to emphasize the continued impacts of the U.S. occupation on Haiti, the Haitian-American writer, Edwidge Danticat, correctly wrote on the 100-year anniversary of the invasion that “our désoccupation has yet to come” (p. 1). By the same token, Jonathan Katz argued that “after the United States left in 1934, their successors continued bolstering Port-au-Prince’s control over rural politics, expropriating peasant land for factories that produced commodities for the United States and stifling dissent using the army the Americans created” (p. 6). 
Basically, the U.S. occupation of Haiti reinforced the country’s exploitative and discriminatory social order by, inter alia, disenfranchising poor Haitian peasants and promoting the business agenda of wealthy national and U.S. business elites. By the end of the U.S. occupation, a former general in the U.S. Marine Corps, Smedley Butler, declared that “I spent most of my time being a high-class muscleman for Big Business, for Wall Street and for the Bankers. In short, I was a racketeer, a gangster for capitalism. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the benefits of Wall Street” (p. 6).
Besides the ruling class and the peasantry, two social classes with a huge gap widened by the U.S. occupation, a small, but politically important Haitian middle class “emerged during the twentieth century. Although social mobility increased slightly, the traditional elite retained their economic preeminence, despite countervailing efforts by François Duvalier. For the most part, the peasantry continued to be excluded from national affairs, but by the 1980s, this isolation had decreased significantly. Still, economic hardship in rural areas caused many cultivators to migrate to the cities in search of a higher standard of living, thereby increasing the size of the urban lower class” (Haiti Social Structure p. 2).
While François Duvalier (Papa Doc) could be credited for paying a little attention to the countryside, even if it was fundamentally for political propaganda, his dictatorial regime, along with successive leaders of the military left by the United States, continued the U.S. legacy when it comes to treating Haitian peasants as second-class citizens.[footnoteRef:12] The Duvalier regime and successive military leaders used, among other strategies, militia and attaché[footnoteRef:13] to promote political and economic self-interests at the expense of the poor Haitian peasants. The Duvalier regime, for instance, greatly contributed to increase the size and the vulnerability level of the urban lower class of the capital city Port-au-Prince mainly by using its militia (Tonton Makout) to forcefully bring Haitian peasants to the capital city to show political support for the regime particularly every September 22, a date that recalls the ascent to power of François Duvalier (Papa Doc) in 1957. More specifically, members of the militia, coming from the countryside, paraded on the streets of Port-au-Prince with non-militia peasants to show political support for the dictatorial regime. In 1961, for example, “about three thousand members of the militia from the Artibonite[footnoteRef:14] marched in the capital to show their support for the regime” (Chochotte 2017, p. 105). Poor peasants, who were brought by force to Port-au-Prince, tended to be abandoned after their public exhibition and to take refuge or relocate themselves in the slums surrounding the capital city. [12:  Haitian peasants have often been called, in Haitian creole, Moun andeyò (Persons from outside).]  [13:  A kind of secret police used by the Duvalier and successive military regimes to terrorize the Haitian population.]  [14:  Artibonite is one of the ten (10) territorial departments of Haiti. In other words, the territorial division of Haiti involves ten (10) departments; Artibonite is one of them.] 

More significantly, Haiti’s rural migration, and the increasing urban lower class to which it has given rise, is largely a byproduct of the neoliberal development strategy systematically and aggressively implemented in Haiti since the 1980s by national and international stakeholders. This development strategy has had serious implications not only for Haiti’s exploitative and discriminatory social order, but also for Haiti’s current security crisis. In addition to widening the gap between the upper class and the lower class, the 1980s neoliberal trend has decimated Haiti’s agricultural sector and has accelerated the increase of the size and the vulnerability level of Haiti’s urban lower class, predominantly in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for gang-related activities in order to advance their narrow political and business agenda.

The 1980s Neoliberal Trend and Haiti’s Increasing Urban Lower Class
Since the 1980s, national and international stakeholders have systematically and aggressively implemented a neoliberal development strategy in Haiti. Among other adverse effects, this neoliberal trend represents a structural violence against poor peasants who have been constrained to migrate to urban areas, primarily to Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, because of a lack of opportunities in rural areas resulted from the promotion of hostile neoliberal policies. The promotion of the assembly industry, which the neoliberal strategy involves at the expense of the agricultural sector, has led Haitian peasants to abandon their lands and migrate to Haiti’s cities, particularly the capital city Port-au-Prince because of jobs concentration in the city, in quest of opportunities for a better life. In the process, they have increased the size and the vulnerability level of the urban lower class from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited underprivileged or disadvantaged Haitians for gang-related activities aiming at promoting their narrow political and business interests.   
In 1987, for instance, as part of the promotion of the neoliberal philosophy and the massive rural migration that it entails, Haiti’s state-run sugar mill was sold by the military regime of General Henry Namphy to a single wealthy family, the Mevs, who “promptly closed it, laid off its staff and began importing cheaper sugar from the US and the Dominican Republic so as to sell it on at prices that undercut the domestic market. Once the world’s most profitable sugar exporter, by 1995 Haiti was importing 25,000 tons of American sugar and most people could no longer afford to buy it” (Hallward 2007, p. 58). The Mevs family is considered part of the 1 percent of the Haitian population that has appropriated more than 50 percent of Haiti’s national income (Knight & Matinez-Vergne 2005, p. 54). To maintain its level of production, the former state-run sugar mill relied on Haitian peasants for the supply of sugar canes. In other words, these peasants heavily depended on selling their sugar canes to the state-run sugar mill in order to make a living. As a result, the closure of the sugar mill meant for them the closure of economic opportunities in the peasantry, which they had to look for in factories or sweatshops built particularly in the capital city Port-au-Prince. 
Also in 1987, another neoliberal policy hostile to the Haitian peasants was implemented by the Haitian government under the charge of the neoliberal economist Leslie Delatour. This policy consisted of allowing a Haitian subsidiary, working closely with a U.S. rice corporation, to have a monopoly on rice imports (p. 55). As a result of this governmental decision, “the Haitian market soon became flooded with subsidized Miami rice sold for less than the rice produced in Haiti” (p. 55). Two subsidiaries of the same corporation, ERLY Industries, which are American Rice and Chemonics, “profited from different U.S. contracts whose interests conflict. The same company that is being paid to monitor food insecurity is benefiting from policies that increase food insecurity. American Rice makes money exporting rice to Haiti, undercutting farmers’ livelihoods, national production, and food security. Chemonics has received contracts to conduct hunger assessments and to distribute Monsanto seeds” (Bell & Field 2010, p. 1). The governmental decision, while enriching a sector of the Haitian and U.S. business elites, was damaging to national production and, particularly, to the poor Haitian rice farmers who could not compete. Similar sequences “have decimated much of Haiti’s poultry sector, at the cost of around 10,000 jobs, have affected most of those agricultural sectors in which Haiti might otherwise enjoy a slender comparative advantage” (Hallward p. 6). The same neoliberal trend “occurred in other parts of the rural economy, such as the dairy sector, where milk imports increased 30-fold between the mid-1980s and the late 1990s, along with a sharp reduction in domestic production” (UNCTAD 2010, p. 1). Haiti became then “the most open country in the Caribbean”[footnoteRef:15] and was considered, during the 1990s, one of the most liberal trade regimes in the world. According to the IMF’s trade restrictiveness index, Haiti’s economy was “four times more open than that of Canada or the US” (Hallward p. 6).  [15:  UNCTAD 2010, p. 1] 

