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Gang violence in Port-au-Prince has led to the internal displacement of 200,000 people
in 2023 and 15,000 people in just the last week of February.
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"They're like animals," said an agent contemptfully, referring to the Haitians, as he
guarded one of the border crossings between the Dominican Republic and Haiti, the two
countries that share the Caribbean island of Hispaniola. In early March, thousands of
Haitians were crowding into Ouanaminthe in the nation's northeast, waiting for an
opportunity to sneak into the neighboring country, towards the town of Dajabon. Most of
them have given up applying for a visa. Some get through by bribing the border police,
others try their luck by waiting to catch them off guard. If caught, they are immediately
beaten with sticks or pushed back with stun guns.

The Haitian-Dominican border is experiencing one of the most serious crises in recent
decades. Gang violence in southern Haiti – particularly in the capital, Port-au-Prince –
has caused the internal displacement of almost 200,000 people in 2023, and 15,000 in
the last week of February.

On March 2, in an unprecedented series of attacks by armed groups, over 3,000
prisoners in the capital's prison were freed. The police guarding the prison were unable
to repel the assault and, according to sources in Port-au-Prince, many of them fled in
the face of an imminent attack on the facility. This situation, coupled with several days of
intense violence, the attack on Port-au-Prince International Airport, and aggressive
demonstrations by gang leaders, has led to a considerable increase in migration flows.

'The army and police charge for the entry permit'

This Monday, March 4, like every day in Dajabon, trucks loaded with Haitians captured
by Dominican migration authorities in various parts of the country arrived every two
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hours. The trucks were equipped with metal cages in which around a hundred people
are crammed. According to the Centre Montalvo, a think tank linked to the Catholic
Church, at least 1,000 people are deported each day. A migration official who asked not
to be identified confirmed this figure, saying that the Dominican state's capacity to
deport these people was overwhelmed.

The expulsion method is simple. The trucks back up until they are less than three
meters from the border gate, where police officers then round up the migrants, beating
them or administering electric shocks, and force them to return to Haiti. On the other
side, dozens of people wait for an opportunity to sneak into the Dominican Republic.
"The authorities have been on the alert since the prison break on March 2," explained
Bueno, an officer in charge of security at the bridge that crosses the Rivière du
Massacre ("Massacre River," called Rio Dajabon by the Dominicans), marking the
border between the two countries.

On Calle Capotillo in Dajabon, more than 10 smugglers of undocumented migrants,
known as "Carga-Haitianos" ("Haitian haulers") meet every day to drink beer. In recent
months, they explained, trafficking has increased, and in recent weeks the influx has
been massive. According to them, the partial construction of a border wall, a flagship
project of Dominican President Luis Abinader, has driven up costs. "Today, every
Haitian has to pay between $200 to $250 to get to Santiago [a province located three
hours east of the border] because the army and police charge for the entry permit,"
explained "Chiquito," one of the most experienced Carga-Haitiano smugglers. If the
crisis worsens, they believe, they will have to recruit new teams of people smugglers.

'Stop the Haitian invasion'

At the border, the situation is exacerbated by the construction of a canal designed to
divert water from the Rivière du Massacre to Haitian communities. On at least two
occasions, Dominican authorities have reacted by closing the border and the binational
market. Attended by at least 40,000 Haitians per week – who return to Haiti the same
day – the market represents a very important source of income for the region's
economy, and its closure affects both sides of the border.

When this happens, Haitian armed groups react by violently blocking the entrance to the
Ouanaminthe free zone, catastrophically affecting production in this industrial park
owned by Dominican oligarchic families. "For every day they are closed, companies
lose millions of dollars," said a foreign businessman who did not wish to be identified.
The situation is harmful to the poorest communities and has ended up fueling
xenophobia among Dominicans towards the Haitian population.



Anti-Haitian groups are proliferating in various places along the border and even in the
capital, Santo Domingo, where they have allied themselves with both the military and
politicians to "stop the Haitian invasion." One night in early March, we witnessed the
kidnapping by armed groups of dozens of undocumented Haitians living in border
towns, a common practice over the past year. Hooded men went around the houses,
beating, threatening, and capturing young Haitians. After tying them up, they took them
to police headquarters, where they were again brutally beaten by officers before being
deported to Haiti in trucks fitted with cages.

'Henry is illegitimate'

There is every reason to believe that the violent crisis is far from over. On March 5,
Haitian Prime Minister Ariel Henry, who had been traveling abroad, was unable to land
in Port-au-Prince due to a lack of minimum security conditions at the airport and his
place of residence. The Dominican Republic did not allow him to land either, and he was
forced to take refuge in Puerto Rico, where he remained on Friday, March 8. That same
day, Jimmy Cherizier, known as "Barbecue," the leading figure in the G9 coalition of
gangs operating in Port-au-Prince, warned that if Henry did not resign, the violence
would escalate even further.

It is an opinion that was also shared by a Haitian businessman based in Cape Haitien,
at least two political analysts from Port-au-Prince, and Guy Philippe, an ex-paramilitary
officer who took part in the coup d'état against President Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 2004.
Returning to the country in December 2023 after serving a six-year prison sentence in
the US for drug trafficking and money laundering, Philippe is calling for Henry's
departure. "Henry is illegitimate, he was not elected by the Haitian people and should
resign. That's the solution. He can't stay in power," Philippe told Le Monde. Or else, he
also said, the violence would intensify.


