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- Chairman 

- CEO and Members of the Barbados Agricultural  

Society 

- Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

Mr. Chairman 

I am very pleased to have been sent, and felt very 

proud accepting, your very kind invitation to address 

this Symposium which is intended to focus attention 

on the vision for our agricultural sector here in 

Barbados. And of course, I also want to commend the 

Barbados Agricultural Society and its indefatigable 

Chief Executive Officer, Mr. James Paul, and members 

for organizing this timely seminar. Mr. Paul must be 
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highly commended for his steadfast commitment to 

raising the profile of agriculture in Barbados. Indeed 

the increasing success of Agro-Fest each year under 

his direction and with the full support of the farming 

community is most impressive!  

 

I was invited here , obviously in my capacity as Prime 

Minister of Barbados, and on the understanding that a 

Prime Minister anywhere in the world must be 

interested in this subject.  

 

I do not come to you here this morning, though, 

entirely innocent of the actual experience of 

agricultural practice. You might be interested to know 

that I grew up in the rural parish of St. Philip, in a 
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village called Marchfield, on two acres of agricultural 

land which my late father had bought in the early 

50’s. On that land we planted sugar cane since that 

was the expected and done thing at that time. But we 

also planted yams, sweet potatoes, eddoes, corn, 

peas, okras and a variety of fruit trees. We also kept 

sheep, goats, and pigs. For my own enjoyment, I 

kept rabbits and pigeons. 

 

The practice of agriculture at my home, sugar and 

non-sugar, softened much of the harshness that 

would otherwise have attended daily life in my days 

as a boy. My late mother planned how she was going 

to earn money from agricultural practice to take care 

of the purchase of my books and uniform for school 
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and how she was going to guarantee, to the extent 

possible, a certain measure of food security. That is 

true for many Barbadian households of yesteryear. In 

addition, Marchfield was encircled by a number of 

plantations like Groves, Harrow, Sunbury, Hampton, 

Foursquare, Oldbury and Congo Road. I was able, 

therefore, to observe close up the practice of both 

sugar and non-sugar agriculture at all of these 

plantations to which , at one time or another, I had 

direct access. 

 

That agriculture has always been important in one 

way or another to the daily existence of the people of 

Barbados, no one will want to deny. After all, 

Barbados started its post-European settlement history 
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as an English outpost for the practice of sugar cane 

agriculture. These islands in the English-speaking 

Caribbean were never intended or designed by those 

who settled them for social living, but rather for 

production and as it emerged, for sugar production. 

So has it been for Barbados for the better part of its 

history. 

 

The script was that islands like Barbados should 

produce sugar to satisfy metropolitan demand, and 

the metropole should take care of our other needs. 

The planter exported sugar and the merchant 

imported our food for the most part. The foreign 

exchange produced by sugar was used to pay for our 

imports.  We produced what we did not consume and 
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consumed what we did not produce. The organic link 

between agriculture and food security did not exist 

and was therefore neither thought of or promoted.  

So as we approach this topic as a nation, we are in 

fact making a 180 degree turn in this “new” emphasis 

on food security. 

 

Indeed, we cannot go forward without properly 

understanding the historical legacy in relation to 

agriculture in Barbados – essentially based around the 

cultivation of sugar cane. We know only too well the 

pre- Emancipation story of the sugar industry and the 

psychological scars that it has left in relation to our 

national attitudes towards agriculture.  
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Further, in 1937, one hundred years after 

Emancipation, disturbances erupted here in Barbados 

and other parts of the Caribbean which led to the 

appointment of a Commission of Inquiry under Lord 

Moyne. That Commission, after a thorough evaluation 

of the state of affairs in Barbados and other parts of 

the Caribbean, reported in 1945. On the issue of 

agriculture, the Commission said as follows: 

“ The general level of agriculture in these colonies is 

low in technical knowledge, business organization and 

managerial efficiency; systematic agriculture, by 

which is meant mixed farming on a plan suited to the 

inherent circumstances of the area, is 

unknown…..Livestock are never the effective 

complement of crops, and the connection between 
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them is frequently adventitious or totally absent. So 

long as these methods continue, it will be impossible 

for agricultural production to provide even the 

essentials of life for the growing population of the 

West Indian colonies and comprehensive reform of 

existing agricultural methods is therefore inevitable”. 