One of the adverse effects of this liberalization trend or the systematic implementation of the neoliberal policies has been the destruction of Haiti’s agricultural sector and food security, which has compelled Haitian farmers or peasants to leave the peasantry and look for opportunities in the cities. As it is asserted, “it didn’t use to be this way. In the early 1980s, Haiti was largely self-sufficient in food consumption and was even an exporter nation. The destruction of agriculture and food security came through policy choices. In 1986 and again in 1995, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) gave loans to Haiti with the condition that the government reduce tariffs on goods imported into the country. While previous tariffs on some staple foods had been as high as 150%, by 1995 the Haitian government, under pressure primarily from the IMF and U.S. government, cut import tariffs on food basics to as low as 3%” (Bell & Field p. 2).
Unable to compete with imported goods and thus unable to survive, Haitian farmers “have flocked into the overcrowded capital in search of a living. They have joined the ranks of the underemployed or been welcomed by sweatshops. And they have taken up residence in shoddily constructed housing built on insecure lands, like ravines and the sides of steep mountains. The devastating toll from the earthquake, with anywhere from 250,000 – 300,000 killed in and around Port-au-Prince, is in part due to farmers’ inability to remain in their rural homes” (p. 2). Port-au-Prince has become extremely overpopulated largely because of the adverse effects of the neoliberal policies on Haiti’s rural economy. Built to absorb approximately a half million people, the current population of Port-au-Prince, according to the 2003 Haitian census, which is the most recent census, is 2,109,516.[footnoteRef:16]  [16: See online Haiti’s official agency for national statistics named Institut Haïtien de Statistique et d’Informatique (IHSI) at: www.ihsi.ht
Given the gap between the last census (2003) and now, one can logically assume that the current population of Port-au-Prince is far greater.] 

This overpopulation of Port-au-Prince, largely due to the systematic and aggressive implementation of the neoliberal development strategy in Haiti, has an explanatory power when it comes to understanding and explaining the current surge of violence in the country, particularly in the capital city. This overcrowded Port-au-Prince means, among other things, the increase of its lower class in terms of size and vulnerability level. Above all, it means the expansion of a class of disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians living in extreme poverty, which will be recruited, mainly because of their extremely economic precarity, by predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, for gang-related activities in order to advance their narrow political and business agenda. Hence the connection between Haiti’s political/business elites and the current surge of violence in the country, predominantly in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince.

Haiti’s Political/Business Elites and the Current Surge of Violence
Haitian and transnational elites have played a key role in providing resources to criminal gangs in a way that have enabled their power. They have supported the criminal organizations to such an extent that they have often been better armed than the national police.[footnoteRef:17] Given the fact that Haiti does not produce firearms, these elites have facilitated illicit arms trafficking to Haiti and have provided significant political and financial support to criminal gangs. When considering the chain of the illicit arms trafficking, from the manufacturer to the user, it can be argued that the criminal gangs operating in Haiti are the last link in the chain because the identified gang leaders do not travel internationally and could not initially afford to buy such expensive weapons since they used to be extremely poor prior to engaging in criminal activities. Successive governments and business leaders have developed close ties with gang leaders. They have done so to, inter alia, intimidate opponents, keep monopolies, promote contraband and manage conflicts with rivals. [17:  Congressional Research Service. “Haiti: Recent Developments and U.S. Policy,” February 1, 2024, p. 5.] 

From Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s presidency to Ariel Henry’s premiership, political and business actors have promoted criminal gangs, particularly in the slums surrounding Haiti’s capital city Port-au-Prince.[footnoteRef:18] It is however worth noting that the presidency of the right-wing Michel Joseph Martelly and his PHTK[footnoteRef:19] regime represent a turning point in terms of the extent to which criminal gangs have gained prominence, become stronger and more autonomous. [18:  It bears mentioning that previous political regimes, for instance the Duvalier and successive military regimes, also used terror or criminal activities to promote their political agenda. Nonetheless, criminal gangs have become, since the presidency of Jean-Bertrand Aristide, an unofficial component of the repressive apparatus of the Haitian state.]  [19:  PHTK is the political party created by the former Haitian president Michel Joseph Martelly. It is an acronym that stands for Parti Haïtien Tèt Kale (Haitian Party Hairless Head).
] 


Jean-Bertrand Aristide and Criminal Gangs
There is no doubt that Jean-Bertrand Aristide was democratically and overwhelmingly elected president of the Republic of Haiti in 1990. He clearly had the support of the majority of the Haitian citizens, mostly the masses, to lead the country. Nevertheless, despite this large popular support, it is hard to deny that the Lavalas regime had some kind of affiliation with gang leaders. For instance, on January 19, 1996 in Cité Soleil, one of the slums surrounding Port-au-Prince, President Aristide met publicly with General Titi, a gang leader of the gang association named Armée Rouge (Red Army). During the highly publicized meeting, Aristide asked the Haitian police agent, Marie Christine Jeune, who accompanied him, to shake hands with the gang leader. She categorically refused arguing that she would only do so if the gang members turned over their illegal guns to the Haitian National Police. Two months later, she was killed. She reportedly “was raped, shot, and then strangled” (Human Rights Watch 1997, p. 11). 
Known as Chimè, the pro-Aristide gangs “were composed of disenfranchised individuals from Haitian shantytowns…and instrumentalized under Aristide’s rule to instill fear among opponents of the regime” (Jean-Philippe 2008, p. 1). After Aristide’s 2001 controversial presidential election for a second term, the Chimè, following an attack against the presidential palace in December 2001, “looted the headquarters of opposition political parties, as well as the homes of several of their members, and set them on fire” (p. 1). On December 5, 2003, a bloody clash occurred between university students, who called for the resignation of the then President Aristide, and criminal gangs who supported Aristide. The pro-Aristide thugs “broke into the faculty of University of Haiti’s Human Sciences College and fought a pitched battle on the small campus, witness said. Police opened fire on students, wounding several. When the university rector, Pierre-Marie Paquiot, tried to intervene, he was set upon and his legs broken with iron bars by the attackers” (Adams 2003, p. 4).
[bookmark: _Hlk165206985]Aristide was succeeded twice (in 1995 and 2006) by his Lavalas protégé, René Garcia Préval, who was assumed to have a different stand when it comes to the criminal gangs. More precisely, President Préval “took a hard line on the gangs, giving them the choice to disarm or be killed” (Weissenstein 2024, p. 5). As a result, he established a National Commission for Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (CNDDR), a state entity basically aimed at rehabilitating gang members. Dozens of armed group members “joined the DDR programme, but violence continued at an alarming level” (Amnesty International 2007, p. 3). Then came Michel Joseph Martelly whose presidency was assumed to highly promote criminal gangs.
Michel Joseph Martelly and Criminal Gangs
With the election or the imposition[footnoteRef:20] of the right-wing Michel Joseph Martelly to Haiti’s presidency in 2011, criminal gangs have become prominent in the country, particularly in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince. Martelly himself qualified his PHTK regime as that of bandi legal (legal gangsters). While the term bandi legal belongs to his folkloric music band, Sweet Micky,[footnoteRef:21] the term reflected well the reality of Martelly’s political regime.  [20:  Michel Joseph Martelly was assumed to be imposed by the Clinton (President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton) to Haiti’s presidency as their beloved foster son. See (Étienne 2019, pp. 250-251).]  [21:  Sweet Micky is the name of Martelly’s music band as a musician and singer.] 

