Haiti's Political History and Current Climate 
After establishing its independence in 1804 as the second-oldest republic in the Western Hemisphere (after the United States), Haiti's political past has been marked by violence, injustice, and anti-democratic processes.  Those wielding political power have usually declared themselves "rulers for life" and generally enriched themselves and their associates – doing little to help the common working man and woman.  Dictators over the years have retained power through force and secret government informants and assassins.  Political insecurity and the failure of Haiti's governments to invest in developing the country's natural and human resources has contributed significantly to the country's current state of underdevelopment.   
From 1843 to 1915, Haiti experienced 22 changes of government, prompting the United States military intervention of 1915. Following a 19-year occupation, U.S. military forces were withdrawn in 1934, and Haiti regained sovereign rule.  A succession of military governments again followed before Haiti began the transition to civilian rule.

Haiti's first democratic presidential elections were held in mid-December 1990 under the supervision of   the United Nations and brought to the presidency the former priest Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Nine months later, army chief Raoul Cedras seized power in a military coup, exiling Aristide to the U.S.  Twelve months later, as the country suffered under the weight of an international boycott, a deal between the Cedras regime and Aristide allowed the latter to come back to the country.  Several thousand American troops – followed by a UN force -- reinstated Aristide at the end of 1994 to complete his term of office, which lasted until December of 1995.

The presidential election that followed – from which Aristide was constitutionally barred – brought to power one of his close associates, René Préval.  This was the first successful democratic transfer of power from one ruler to another.  Under President Préval (1996-2001), the country enjoyed small annual increases in its GDP.  Preval's economic agenda included trade/tariff liberalization, measures to control government expenditure and increase tax revenues, civil service downsizing, financial sector reform, and the modernization of two out of nine state-owned enterprises through their sale to private investors.  Workers in Haiti were guaranteed the right of association. Unionization was protected by the labor code. A legal minimum wage of 70 gourdes a day (about U.S. $1.70) applied to most workers in the formal sector.

Aristide was re-elected as President in 2001.  Aristide's second term did not continue the economic growth seen under Préval.  In February 2004, following months of large-scale protests against what critics charged was an increasingly corrupt and violent rule, violence spread through Haiti, involving conflicts between the government and various rebel groups. Under pressure from both foreign governments and internal sources, Aristide left the country for the Central African Republic on February 29. As Aristide departed the country, many members of his government fled or went into hiding, and the United States again sent Marines into Port-au-Prince. After Aristide's departure, Supreme Court Chief Justice Boniface Alexandre succeeded to the presidency appointed by a council of elders and supported by the United States, Canada, and France.

New presidential elections were held in February 2006, and Préval was again elected president.  Since the election of Préval , Haiti's economy has been slowly increasing.  Following almost 4 years of recession ending in 2004, the economy grew by 1.5% in 2005. GDP growth reached 2.5% in 2006. But significant improvement in living standards would require an estimated doubling of the growth rate. Since the departure of President Aristide, the financial situation has also stabilized.  Inflation has fallen from 42.7% at end-2003, to 15% by end-April 2006.  The recently-forged friendship between Preval and Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez  has resulted in various economic agreements, including Chavez promising to help Haiti construct 4 power plants and build an oil refinery during the next several years.  Venezuela's assistance to Haiti is founded upon a historic act where Haiti’s military supported the liberation of much of South America by Simón Bolívar. 

The Haitian economy, however, is by no means a healthy one.  Haiti remains one of the least-developed countries in the Western Hemisphere (along with Bolivia), and one of the poorest in the world. Comparative social and economic indicators show Haiti falling behind other low-income developing countries (particularly in the hemisphere) since the 1980's. Haiti now ranks 154th of 177 countries in the UN’s Human Development Index (2006). About 80% of the population lives in abject poverty, ranking the country second-to-last in the world for that metric.

Hurdles for businesses in Haiti include poor infrastructure, a high-cost port, an irregular supply of electricity, and Customs delays. The government's traditional low tax revenue collection rate (roughly 9% of the GDP) constrains its ability to provide social services and invest in physical and human capital. External assistance (approximately $965 million from July 2004 through March 2006) as well as the Haitian "diaspora" remittances (estimated at over $1 billion from Haitian-Americans, Haitian-Canadians, and others now living abroad) remain critical to keeping the economy afloat.   
The need for moral, Christian servant-leaders in government positions to shape the future direction of Haiti's political future has never been greater.  Through your continued support and with God's help, Hope for Haiti's Children is working in conjunction with local Christian schools and churches to train Haiti's future citizens and community leaders who can positively shape the future direction of Haiti. 