 

The Report went on later to observe that “The 

attitude of West Indian people towards agriculture 

must be regarded as another circumstance affecting 

the possibility of that development which in our view 

is essential. The general level of technical knowledge 

is low and a narrow outlook is typical of many 

sections of the agricultural community.”  
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That was in 1945. The question that presents itself 

for our reflection today is to what extent has the state 

of affairs described in 1945 undergone any significant  

change? 

 

If we accept that in Barbados our analysis must 

revolve around sugar and non-sugar agriculture, and 

we take cognizance of the comments of the Moyne 

Commission, we come face to face with the difficult 

legacy with which we have to deal today.  Notably 

also, sugar, though continuing to be at the centre of 

our agricultural focus, has been in decline in the 

English-speaking Caribbean from the 19th century. 

Competition from countries like Cuba and others with 

larger land areas, and more sophisticated and better 
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rationalized methods of production, and from beet 

sugar in Europe, has kept the sugar industry in the 

English-speaking Caribbean on the run. The industry 

has benefitted over the years from subsidies, or what 

Michael Manley once described as “legalized charity”, 

guaranteed markets, quotas, guaranteed pricing and 

other preferential arrangements. 

 

As recently as the mid 1950’s, Barbados was 

producing well upwards of 200,000 tons of sugar 

annually. Today it struggles to produce 20,000 tons. 

In the 1960’s when I was growing up, there were , in 

St. Philip alone, five sugar factories. Today there are 

none in St. Philip, and in fact, there are only two in 

the entire country. The area of land dedicated to 
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sugar cultivation is now just about 53,000 acres, and 

of greater concern is the fact that it costs more to 

produce a ton of sugar ($4,100 per ton) than the 

price at which a ton of sugar can be sold ($960 per 

ton). Other countries produce sugar at a much lower 

cost. 

 

We continue to invest in that commodity because  of 

the foreign exchange gains still to be reaped, though 

diminishing year by year.   In addition, because sugar 

production has so dominated the national psyche over 

the years, we have not paid enough attention to the  

enormous potential of non-sugar agriculture; to the 

modernization of all aspects of our agriculture; and to 
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the recognition of the link between the practice of 

agriculture and the issue of food security.  

  

There has never been a sustained national effort, as 

far as I am aware, to plan the agricultural sector with 

all of those considerations in mind. All of that needs 

to change. 

 

I am not, however, to be understood as saying that 

were such a plan in existence, we would have been 

able to satisfy all of our food needs.  

 

In the context of the current long lasting economic 

downturn, globalization and its effects, and recent 

events affecting food availability and food prices in 
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the last decade, Barbados now has no choice but to 

use the best efforts of its citizens, with the help of 

regional and international agencies, to develop and 

execute the best possible plan for our agricultural 

development in Barbados.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, as you may by now be aware, 

we now have such a Plan. I must here acknowledge 

the contribution of the innovative and dynamic 

Minister of Agriculture, Food, Fisheries and Water 

Resource Management, Dr. The Hon. David Estwick, 

who through the Agricultural Planning Unit of his 

Ministry has led the charge to review the role of 

agriculture in modern Barbados. An important 

outcome of our search for solutions was the 
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involvement of one of the leading regional agricultural 

scholars, Dr. Chelston W. D. Brathwaite former 

Director General of the Inter American Institute for 

Agricultural Sciences (IICA), who, as Chairman of the 

National Agricultural Commission, carried out 

extensive research on the future of agriculture. Then 

with the assistance of IICA, his team put together a 

detailed document containing essential information 

for a White Paper on Agriculture.  

 

The preparation of the document was preceded by a 

National Consultation and a series of town hall 

meetings, and the document was  presented to the 

Cabinet in November last year, as a Draft National 
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Agricultural Policy paper entitled: “A Vision for the 

Future of Agriculture in Barbados”. 

 

Civil society is also making its contribution and I 

would also like to congratulate the Barbados Museum 

and Historical Society, for organizing a series of 

lectures with the theme "Big-Grain Rice and 

Beyond: Feeding Barbados Yesterday and 

Today", currently being staged at the Queen's Park 

Steel Shed.   