According to a U.N. report, “Michel Martelly, who served as president from 2011 to 2016, used gangs to expand his influence over neighborhoods to advance his political agenda, contributing to a legacy of insecurity, the impacts of which are still being felt today” (Johnston & François 2023, p. 1). Martelly “funded several gangs, including Base 257, Village de Dieu, Ti Bois and Grand Ravine, to advance his political agenda, contributing to ongoing insecurity” (The Haitian Times 2023, p. 1). The 2023 U.N. report noted that “Martelly created Base 257, which over time was financed and armed to prevent anti-Government demonstrations…Martelly also used intermediaries to build relationships and negotiate with other gangs, including through foundations and members of his security detail” (Johnston & François p. 1). In other words, Martelly “not only financially supported multiple gangs and provided them with weapons during his tenure but also, according to multiple sources, played a role in the creation of a specific gang known as Base 257. This gang is reportedly involved in a range of criminal activities, including murders, kidnappings, robberies, and drug trafficking” (The Haitian Times 2023, p. 4). Martelly’s allies, Prophane Victor and Youri Latortue, respectively former Député[footnoteRef:22] (Deputy) and former Senate President, have also been linked to criminal gangs. Prophane Victor, who was arrested by Haitian police for alleged ties to criminal gangs,[footnoteRef:23] “armed youth from Petite Rivière to form the notorious Gran Grif gang,[footnoteRef:24] now the most influential in the Artibonite Department…Youri Latortue is linked to the Kokorat San Ras gang, known for its extreme violence” (p. 1). Martelly’s former Police Chief, Godson Orélus, was arrested, and later acquitted, on “gun trafficking charges” (AP News 2018, p. 1). [22:  Member of the Haitian Parliament (lower chamber).]  [23:  (Dominican Today 2025, p.1).]  [24:  As previously mentioned, Gran Grif was designated as Foreign Terrorist Organization and Specially Designated Global Terrorist by the U.S. Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, on May 2, 2025. ] 

As the main figure of the bandi legal regime, Michel Martelly, was sanctioned by the Canadian government for “his role in financing gangs” (Congressional Research Service 2024, p. 5). In addition to Martelly, two (2) former prime ministers of the regime, Laurent Salvador Lamothe and Jean-Henry Céant, and three former PHTK lawmakers (Rony Célestin, Hervé Fourcand, and Gary Bodeau) were sanctioned by Canada for “engaging in money laundering and corruption, protecting and enabling illegal activity within the country” (Baboolal 2022, p. 1). Gary Bodeau, former PHTK president of the Chamber of Deputies,[footnoteRef:25] was also sanctioned by the United States. In imposing sanctions against Bodeau, the U.S. government pointed out that “corrupt officials like Bodeau have created an environment that empowers illegal armed gangs and their supporters to inflict violence on the Haitian people” (U.S. Department of the Treasury 2023, p. 1).  [25:  Lower chamber of Haiti’s bicameral Parliament.] 

Besides giving direct support to or creating criminal gangs, the PHTK regime was also indicted for drug trafficking. Michel Martelly himself, as the head of the bandi legal regime, was sanctioned by the U.S. government for, among other serious charges, drug trafficking. According to the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), which imposed the sanctions, “Martelly abused his influence to facilitate the trafficking of dangerous drugs, including cocaine, destined for the United States. Additionally, Martelly engaged in the laundering of illicit drug proceeds, worked with Haitian drug traffickers, and sponsored multiple Haiti-based gangs” (U.S. Department of the Treasury 2024, p. 2). Moreover, two close advisors to President Martelly and former Senate Presidents, Youri Latortue and Joseph Lambert, were accused of and sanctioned for drug trafficking by the United States. Latortue and Lambert, the U.S. government argued, were sanctioned for “having engaged in, or attempted to engage in, activities or transactions that have materially contributed to, or pose a significant risk of materially contributing to, the international proliferation of illicit drugs or their means of production” (U.S. Department of the Treasury 2022, p. 1). The U.S. government further argued that “Joseph Lambert and Youri Latortue have abused their official positions to traffic drugs and collaborated with criminal and gang networks to undermine the rule of law in Haiti” (p. 1). The U.S. government asserted that “Lambert’s history with drug trafficking covers two decades. During this time, Lambert used his position to lead and facilitate the trafficking of cocaine from Colombia to Haiti and to facilitate impunity in Haiti for other narcotics traffickers…Like Lambert, Latortue has also had lengthy involvement in drug trafficking activities. Latortue has engaged in the trafficking of cocaine from Colombia to Haiti” (p. 1).
In addition to criminal gangs and drug trafficking, political corruption represented the backdrop of Martelly’s PHTK regime. Former prime minister Laurent Salvador Lamothe, a prominent figure of the regime, was sanctioned by the U.S. for “his involvement in significant corruption…misappropriation of at least $60 million from the Haitian government’s PetroCaribe infrastructure investment and social welfare fund for private gain…and contribution to the current instability in Haiti” (Blinken 2023, p. 1). It should be noted that PetroCaribe is an agreement signed between Haiti and Venezuela in 2006. Under this agreement, “Haiti saved precious dollars by borrowing fuel from its oil-rich neighbor and deferring payment for up to 25 years. Governments were supposed to use the extra money to develop the economy and fund social programs” (Nugent 2019, p. 1). Successive governments claimed “to have funded around 400 projects using almost US$4 billion dollars raised by PetroCaribe oil between 2008 and 2016. But a lack of visible results sparked suspicion. And in November 2017, a five-person commission in the Haitian senate investigated the program and reported evidence of widespread corruption in the use of the funds under three successive governments during that period…The missing funds became a simmering political scandal” (p. 2). This major political scandal or widespread corruption became known to the Haitian population and sparked major street protests particularly during the summer 2018, under the presidency of Martelly’s protégé Jovenel Moïse, “when inflation was spiraling and government planned to raise fuel taxes” (p. 2). Besides police agents, criminal gangs were assumed to be used by the Moïse government to exert violence on street protesters or political opponents.
It should be noted that Moïse came to power following the elections held under the presidency of Jocelerme Privert who replaced Martelly as interim president because of the failure of the latter to hold elections in the country. It is also worth noting that Privert, a former Minister of Interior of the Lavalas regime and former Senate President, was himself sanctioned by the government of Canada for “funding the armed gangs that are terrorizing the Haitian people” (Roose 2023, p. 1).  
Jovenel Moïse and Criminal Gangs
As the protégé of Martelly, President Jovenel Moïse, who ruled Haiti from 2017 to the date of his assassination in 2021, continued, to a large extent, the PHTK legacy. Human rights activists “accused his government of fostering gang activity” (Paultre 2021, p. 2). It was asserted that “armed gangs have amassed significant power and control over impoverished neighborhoods. Warring gangs with competing political affiliations rule neighborhoods like fiefdoms, using violence and terror to secure cooperation and extract bribes from the population. They also wield significant socioeconomic power by taking on quasi-governmental functions and serving as conduits for government and financial assistance in the areas they control” (Harvard Law School 2021, p. 8). Credible investigations have documented that “many gangs have received financing, weapons, and ammunition from government sources in exchange for their political support. This relationship has served an important political function; by controlling key segments of the population, gangs have been able to deliver electoral support for politicians” (p. 8). 
In June 2020, a gang alliance, formed under the name of G9 Family and Allies, “marked an alarming consolidation of power and raised concerns that state institutions will be further undermined. The alliance has been led by Jimmy Chérizier alias Barbecue, a former police officer and notorious gang leader implicated as the principal perpetrator in numerous brutal attacks against civilians…As of September 2020, the alliance included fifteen gangs and controlled vast swaths of territory in the Port-au-Prince metropolitan area. G9 reportedly enjoyed ties to both the Moïse administration and the Haitian National Police (PNH)” (p. 8). It is reported that, “before Moïse assassination, 50% of the G9’s funding came from government money, 30% from kidnappings, and 20% from extortion. However, after the killing of Moïse, government funding dropped by 30%” (InSight Crime 2023, p. 2). It is also reported that Helen Meagher La Lime, the then Special Representative of the U.N. Secretary-General for Haiti, expressed appreciation for the federation of the gangs, arguing that the federation caused a reduction in the criminality level in Haiti.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  REZO NODWES. “Helen La Lime s’est félicitée de la fédération des gangs armés en Haïti alors qu’à la Jamaïque les Nations Unies travaillent à minimiser le flux des armes illégales,” 28 juin 2022.] 

