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Building a More Resilient Haitian State
Key Recommendations and Priorities

T
he January 12, 2010, earthquake in Haiti 
demonstrated the weaknesses not only of 
the country’s infrastructure but also of its 
state institutions. Although the earthquake 

was the cause of the disaster, Haiti’s long history 
of poor governance was largely responsible for the 
extent of the devastation and the society’s almost 
complete dependence on help from abroad to 
deal with the consequences.

Much has stabilized in Haiti since the 
earthquake, and the Haitian government has 
developed plans for reconstruction in consulta-
tion with the international donor community. 
However, more than physical reconstruction is 
needed: Hope for a more prosperous and peaceful 
future for the Haitian people lies in building a 
more effective, resilient state. Haiti’s state institu-
tions are riddled with weaknesses in human 
resources, organization, procedures, and poli-
cies. State-building should be at the forefront of 
efforts to recover from the earthquake.

A new RAND study identified the main 
challenges to more-capable governance and 
evaluated past and current plans to strengthen 
government institutions and improve the delivery 
of public services. Drawing on these appraisals, 
discussions with key stakeholders, and the experi-
ences of other societies emerging from conflict and 
crisis, the researchers identified state-building 
priorities for the next three to five years and 
suggested measures that might produce palpable 
improvements during this time frame. Among 
the priorities emphasized are civil service reform, 
justice-system reform, and streamlined regula-
tions for business.

Key Recommendations
The researchers developed common criteria for the 
recommendations: that they be fiscally sustainable, 
commensurate with the administrative capacity of 
Haiti’s government, realistic in their prospects for 
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implementation, geared toward enhancing the effec-
tiveness of the state, and mutually coherent.  

Governance and Public Administration
Together with limited financial resources, the 
lack of skilled, trained, and properly organized 
government personnel and the lack of manage-
ment systems within ministries and other gov-
ernment bodies are the principal constraints on 
the state’s effectiveness. The implications of the 
institutional deficiencies in planning, budgeting, 
executing policy decisions, and managing people 
and resources cut across all the government 
activities covered in the study. 

• The Haitian government, with donor-funded 
technical assistance, should implement a 
reformulated strategy for administrative 
reform. Within this strategy, civil service 
reform deserves the highest priority. 

• Major donors need to employ their influ- 
ence in concerted, carefully focused, discreet, 
and subtle ways to promote the political 
reforms essential to any broad program of 
state-building.

Abstract

haiti’s future prosperity and peace require 
building a more effective, resilient state. haiti’s 
state institutions are riddled with weaknesses 
in human resources, organization, procedures, 
and policies. RAND researchers identified 
haiti’s main challenges and recommended a set 
of state-building priorities that are necessary, 
feasible, and sustainable. These include civil 
service reform, justice-system reform, ongoing 
involvement of United Nations peacekeepers,  
streamlined regulations for business, and 
improved access and quality assurance for 
health care and schools.
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Justice and Security
Haiti’s justice system is deeply flawed. The courts do not 
carry out their constitutional responsibilities, laws are not 
applied, prison conditions are horrific, and corruption is 
widespread. Efforts to reform the security sector have faced 
major challenges, including a volatile security situation, lack 
of consistent commitment to police reform, and a low level  
of institutional development within the Haitian National 
Police (HNP). 

• With assistance from donors, the Haitian government 
needs to create and implement a comprehensive system 
for managing cases that links the police, prosecutors, 
judges, and prisons. Other priorities include pretrial 
detainee review and property-dispute resolution. 

• Providing public security is critical. The Haitian govern-
ment and the international community should agree to 
keep United Nations peacekeepers for at least the next 
five years and to then reduce the international military 
and police presence only gradually.

• Building the HNP’s administrative capacity should also 
be a priority.

Economic Policy and Infrastructure
Haiti’s primary economic challenge is generating economic 
growth. Haiti is poor in great part because of its difficult 
environment for business. The process of registering a busi-
ness is one of the most complex and lengthy in the world. 

The earthquake had a devastating effect on housing in 
Haiti, and providing permanent housing for the displaced is 
now urgent. Infrastructure (roads, seaports, airports, electric-
power system, water, and sewage) needs to be improved and 
maintained if Haiti is to enjoy sustained economic growth.

• To accelerate economic growth, the Haitian govern-
ment should quickly eliminate unnecessary procedures 
involved in registering businesses and property and 
reduce the cost and time needed to complete the remain-
ing steps.

• The Haitian government, together with the donor com-
munity, should accelerate removal of rubble, an essential 
step for reconstruction of housing and infrastructure.

• Other priorities include eliminating restrictions on the 
operation of private container ports and moving to full 
cost-recovery pricing for electricity.

Education and Health Care
Private, nonprofit, and religious institutions are the primary 
providers of education and health care in Haiti. Despite their 
efforts, the quality of and access to these services is the worst 
in the Western Hemisphere. Enrollment rates and levels of 
educational attainment are low, and approximately 40 per-
cent of Haitians lack access to health care. 

• To help close the gap in quality between private and 
public schools and to increase access to schools, the 
Ministry of Education and Training (Ministère de 
l’Education Nationale et de la Formation Professionnelle) 
should subsidize private-school teacher wages to be on 
par with those of public-school teachers. 

• In light of its lack of capacity and funding, the Ministry 
of Public Health and Population (Ministère de la Santé 
Publique et de la Population) should shift operation of all 
health centers and hospitals to nongovernmental organi-
zations and other private institutions, with performance-
based contracting used for these operations.

Donor Cooperation
Haiti has been a focus of concern for donors of humanitarian 
and development assistance for two generations. Nonetheless, 
Haiti’s economic, social, and political situation has worsened. 

• Donors should focus on making the Interim Haiti Recovery  
Commission (IHRC) an effective body by agreeing that all 
major donors will submit all project and program concepts 
to the IHRC for coordination and adapt them according 
to Haiti’s and other donors’ plans and preferences.

• The United States should better organize itself to engage 
politically with the Haitian government by appointing 
a full-time, high-ranking special coordinator or envoy. 
Similarly, a handful of major donors should organize 
themselves for more-coordinated political engagement 
through a “friends” or “contact” group for Haiti.

Conclusion
State-building is intimately connected with politics. Without 
executive decisiveness and legislative action, state-building 
cannot proceed. Donors and international organizations can 
assist—not only by providing financial resources but also by 
promoting political consensus and encouraging adherence to 
strategic plans. ■
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