 

We are the beneficiaries of the collective wisdom of 

patriotic and talented Barbadians who are willing to  

make a positive and effective change in our treatment 

of agriculture in Barbados. And this, ladies and 
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gentlemen, is at the centre of my vision for 

agriculture in Barbados.  We have all the data, and 

have been the recipients of considerable studies on 

the subject. So what must we do now? We must 

begin to roll out and effect the change. As George 

Bernard Shaw has said “Progress is impossible 

without change, and those who cannot change their 

minds cannot change anything.”   I continue to be an 

optimist.  

 

My vision for agriculture in Barbados is one of 

positive, effective, and enduring change to the sector 

distinguished by creativity in its outlook, cost 

effectiveness in its production methods, and 

consistency in its practice. It is our attitude to change 
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that will make the difference. We need to start the 

change in agriculture with haste. 

 

The National Plan is premised on a vision that 

recognizes the following factors: 

1. That agriculture is much more than primary 

production; 

 

2. That an improved level of food security is 

fundamental to the growth and diversification of 

the Barbadian economy; 

 

3. That the linkages of the sector to health and  

nutrition (with particular regard to the avoidance 

of CNCDs), tourism and manufacturing, if 
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emphasized and developed can redound to the 

benefit of the society and the people; 

 

4. That modernization of the sector is a prerequisite 

to poverty alleviation and reduction in the cost of 

food and the high food import bill ( $653 million 

in 2011); 

 

5. That the production of food locally must 

contribute to employment creation and the 

creation of business enterprises; 

 

6. That preservation of the agricultural sector is in 

the long term strategic interest of the country, 

given the world food situation. 
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Further, in order to move towards realizing this Vision 

a Strategic Plan has been drawn up with 2 broad 

objectives, that is: 

(i) Reform of the sugar industry by creating a 

new sugarcane industry. 

(ii) Implementation of a National Food and 

Nutrition Plan. 

 

The new Food and Agricultural sector will concentrate 

on 6 new industries:  

a) A sugar cane industry producing sugar for 

local consumption, energy in the form of 

ethanol fuel and molasses for rum production. 
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b) A fruit and vegetable industry producing 

fruits and vegetables for the nation. 

c) A root crops industry dedicated to the  

production and processing of yams, sweet 

potatoes and other roots. 

d) A Barbados Blackbelly sheep industry. 

e) A livestock feed industry based on the 

production of cassava and corn. 

f) A modern fishing industry. 

 

The strategies for implementing the Plan , in the 

process of being developed, include: 

• The establishment of a Ministry focused on of 

Food and Nutrition Security. 
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• The establishment of a Barbados Agricultural 

Marketing Facility (with a wholesale market, a 

market information system and a Farmers’ Mall). 

 

• The Implementation of a new land use Policy 

that identifies Food Production Zones. 

 
• The development of a Model Farm and a 

Farmers' Training Centre. 

 
• The establishment of an Agro-tourism Council. 

 
• The drawing up of a new Policy on Food Imports. 

 
• The articulation of a new  Policy on Food Safety. 

 

• The creation of a new Policy on Praedial Larceny. 
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• The meaningful involvement of the mass media 

in Consumer Education. 

 

• The establishment of a new National Agricultural 

Commission (consisting of the Government, the 

Private Sector, Farmers and the UWI). 

I have said it on several occasions before and I will 

say it again....There is only so much that Government 

can do. What we need is for Barbadians of all classes, 

races, religions, ages and genders to commit 

themselves to taking part in the realization of this 

new vision for agriculture.    

 

I therefore want to congratulate and thank the 

Edgehills, of Dukes Plantation, St. Thomas who have 
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shown their true commitment to Barbados by 

donating 28.3 acres of land to the University to 

develop a centre for education, training, research and 

application in Agriculture.  I also sincerely thank the 

University of the West Indies Cave Hill Campus, and 

its Principal, Professor Sir Hilary Beckles, for agreeing 

to establish a Centre for Food Security and 

Entrepreneurship on the land. 

 

The Centre will be key to the changing of attitudes 

and behavior about food and agriculture and their 

role in development; will incorporate the best in 

agricultural technologies consistent with the concept 

of a green economy; will use stored solar energy 

where possible; will also explore and promote 
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commercially viable enterprises; will produce 

professional farmers and agricultural professionals; 

will focus on generating wealth from enterprises 

based on food and agriculture; and will link them to a 

variety of other economic activities.  