As street protests erupted against Jovenel Moïse and the PHTK regime, particularly in response to the PetroCaribe corruption scandal, the government “responded to demonstrations and growing opposition with increasingly aggressive tactics…Government officials sought to suppress anti-government organizing through bribery, and when that failed, enlisted gangs to carry out targeted attacks against anti-government strongholds active in the protests” (Harvard Law School 2021, p. 7). During Moïse’s presidency, three notorious massacres were perpetrated by pro-PHTK gangs in opposition strongholds, respectively in La Saline, Bel-Air, and Cité Soleil. 
On November 13-14, 2018, “armed gangs operating with government support carried out a brutal massacre of residents in La Saline, a neighborhood of Port-au-Prince that has long been the center of anti-government organizing and resistance. La Saline is a long-standing stronghold of Fanmi Lavalas, the political party of former President Jean-Bertrand Aristide and one of the key opposition parties to Moïse PHTK. The neighborhood is known to have an exceptional ability to either mobilize or thwart street demonstrations, as protests frequently begin in La Saline and then proceed around the capital” (p. 9). 
In 2017, one year before the massacre, First Lady Martine Moïse, two government ministers, and other state officials reportedly “met with gang leaders and community leaders in La Saline and offered to invest in community projects in exchange for a reduction in anti-government activities in the area. The proposal was rejected as bold and inappropriate” (pp. 9-10). With the protest movement against Moïse “in full swing,” leaders of the opposition announced a nationwide anti-governmental demonstration for November 18, 2018.[footnoteRef:27] On November 6, two weeks before the scheduled demonstration, “Joseph Pierre Richard Duplan, then President Moïse’s Delegate for the West Department, and Fednel Monchéry, then Director General of the Ministry of the Interior, reportedly met with Jimmy Chérizier (Barbecue) in Delmas 6 to plan an attack against the residents of La Saline. At the time, Chérizier was still a PNH officer and the head of the Delmas 6 gang…According to witnesses, Duplan and Monchéry supplied Chérizier and his gang with weapons, police uniforms, and government vehicles to use in the attack” (p. 10). [27:  On November 18, 1803, the Haitian indigenous army won a decisive battle against the French army; this victory led to Haiti’s independence on January 1st, 1804.] 

On November 13, 2018, the day of the massacre of La Saline, it is asserted that:
Heavily armed gangs led by Alectis, Chérizier and other allied gang leaders arrived in La Saline in several vehicles, including an armored vehicle from the Departmental Intervention Unit (BOID), a unit of PNH.[footnoteRef:28] The perpetrators began firing automatic weapons around 4pm, and over the course of fourteen hours, killed at least 71 residents, including children and a ten-month-old infant. Some of the perpetrators wore BOID uniforms and lured residents out of their homes under the guise of a PNH operation, then executed them in the streets. Many of the residents were shot and some were beheaded with machetes. At least eleven women were raped, including two gang rapes carried out inside the victims’ homes. The assailants looted at least 150 homes, destroying many of them. An estimated 300 people were forced to flee their homes and sought shelter in the nearby neighborhood of Wharf Jérémie. The perpetrators removed some corpses to unknown locations and threw others in garbage piles where pigs fed on them. In the morning of November 14, photos and videos of bodies began circulating on social media, allowing online commentators to identify some victims. That evening, the perpetrators dismembered and burned remaining bodies, and transported some of the remains by tractor to another destination. Other remains that could no longer be identified were only retrieved days later when a pastor was able to negotiate safe passage with gang leaders. The attacks were spearheaded by Chérizier, Alectis, Chrisla, and Andrice, leaders of allied gangs who went on to form the G9 alliance. Eyewitnesses also reported that Duplan, President Moïse’s Delegate, was personally present during the attack, talking to Chérizier and other gang leaders (pp. 10-11). [28:  PNH is a French acronym that stands for Police Nationale d’Haïti (National Police of Haiti).] 

Like La Saline, Bel-Air was a stronghold for Moïse opposition. The neighborhood “has traditionally supported Fanmi Lavalas, dating back to Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s ascent to the presidency. Since Bel-Air is generally a locus for popular protest, gangs in control of the area are well-positioned to prevent demonstrations and hold off political opposition in exchange for payment” (p. 12).
The Bel-Air massacre, which occurred on November 4-6, 2019, was described as follows:
In September 2019, anti-corruption protests escalated into a three-month peyi lòk, in which businesses, schools, and public transportation were closed, and demonstrations against the government took place almost daily. Protestors placed flaming barricades on Bel-Air’s main roads, shutting down traffic and blocking government entry to the neighborhood. According to testimony from community leaders, government officials made several attempts to persuade residents to remove the barriers. When these efforts were repeatedly rejected, the Secretary of State for Public Security, Léon Ronsard Saint-Cyr, reportedly approached Jimmy Chérizier on October 31, 2019 and asked him to secure the removal of barriers and prevent further anti-government protests in Bel-Air. In exchange, Saint-Cyr allegedly provided Chérizier with a large sum of money and several new motorcycles. At the time of this exchange, Chérizier was widely known for his role in both the Grand Ravine and La Saline massacres. On November 3, 2019, 40 armed men led by Chérizier and two allied gang leaders, Wilson Pierre alias Ti Sonson and Alex alias Malkonprann, went to Bel-Air and offered residents money to remove the barriers. The residents rejected the proposition, noting that the barricades were erected as a part of popular movement that they did not control. Over the course of the next four days, the gangs carried out attacks that killed at least 24 people, injured five, and burned 28 residences and 11 vehicles. The attacks began on November 4, when Chérizier and his co-perpetrators returned to Bel-Air with 50 heavily armed men carrying automatic assault rifles. Multiple eyewitnesses confirmed the presence of three plain-clothed PNH officers with ties to Chérizier’s Delmas 6 gang among the attackers (p. 12).
Similar to La Saline and Bel-Air, Cité Soleil, where the third massacre was perpetrated, is a crowded slum surrounding the capital city Port-au-Prince. It is “a deeply impoverished and densely populated commune with approximately 250,000 residents. It borders La Saline to the north. Like La Saline and Bel-Air, it is a historical stronghold for Fanmi Lavalas. For decades, warring gangs have controlled different neighborhoods in Cité Soleil…Control over Cité Soleil has political implications because it is an area with many large polling stations; the gangs that hold territorial control are in a position to influence electoral outcomes and political activities” (p. 13). Violent gang fighting “surged in 2020 during the solidification of the G9 alliance and in anticipation of elections, in what appeared to be a concerted effort to turn Cité Soleil into an area controlled by pro-government gangs” (p. 13).
Between May and July 2020, Jimmy Chérizier (Barbecue) and allied gang leaders, operating under the G9 alliance, “coordinated simultaneous attacks across several neighborhoods in Cité Soleil. They killed at least 145 civilians, raped multiple women, and burnt homes in efforts to claim areas held by rivals with ties to Moïse’s political opponents. Police resources were reportedly utilized at numerous points in the attacks. Like La Saline and Bel-Air, Cité Soleil was known as an opposition stronghold. The area is also strategically important for electoral purposes, with many polling stations located there. Residents believe they were targeted for their political affiliations, in an effort to secure electoral support for the president and his party" (p. 4).
Obviously, President Moïse failed to condemn the alleged involvement of his government officials in the three aforementioned and horrible massacres perpetrated by pro-PHTK gangs in order to advance the political agenda of the PHTK regime. However, the U.S. government imposed a visa restriction on Moïse’s General Director of Customs, Romel Bell, and other PHTK officials. In announcing the visa restriction, the U.S. Secretary of State, Antony J. Blinken, declared that “the United States announces additional steps taken to support the people of Haiti by continuing to promote accountability for individuals who foment violence, corruption, and instability. The United States remains deeply concerned by the ongoing lawlessness associated with armed gangs…This policy impacts Haitians officials and other individuals involved in the operation of street gangs and criminal organizations that have threatened the livelihoods of the Haitian people and are blocking live-saving humanitarian support” (Blinken 2023, p. 1). Bell was later indicted by the Haitian Judge, Jean Wilner Morin, in an order made public on May 14, 2024, on charges including “money laundering, fraud, embezzlement, financing terrorism, criminal conspiracy and complicity in money laundering” (Blaise 2024, p. 1).
Another illustration of the prominence of armed gangs during the presidency of Jovenel Moïse and the PHTK regime was the horrible killing of police officers, in Village de Dieu, by criminal gangs under the watch of the regime. Indeed, on March 12, 2021, the Haitian National Police, more precisely the SWAT unit, launched an attack in Village de Dieu (Village of God), a crowded slum in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince controlled by the gang leader IZO 5 Segonn (5 seconds) where “kidnapping victims are often kept and which has become a no-go area in recent years” (Paultre 2021, p. 1). Ambushed by the heavily armed men of Chief IZO, “the area quickly became a scene of urban guerilla warfare…During this operation, the Haitian National Police suffered a serious setback and a humiliating defeat” (Haiti Libre 2021, p. 1). At least “four police officers were killed and eight injured…Videos circulating on social media showed gang members dragging and beating the bodies of SWAT officers, brandishing the heavy weapons, ammunition and armored vehicles they commandeered from them” (Paultre p. 2). 
It was in this political environment plagued by powerful armed gangs that the assassination of President Moïse occurred on July 7, 2021 under circumstances that are to be elucidated. Ariel Henry, who was designated by Moïse as prime minister days before his assassination, sworn in on July 20, 2021 following the resignation of Claude Joseph as interim prime minister. 
Ariel Henry and Criminal Gangs
In the absence of a president and a parliament, prime minister Henry had, in principle, full political leverage. Without any institutional counterpower, Henry practically showed no meaningful signs of sensitiveness or receptiveness to the sufferings inflicted by the armed gangs to the majority of the Haitian people. He was reportedly accountable only to the so-called Core Group,[footnoteRef:29] a group of foreign diplomats, to whom he owed his power. He and his government have often been perceived as either powerless or accomplices to the criminal gangs. Under Ariel’s premiership, violent gangs continued to proliferate and their connection with government officials was established.  [29:  The Core Group was established by the U.N. Security Council resolution S/RES/1542 (2004). It is chaired by the U.N. Special Representative to Haiti, and includes representatives from the United States, Canada, France, Brazil, Germany, Spain, the European Union, and the Organization of American States.] 