 

It will become a catalyst for sustainable agricultural 

production and food security in Barbados. It will help 

us to reach out to young people, remove the stigma 

associated with agriculture in Barbados, and provide 

the human resources that are necessary for a modern 

food sector. The Centre itself will incorporate a 

commercial component that will contribute to its long-

term financial sustainability, and by extension, that of 

the University.   
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We have some excellent ideas, but there are some 

major hurdles ahead. For example we have not yet 

been able to effect that much needed synergy 

between agricultural production and the consumption 

needs of the tourist industry. This is not the fault of 

the farmers of Barbados. Our hoteliers have had to be 

reminded constantly that visitors to our shores are in 

search of a new experience, including a new culinary 

experience. The successful Oistins and Moontown 

experiences need to be replicated across the island.  

  

Moreover, the promotion of the designation of 

Historic Bridgetown and its Garrison as a World 

Heritage site in 2011 should be linked with the 
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promotion of locally grown and prepared food, and 

hence agriculture, as part of Barbados’ cultural 

heritage. Our tourists must be  exposed with more 

frequency to our culinary delights such as local fruits, 

Barbados black belly lamb, flying fish, and traditional 

vegetables and ground provisions as part of their 

gastronomic experience.  There is also the the 

potential for the utilization of the by-products of local 

agriculture in craft and artisanal products derived 

from animal hides, straw, seeds, roots and grasses for 

the souvenir market.  

 

I am aware that the disconnect between the 

agricultural and tourism sectors today is not nearly as 

acute as it was 25 years ago, but there is still much 
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work to be done and the job of suasion and education 

must continue. 

 

In any event, what was true in relation to sugar as an 

export commodity, historically, is still true of the non-

sugar sector here in the local market. The sector has 

needed guarantees in relation to market access, 

prices, quotas and, in some cases, it also needs 

subsidies. If market access guarantees are to be at all 

possible, the hotel and the supermarkets and other 

outlets should be able to plan their business confident 

that they can rely on the assurances of supply given 

to them by farmers. It cannot be that potential buyers 

are made to forego more reliable sources of supply, 

trusting on the commitments given to them by 

 28 



farmers, only from time to time to be disappointed in 

the end. 

 

It is my view, therefore, that the Barbados 

Agricultural Society as a legitimate farmers’ 

organization, should not tire of engaging the 

Barbados Hotel and Tourism Association as a 

legitimate hoteliers’ association, on this issue, with a 

view to putting in place appropriate protocols that 

bind the Barbados Agricultural Society and on which 

the members of the Barbados Hotel and Tourism 

Association can rely.  A similar type of engagement 

should take place with the other potential outlets. 
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This will require a greater degree of discipline and 

coordination among farmers, a greater degree of 

cooperation and, yes, a greater degree of 

collaboration. If these three elements are not present, 

the problems of chaotic and unregulated production 

will continue and the losers in all of this will be the 

farmers. 

 

Allied to the need for coordination, cooperation and 

collaboration is the need for quality control as far as 

that is possible. If quantitative needs are satisfied but 

qualitative needs are not, the infrastructure of 

confidence on which the relationship between seller 

and buyer should rest would be unnecessarily 

undermined. Quality control requires discipline and 
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order. The BAS must continue to improve its capacity 

to supply, both in terms of quantity and quality. 

 

 

Another major area of concern in the local market is 

that of pricing. The local consumer not infrequently 

claims that it is cheaper to buy some imported food 

items than to source them locally. This issue has 

stubbornly refused to go away. It may be true that 

because of economies of scale factors and, 

consequently, higher production costs, local farmers, 

if they are to make any kind of profit, have to sell at a 

price higher than that at which the imported item is 

being sold. 
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I do not think, though, that farmers have done 

enough to impress on their customers that, in buying 

local, they are supporting the creation and protection 

of jobs here in Barbados; that when they buy local, 

they are saving Barbados’ foreign exchange; that 

when they buy local, they are contributing to the 

promotion of the stability of Barbados’ balance of 

payments position. That of course does not relieve 

the farmer from the responsibility of being as cost –

effective as possible out of regard for the consumer! 

 

There is a mighty battle of public education ahead 

that must be jointly shared, and the government must 

and will assist the BAS, and all other local producers 

similarly circumstanced, in the battle for the minds, 
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bodies and the palates of our people. The challenge 

in this regard should not be underestimated, and this, 

perhaps, is the biggest task ahead. 

 

I accept that the government has a responsibility to 

protect local producers, be they farmers or otherwise. 