As of late 2023, armed gangs reportedly “controlled 80% of the capital and other urban areas…These gangs are often better armed than the national police” (Congressional Research Service p. 5). It has been estimated that “there are at least 300 criminal groups operating in Haiti…Some local sources suggest the number of criminal groups is closer to 750…the number of reported homicides increased by 119% last year, rising from 2,183 in 2022 to 4,789 in 2023. Kidnappings escalated from 1,359 in 2022 to 2,490 in 2023, an 83% increase” (p. 6). 
In addition to gang proliferation, gang connection with government officials continued to be a major issue during Ariel’s premiership. Two of Ariel’s cabinet members, Berto Dorcé and Liszt Quitel, respectively former Minister of Justice and former Minister of Interior, were accused by the government of Canada of “corruption and protecting criminal gangs” (Reuters 2022, p. 1). More specifically, the Canadian government sanctioned Dorcé and Quitel for “protecting and enabling the illegal activities of armed criminal gangs through money laundering and other means of corruption” (p. 2). By the same token, Dorcé was under scrutiny when “an aide of his was implicated in weapons trafficking, a major problem for Haiti given the power of gangs” (p. 2). Quitel, on the other hand, was accused by the Haitian human rights organization, RNDDH,[footnoteRef:30] of developing ties with gangs from the G9 alliance and of having the evangelical Pastor Jean Ferret Michel kidnapped by them for his alleged romantic relationship with Quitel’s wife, Barbara Quitel (Gazette Haiti 2021, p. 1).  [30:  RNDDH is the acronym of a Haitian human rights organization, which stands for Réseau National de Défense des Droits de l’Homme. ] 

It is clear that criminal gangs have been systematically nurtured by successive Haitian governments to primarily advance their political agenda. However, it would be reductionist, in terms of grasping the whole picture of the current surge of violence in Haiti, if one overlooked the intimate connection between Haiti’s business elite, connected to transnational elites, with criminal gangs in order to promote their narrow business interests. 
Business Elite and Criminal Gangs
Many prominent figures of Haiti’s business elite have developed close ties with gang leaders. They have reportedly done so to, inter alia, keep monopolies, facilitate contraband, and manage conflicts with rivals. Many of them were either sanctioned or arrested by foreign governments for their connection with criminal gangs.
André Apaid Jr, a business leader who has been working with the U.S. multinational, Coca Cola, and who once produced for the U.S. Department of Defense, was sanctioned with three gang leaders by the government of Canada for “his alleged link to armed gangs and Haiti’s ongoing instability” (Charles 2023, p. 1). Marc Antoine Acra, a well-known businessman who served as advisor to former Prime Minister Laurent Lamothe, Carl Braun, vice-president of the board of directors of Unibank, Haiti’s largest bank, and Jean Marie Vorbe, who is the CEO of Sogener, a company in the energy sector,[footnoteRef:31] are among the wealthy Haitian business leaders sanctioned by the government of Canada for “fueling the violence and instability in Haiti through corruption and other criminal acts and by enabling the illegal activities of armed gangs that terrorize the population and threaten peace and security in Haiti” (MIRAGE 2023, p. 1). It should be noted that prior to the Canadian sanction, Marc Antoine Acra, head of NABATCO importing company, Sébastien François Xavier Acra and Gregory Georges were charged by Haitian prosecutor for “illicit drug trafficking after transporting a cargo of sugar on the Manzanares ship from Colombia” (The Haitian Times 2019, p. 5). It is reported that “108 kilos of cocaine and 15 kilos of heroin were hidden in the middle of 6,500 tons of sugar, on the ship MV Manzanares, flying the Panamanian flag” (Haiti Libre 2016, p. 1).  [31: Haiti-Flash: 3 other members of the Haitian economic elite sanctioned by Canada, Haiti-libre.com, September 22, 2023, p. 1.] 