Farmers and other producers, like fishermen, also 

have a duty to set the highest possible standards for 

themselves and to pursue excellence in their methods 

of production, preservation and presentation. There is 

always room at the top. Aim to get there. Consumers 

always know when you have. Remember that the 

Government also has a responsibility to the 

consumer.  
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Economic development, according to that very 

thoughtful scholar, the late George Beckford, takes 

place when there is improvement in the material 

welfare of the broad mass of people, consistently and 

substantially, over a period of time. Economic growth 

can occur, and does frequently occur, without any 

perceptible improvement in the material welfare of 

the general populace. Of course, the material welfare 

of people is not to be restricted to how much money 

they have in their pockets but more broadly to their 

general well being. 

 

As is the case with all the other productive sectors, 

Barbados’ interest in the reform of the agricultural 

sector relates to its direct relevance to the economic 
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development of this country. For a start, if the 

agricultural sector is going to provide the 

development we need as a country, there must be   a 

business-like approach which requires a sound 

structure, well based projections, and a plan. The 

structure is intended to reflect the functions 

contemplated for the business. 

 

The agri-business should be seen as a mechanism for 

providing a reasonable livelihood for the owners of 

the business and also an equally reasonable livelihood 

for employees. All of the incidents of enlightened 

business practice should attach to agri-business. 

 

 35 



In addition to primary production for the purposes of 

supplying to marketing outlets, the business must 

establish possible synergies with other sectors, 

particularly manufacturing and tourism. Agro- 

processing is an imperative for the sustainability of 

the agricultural sector. 

 

We must recognize that there are some disabling 

factors which attach to the achievement of the 

objectives outlined for the agricultural sector. One of 

these is limited access to land. In order to move this 

reality from problem to opportunity, even as we 

develop our new land use policy, every aspect of the 

sector must  come to grips with the need to do more  

agriculture with less land. 
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Hence the need also to embrace scientific production 

methods and attract more young people to this 

sector. We also need to go beyond the 4H approach 

and to actively demonstrate to our youth in secondary 

schools and tertiary institutions the potential of 

agriculture in all its facets, and to link it to science 

and technology. 

 

I should be less than candid , were I to omit from this 

address an issue  with which farmers have been 

having constantly to deal: that of praedial larceny. 

 

My discussions with affected farmers during my 

recent tour of Agrofest impressed the seriousness of 
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this scourge even more deeply on me. I do not like 

using the word “unfair” because only victims or their 

sympathizers use it, but I have to say that this most 

unfortunate practice is most unfair to farmers.  

 

Many have called for amendments to the law to 

provide for stiffer penalties but penalties become 

relevant only after you have nabbed the perpetrator , 

and that is where the challenge has been. I assure 

you that the government has been taking a 

comprehensive look at this problem with a view to 

tackling it in a holistic way. Intended approaches will 

include fixing the receiver with the responsibility to 

certify that the supplier can account for the origin of 

the item being supplied, in accordance with the 
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standards set by the amended law. Penalties will be 

stiffened to deal with both parties if collusion is 

established. 

 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, food represents a major item 

of expenditure for every family (about 34% of 

income), and food imports represent 25% of our 

imports. Recent data from the Central Bank indicate 

that inflation climbed between 2009 and 2011, and 

the major component of the increase appears to be in 

the areas of energy and food.  We have begun the 

restructuring of energy and look forward to reaping 

the benefits of this process in the not too distant 

future. Let us do the same with food and, by 

extension, the agricultural sector. We have had all the 
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discussions, so now it is time for us to roll up our 

sleeves and get down to business in order to ensure 

the viability of our nation. 

 

In conclusion I want wholeheartedly to endorse these 

developments as an effective means of triggering 

over time the return of Barbadians to the land.  This 

time we would not be doing so as captive labourers or 

peasants but as modern agricultural entrepreneurs, 

involved in all stages of the production, processing, 

distribution and sale of nutritious and healthy food.  

 

I consider this migration as probably the most 

effective and therapeutic means of crossing the 

threshold to economic emancipation after nearly 400 
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years of subordination and exploitation through 

bondage to the land. 

 

I invite you to accompany me in my pursuit of the 

vision of positive, effective and enduring change in 

the agricultural sector of Barbados, for the benefit of 

all Barbadians. 

 

I thank you.   
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