Three other prominent business leaders were also sanctioned by the government of Canada. They are Gilbert Bigio, who is often referred to as the richest person in Haiti, Sherif Abdallah, a reportedly close ally of former President Jovenel Moïse, and Reynold Deeb. They were sanctioned for “protecting and enabling the illegal activities of armed criminal gangs, including through money laundering and other acts of corruption" (Reuters 2022, p. 1). Abdallah and Deeb were also sanctioned by the government of the Dominican Republic (Haiti Libre 2023, p. 2). According to a U.N. report, “Reynold Deeb, the Chief Operating Officer at Deka Group, a leading importer of consumer goods, has been financing members of gangs to protect his business and secure the transportation of the commodities he imports…Deeb continues to maintain his grip on the choice of customs officials deployed across several main ports of entry” (Johnston & François 2023, p. 1). As member of an economic elite known for contraband and tax evasion, Deeb has been assumed to also use gangs to “pressure customs officers to evade inspections” (The Haitian Times 2023, p. 1). 
Along with the sanctions imposed on prominent Haitian business leaders by the governments of Canada and the Dominican Republic, the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s Homeland Security Investigation arrested, on July 17, 2025, Pierre Reginald Boulos, one of the main figures of Haiti’s business elite for, among other charges, engaging in “a campaign of violence and gang support that contributed to Haiti’s destabilization” (U.S. ICE 2025, p. 1). Boulos is “one of the wealthiest and most powerful figures in Haiti…a former president of the Haitian Chamber of Commerce” (Robles & Aleaziz 2025, p. 1). He is “an influential Haitian businessman…an American-born entrepreneur and physician who exercised his influence through connections with top State Department officials and vocal criticism of Haitian presidents and politicians” (Charles & Weaver 2025, p. 1).
In addition to Boulos, U.S. Immigration agents arrested, on September 23, 2025, Dimitry Vorbe, a powerful member of Haiti’s business elite, for, according to the U.S. government, being “engaged in a campaign of violence and gang support that contributed to Haiti’s destabilization.” (Coto 2025, p. 1). Vorbe comes from “a powerful family that owned a private power company that supplied electricity in Haiti and obtained lucrative government contracts for key construction projects” (p.  2).
Like Boulos, Haitian business leaders have been linked to transnational business elites, particularly U.S. business elite. Gilbert Bigio and Sherif Abdallah, for instance, were helped for years by U.S. lawyers and bankers to “buy offshore companies and such luxuries as a multimillion-dollar ocean-view home in Florida” (Fitzgibbon 2023, p. 1). Together, Bigio and Abdallah “owned or had other links to almost 20 companies and trusts created in some of the world’s most secretive tax havens, according to documents from the Pandora Papers…Lawyers and bankers in Miami provided the men with tax advice, letters of reference and other services” (pp. 2-3). As a super privileged family in Haiti and member of the dominant economic elite, the Bigio family’s broad economic holdings “include its own recently constructed private port of Lafito, just north of the capital” (North 2022, p. 1). It is assumed that Canada, in sanctioning Bigio, “may have information indicating that the gangs have been able to use the port to import some of the heavy weapons that are outgunning the beleaguered Haitian police” (p. 1). This is a plausible assumption when one considers, for example, the statement made by the Colombian President Gustavo Petro regarding the possibility that weapons and ammunition diverted within the Colombian security forces be sold and brought to criminal gangs in Haiti by boat (Sénat 2024, p. 1). Indeed, on April 30, 2024, President Petro declared that “just for the 5.56 mm caliber ammunition, there are over a million rounds that have been diverted. There are ammunition, missiles, grenades, etc. The only way to explain this kind of breach is that there has long been a network within the police and army dedicated to massive arms and ammunition trade. This network utilizes the legal weapons of the Colombian state…Probably, these weapons fuel foreign conflicts, such as the one in a country near us, Haiti. This country is 7 hours away, if we use a fast boat, from the base in Guajira” (p. 1). 
Besides underscoring the possibility that Colombian weapons be sold to criminal gangs in Haiti, President Petro’s statement has somehow shed light on the existence of a much broader network of arms trafficking between predatory national elites and transnational elites with the goal to promote criminal activities in Haiti. Given the fact that Haiti does not produce firearms, one may well question the origins or the sources of the firearms used by criminal gangs to commit their atrocities. According to the United Nations, “increasingly sophisticated weapons are being trafficked into Haiti mainly from the United States and especially from Florida” (Lederer 2023, p. 1). The U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s investigations unit reported “a surge in firearms trafficking from Florida to Haiti between 2021 and 2022 and a spokesman described the recovery of increasingly sophisticated weapons destined for Haitian ports including .50 caliber sniper rifles, .308 rifles, and even belt-fed machine guns” (p. 2). Basically, smugglers “transport the weapons into Haiti by air, sea, and land, often by way of the Dominican Republic” (Balevic 2023, p. 1). Recently, authorities in the Dominican Republic said that “they seized 36,000 cartridges, 23 firearms and more than two dozen rifle and pistol chargers from a Miami shipment destined for Haiti” (AP 2025, p. 1). As a result of this illicit firearms trafficking, a wide range of firearms and ammunition “are being used by criminal gangs in Haiti. These include AKM and AR-15 series assault rifles, such as AK-308, FN FAL, Galil, H&K G3, BM59 Beretta and VZ58 rifles. More recently, media reports have also indicated the trafficking to Haiti of the 50 caliber Barrett M82 anti-materiel rifle13. Experts estimate the number of firearms circulating illicitly in the country to be between 270,000 and 500,000” (United Nations OHCHR 2025, p. 4).
When considering the chain of the illicit arms trafficking, from the manufacturer to the user, it can be argued that the criminal gangs operating in Haiti are the last link in the chain given the fact that the identified gang leaders do not travel internationally and could not initially afford to buy such expensive weapons because they used to be extremely poor prior to engaging in criminal activities.  
Overall, predatory political and economic elites, connected to transnational elites, have taken advantage of the precarity of Haiti’s urban lower class, particularly in the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince, to recruit and equip underprivileged or disadvantaged Haitians for criminal activities aiming at advancing their narrow political and economic agenda.
Having received both significant political and financial support from successive governments and business leaders, criminal gangs, now regrouped under a new alliance named Viv Ansanm (Living Together), have become over time more powerful, more united, and more autonomous, even though they are not insulated from political and business influence. In its report dated April 16, 2024, the United Nations Integrated Office in Haiti (BINUH) pointed out a profound shift in “gang dynamics, tactics and objectives” (United Nations Security Council 2024, p. 3). According to BINUH, “an apparent alliance among the main gangs has enabled coordinated attacks against State authority, at a level not seen before, to force the resignation of Prime Minister Henry. Beginning on February 29 2024, gangs launched a wave of simultaneous attacks against strategic State infrastructure, as well as private businesses and residences across the capital, including the national palace, police stations, prisons, hospitals, the National Library and the Toussaint Louverture International Airport” (p. 3). As a result of these attacks, “State infrastructure and private premises have suffered extensive looting and vandalism” (p. 4). On March 2nd and 3rd, 2024, gangs “led planned attacks against the national penitentiary in Port-au-Prince and the prison in Croix-des-Bouquets. Over 4,600 detainees, out of 4,700 escaped, some of whom were gang members. Authorities reported that some escapees subsequently joined the gangs. Gangs attack at least 22 police stations and destroyed a dozen police vehicles, including an armored vehicle. In total, seven police officers were killed and at least four were injured” (p. 4).
Moreover, on March 18, 2024, the Haitian public electricity company “reported that gangs had destroyed more than four substations in the Port-au-Prince metropolitan area. Gangs continue to carry out attacks against both cargo ships and passenger boats, posing further difficulties to travel from Port-au-Prince to other regions of the country” (p. 4).
Furthermore, gangs “publicly claimed the attacks on the State infrastructure, threatening to overthrow the whole system, civil war and genocide, unless the Prime Minister resigned” (p. 4). In addition to publicly claiming their crimes, gang leaders have a heavy presence in the social media and grant interviews to international media. On April 18, 2024, gang leader Vitelhomme Innocent, one of the FBI’s “Ten Most Wanted” Fugitives,[footnoteRef:32] was comfortable enough to receive in his mansion in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, not far from the U.S. Embassy, a reporter from the U.S. media CNN for an interview. More significantly, on October 23, 2024, the U.S. Ambassador to Haiti, Denis Hankins, publicly admitted, in a Haitian TV talk show, to having, from time to time, contact and exchanges with gang leaders in order to ensure the safety of the embassy and its staff.[footnoteRef:33] The U.S. Ambassador did not, however, reveal if his contact list includes the name of Vitelhomme Innocent who is operating in the vicinity of the embassy. Innocent is the leader of the Kraze Baryè (Breaking Barriers) gang, one of the most powerful gangs in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, that has committed “human rights abuses involving murder, rape, recruitment of children, and kidnapping for ransom, as well as other crimes such as armed robbery, theft of vehicles, spoilation of land, and destruction of property” (United Nations Security Council 2023, p. 1).  [32:  The United States Department of State’s Transnational Organized Crime Rewards Program is “offering a reward of up to $2 million for information leading to the arrest and/or conviction of Vitelhomme Innocent” (www.fbi.gov).
By the same token, on August 12, 2025, the U.S. Department of State’s Transnational Organized Crime Rewards Program announced that it is offering a reward of up to $5 million for information leading to the arrest and/or conviction of Haitian gang leader, Jimmy Cherizier, a.k.a. “Barbecue” (U.S. Department of State 2025, p. 1).]  [33:  Métropole. “L’ambassadeur américain préoccupé par la hausse de l’insécurité”, mercredi 23 octobre 2024. See also the video of the interview with the U.S. Ambassador. ] 

In this context of gang proliferation and gang violence, “the number of intentional homicides rose significantly, forcing thousands of people to abandon their homes in metropolitan Port-au-Prince.[footnoteRef:34] Between January 1st and February 29, 2024, BINUH recorded 1,312 intentional homicides, including 190 women, 4 girls and 21 boys, compared with 995 victims during the previous two-month period (November-December 2023). The number of abductions rose to at least 504 victims, including 294 women, 11 girls and 9 boys compared with the 370 victims recorded over the previous two-month period in 2023 (November-December 2023)” (p. 4). [34:  As of March 31, 2025, “1,041,229 people were displaced in Haiti - an increase of 48% compared to the previous assessment conducted in September 2024” (BINUH 2025, p. 1).] 

It is with this disastrous political record that acting Prime Minister Ariel Henry was forced to step down as the ruler of Haiti. Invited to attend the forty-sixth regular meeting of the Conference of Heads of Government of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), held in Georgetown from February 25 to 28, 2024, Prime Minister Henry had then to travel to Nairobi to sign with the President of Kenya, William Ruto, a memorandum of understanding aiming at facilitating the deployment of the Multinational Security Support Mission to Haiti, as approved by the U.N. Security Council in its resolution 2699. As Prime Minister Henry was attempting to return to Haiti on March 3, “coordinated gang attacks on critical state infrastructure intensified…On March 4, international flights to Port-au-Prince were cancelled following an attempt to seize control of the Toussaint Louverture International Airport. The same day, the Prime Minister’s charter flight was diverted from Port-au-Prince to Puerto Rico. On March 11, Prime Minister Henry announced in a video address that he would leave office once transitional governance arrangements are put in place” (p. 2). On April 24, 2024, Prime Minister Henry officially resigned.
This resignation occurred in the context of the establishment of a new governing body, entitled Transitional Presidential Council, and the deployment of a multinational armed force to Haiti,[footnoteRef:35] reminiscent of a deadly cholera outbreak and several cases of sexual exploitation. Generally speaking, it is with a pinch of heart that Haitians witness foreign boots on their land, taking into account the glorious history of the country. Above all, it is a shame that Haiti’s political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have created in the first place the conditions that have led Haiti to the chaotic situation. In view of this fait accompli, there is a need for national and international stakeholders to take the necessary steps to prevent the reoccurrence of the collapse of the Haitian state by building, inter alia, resilient state institutions and promoting, once for all, the long-term socioeconomic development of the country.  [35:  On October 2, 2023, the U.N. Security Council adopted the resolution 2699, crafted by the United States and Ecuador as Haiti’s penholders, authorizing the deployment of a multinational armed force to Haiti led by the Republic of Kenya. Thirteen out of the fifteen members of the Security Council voted for the resolution whereas China and the Russian Federation abstained. The Ambassadors from both countries pointed out that “they understand the scale and the urgency of the security problems facing the country, but believe the resolution falls short of a comprehensive approach to dealing with the multiple crises in Haiti” (Charles & Wilner 2023, p. 1). Reacting to the adoption of the resolution 2699, the then U.S. Ambassador to the U.N., Linda Thomas-Greenfield, argued that “the mission speaks to the U.N.’s ability to galvanize collective action, but today’s vote is only the first step. Now, the work of getting the mission off the ground begins…We must act with urgency, as the people of Haiti cannot and should not wait for the peace and stability they deserve” (p. 2). On June 25, 2024, the first contingent of Kenyan police officers arrived in Haiti. On September 30, 2025, the UN Security Council authorized, through the adoption of the resolution 2793 co-penned by the United States and Panama, a new multinational Gang Suppression Force (GSF) in Haiti to replace the Kenyan-led Multinational Security Support (MSS) mission, which “faced chronic underfunding, insufficient personnel, and limited operational capacity” (Mishra 2025, p. 1). Twelve out of the fifteen members of the Security Council voted for the resolution and three members (China, Russia, and Pakistan) abstained. Following the adoption of the resolution 2793, the U.S. Ambassador to the UN, Mike Waltz, argued that “today’s vote sets that right with this vote to transform the MSS mission to the new Gang Suppression Force, a mission five times the size of its predecessor and with a strengthened mandate to go after the gangs” (Flynn 2025, p. 2). For the U.S. Secretary of State, Marco Rubio, “the message from the Security Council is clear: the era of impunity for those who seek to destabilize Haiti is over. The United States remains committed to working with international stakeholders to support Haiti’s path toward peace, stability, and democratic governance” (Rubio 2025, p. 1). Secretary Rubio argued that the Gang Suppression Force (GSF) “will address Haiti’s immediate security challenges and lay the groundwork for long-term stability” (p. 1).] 


Conclusion     
In summation, the current surge of violence in Haiti is essentially the product of a historically exploitative and discriminatory social order, which dates back to the foundation period of Haiti and which has been exacerbated by the systematic and aggressive implementation of neoliberal policies in the country since the 1980s. These neoliberal policies, and the exploitative and discriminatory social order that they entail, have over time contributed to increase the size and the vulnerability level of Haiti’s urban lower class, particularly in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for gang-related activities in order to advance their narrow political and business agenda. Gradually, the criminal gangs have become stronger, more autonomous, and more united. 
During the colonial period, the disadvantaged or vulnerable social class regrouped the poor slaves swept into an exploitative and discriminatory class structure in which they had no rights and were forced to work like animals to enrich their masters. In 1804, these slaves were successful in liberating themselves from slavery, but they failed to eradicate the exploitative and discriminatory social order of the slave system. This social order remained as a legacy in the post-colonial Haitian state. It is a perspective from which one can explain the outrageous ransom of 150 million Francs-or requested by France, as indemnity to former slave owners and dominant class in the former French colony, in order to recognize the independence of Haiti; an independence already paid with the blood of intrepid Haitian heroes. Ironically, Haiti then became “the only case in history where a successful nation was caused to pay reparation to a losing nation” (Brown, p. 5). The payment of this “indemnity,” which can be identified as a structural violence, had serious implications for the newly independent country that desperately needed economic resources to build itself. This money could have been used to build roads, schools, hospitals, and provide a better future, particularly for disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians.
Throughout the nineteenth-century, the exploitative and discriminatory social order entailed Haiti’s urban elite, made of educated/wealthy French-speaking mulattoes and military leadership, who “rule the country and kept the peasantry isolated from national affairs. The urban elite promoted French norms and models as a means of separating themselves from the peasantry. Thus, French language and manners, orthodox Roman Catholicism, and light skin were important criteria of high social position” (Haiti Social Structure p. 2).
During the twentieth-century, the U.S. occupation of Haiti, from 1915 to 1934, had a huge impact on the country’s exploitative and discriminatory social order. More specifically, the U.S. occupation greatly reinforced this social order. As part of the U.S. legacy, “the reins of political powers are strongly secured for the anti-black, pro-American mulatto minorities on both sides of the island” (Saint-Vil p. 4). Over the 19 years of occupation of Haiti, the U.S. military “executed dissidents and instigated a system of forced labor that ravaged Haiti’s peasant population. Thousands of people died” (Suggs p. 1). The United States’ two-decade occupation “shaped Haiti in important, and often damaging ways. Haitian leaders continued to use the systems developed by the United States to exploit rural farmers and silence dissidents” (p. 1). 
The Duvalier and successive military regimes used militia and hostile neoliberal policies to exploit rural farmers and sustain Haiti’s exploitative and discriminatory social order. Since the 1980s, national and international stakeholders have systematically and aggressively implemented in Haiti neoliberal policies that have been damaging to the country’s poor peasants. They have basically destroyed Haiti’s agriculture and constrained rural farmers to abandon their lands and migrate to urban areas, particularly to the capital city Port-au-Prince, looking for job opportunities in factories or sweatshops. In the process, they have increased the size and the vulnerability level of the urban lower class from which predatory political and business elites, connected to transnational elites, have recruited disadvantaged or underprivileged Haitians for criminal activities aiming at promoting their narrow political and business interests.
From Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s presidency to Ariel Henry’s premiership, political and economic actors, connected to transnational actors, have systematically recruited disadvantaged Haitians, particularly in the slums surrounding Port-au-Prince, for criminal activities whose goal is to advance their own political and economic agenda. Nevertheless, since the presidency of the right-wing Michel Joseph Martelly, criminal gangs have become stronger and more autonomous. Hence the current surge of violence in Haiti, predominantly in Port-au-Prince metropolitan area, which offered the context for the resignation of Prime Minister Ariel Henry. However, while it might be tempting to believe that Prime Minister Henry resigned as a result of the escalation of gang violence in the country, it is plausible to argue that Prime Minister Henry stepped down mainly because “he lost America’s blessing” (Osborn 2024, p. 1). 
Following Henry’s downfall, Heads of State of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) coordinated, under the leadership of the United States, the establishment of a 9-member Transitional Presidential Council,[footnoteRef:36] which regroups different sectors of the Haitian political and civil society. On April 25, 2024, the nine (9) members of the Transitional Presidential Council, who are scheduled to turn over the power to an elected president on February 7, 2026, were sworn in as the current leaders of Haiti, along with a government led by Prime Minister Garry Conille,[footnoteRef:37] with a five-goal non-renewable mandate which involves: [36:  The Transitional Presidential Council (Conseil Présidentiel de Transition-CPT) is composed of nine (9) members; seven of them have the right to vote while the other two are observers. The seven members with the right to vote are Edgard Leblanc Fils, Fritz Alphonse Jean, Lesly Voltaire, Smith Augustin, Louis Gérald Gilles, Emmanuel Vertilaire, and Laurent Saint-Cyr. The two observers are Frinel Joseph and Régine Abraham. The seven (7) voting members respectively come from the following six (6) political sectors and the private sector: Collectif 30 janvier, Accord Montana, Lavalas, Engagés pour le Développement (EDE) / Résistance Démocratique (RED) / Compromis Historique, Collectif 21 décembre, Pitit Dessalines, Secteur Privé.
The two (2) observers and non-voting members come from respectively the civil society and interfaith communities.]  [37:  Garry Conille, UNICEF’s regional director for Latin America and the Caribbean, “previously served as Haiti’s prime minister from October 2011 to May 2012 under then President Michel Martelly…Conille resigned less than a year later following clashes with the president and his Cabinet over an investigation into government officials who have dual nationality, which is not allowed by Haiti’s constitution” (France 24, 2024, pp. 1-2). Conille also was Bill Clinton's chief of staff “in the ex-president’s role as U.N. special envoy to Haiti” (Coto 2024, p. 1). According to the former U.S. Special Envoy for Haiti, Ambassador Daniel Lewis Foote, the choice of Conille by the Transitional Presidential Council was dictated by the United States via the CARICOM. Foote portrayed Conille as a typical UN official and anticipated that he was going to implement policies dictated by the United States and the United Nations without taking into account the medium and long-term needs of the Haitian people (Geffrard 2024, p. 1).] 

1. Public and national security
2. Economic recovery, rehabilitation of infrastructures, food and health security 
3. National conference and the constitutional question
4. Rule of law and justice 
5. Elections for the renewal of the political personnel
On November 10, 2024, eight of the nine members of the Transitional Presidential Council signed an executive order[footnoteRef:38], set to be published on November 11, 2024, and fired Prime Minister Garry Conille as a result of a political power struggle. They replaced him with Alix Didier Fils-Aimé, a businessman who is a “former president of Haiti’s Chamber of Commerce and Industry.” Fils-Aimé “was previously considered for the position as a private sector candidate for the post before Conille took the seat” (Sanon 2024, p. 1). Conille left the Prime Minister’s office without addressing, among other needs, the urgent security need of Haiti as promised. On the contrary, he left behind a more chaotic country.[footnoteRef:39] Prime Minister Fils-Aimé, along with other national and international stakeholders, now faces the challenge of reaching the five goals of the political transition, particularly the security challenge, and laying down the foundation for a development path that could benefit the majority of the Haitian citizens.  [38:  Edgard Leblanc Fils did not sign the executive order. ]  [39:  As of late 2023, for instance, armed gangs reportedly “controlled 80% of the capital and other urban areas” (Congressional Research Service p. 5). As of late September 2024, armed gangs “control about 85 per cent of the metropolitan area of Port-au-Prince… Gangs have expanded their territories to increase revenue from kidnappings, extortion and drug trafficking. They have engaged in an active recruitment drive, in particular of children, strengthened the protection of their strongholds and stockpiled arms and ammunition” (United Nations Security Council 2024, p. 2). According to the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), “at least 5,601 people were killed in Haiti in 2024 as a result of gang violence, an increase of over 1,000 on the total killings for 2023…A further 2,212 people were injured and 1,494 kidnapped. These figures alone cannot capture the absolute horrors being perpetrated in Haiti but they show the unremitting violence to which people are being subjected” (United Nations OHCHR 2025, p. 1). The U.N. OHCHR asserts that “in one of the most deadly and shocking incidents in 2024, at least 207 people were killed in early December in a massacre orchestrated by the leader of the powerful Wharf Jérémie gang in Cité Soleil area of Port-au-Prince. Many of the victims were older people accused of causing the death of the leader’s son through alleged voodoo practices. To erase evidence, gang members mutilated and burned most of the bodies, while other bodies were thrown in the sea” (p. 1). The gang leader accused of carrying, with associates, the Wharf Jérémie massacre is named Micanor “Mikanô” Altès (Rios 2024, p. 1). Similar alarming statistics are provided by the United Nations Integrated Office in Haiti (BINUH). According to BINUH, “between 1 October and 31 December 2024, at least 1,732 people were killed and 411 were injured due to gang violence, self-defense groups and police operations. This brings the total number of people killed to 5,626 and the number of injured to 2,213 in 2024. At the same time, at least 431 people were kidnapped for ransom by gangs in the last quarter of the year, bringing the total number of kidnappings to 1,494 in 2024” (United Nations Integrated Office in Haiti 2025, p. 1). One of the most notable cruelties, among so many, is the killing of Massénat Lebelt, a student hit by a stray bullet in his classroom in Port-au-Prince on February 11, 2025.
] 

Among other meanings, the current chaotic situation in Haiti and the establishment of a new governing body, with international projectors on the country, represent a window of opportunity for really building a new Haiti, contrary to previous similar claims or empty promises. In other words, after missing the critical juncture offered by the 2010 earthquake, national and international stakeholders are now having another opportunity to build a better country. They should avoid the path taken by the 2010 Interim Haiti Reconstruction Commission (IHRC) co-chaired by then Haiti’s Prime Minister Jean-Max Bellerive and former U.S. President Bill Clinton. They should learn from the failure of the 2010 Reconstruction Commission and associated policymakers. It’s almost “an article of faith among many Haitians that the Clintons somehow siphoned off billions of dollars meant to help clean up and rebuild” (Charles 2020, p. 1). Ethics questions, for instance, were raised as Hillary Clinton’s brother, Tony Rodham, a board member of a North Carolina mining company, VCS Mining, “enjoyed prime access to Haitian gold deposits in the wake of post-earthquake relief work organized in part by former president Bill Clinton through the Clinton Foundation” (Martosko 2015, p. 1). Most strikingly, Jean-Max Bellerive, who co-chaired the 2010 Interim Haiti Reconstruction Commission (IHRC) with Bill Clinton, was also “a board member of the firm, VCS Mining” (p. 1). Haiti is assumed to have significant natural resources to be exploited. It is asserted that “a flurry of exploratory drilling…has found precious metals worth potentially $20 billion deep below the tropical ridges in the country’s northeastern mountains” (Mendoza 2012, p. 1). 
Basically, national and international stakeholders should avoid repeating the same mistakes made after the 2010 earthquake tragedy. Instead of promoting the narrow agenda of powerful interest groups or private interests, they should seize this new opportunity to address the root causes of Haiti’s extreme poverty. They should depart from the neoliberal philosophy which has contributed not only to economically fail Haiti, but also to the political and security crises faced by the country. They should promote, once for all, the long-term socioeconomic development of Haiti which involves, inter alia, the promotion of a sustainable agricultural sector and an inclusive educational system adapted to the real development needs of the country.
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