Seeds of Change
Farming traditions and climate futures
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AN ISLAND EXPOSED
Dominica’s unique topography and its location in the
Atlantic hurricane belt has produced a complex and
varied ecological context for agriculture. The island
boasts the most mountainous geography in the
Caribbean with rich volcanic soils and very rugged
terrain, most of which rises above 1500 meters. This
dramatic verticality also makes Dominica the wettest
island in the region. When moisture drifting along the
Atlantic Tradewinds is pushed up and over the central
mountain range, water condenses and produces
abundant orographic rainfall. This atmospheric effect
results in wetter, cooler conditions along the windward
coast and interior and hotter, drier weather along the
eastern leeward side. Climate hazards are regular part of
life on Dominica - heavy rains, winds, and severe storms
are common and, on average, a hurricane or tropical
storm impacts the island about once every four years.
The rugged terrain also leaves it prone to landslides and
flash floods during heavy rain.
Despite these significant environmental challenges,
agriculture has been the driver of the island’s economy
since the colonial period. After the British secured
ownership in 1763, sugar plantations were established
in the island’s rich river valleys, but the sector was never
as prosperous as on other islands. Most farms were
small estates and homesteads nestled in the mountains.
After Emancipation in 1838, plantations slowly gave
way to smaller scale, family farms and a booming
banana industry that propelled rural development
throughout the Windward islands of Dominica, St. Lucia,
St. Vincent, and Grenada. From the 1960s through the
1980s, Dominica’s National Banana Corporation grew
to sustain over half of the island’s workforce, enabling
the rural population to secure land ownership, build
better homes, and invest in the education of their
children. Yet these years of ‘green gold’ came to an
end by the mid-1990s amidst rising costs, decreasing
foreign aid, and international demands for free trade,
which together promoted steady declines in banana
fortunes. These circumstances sent ripple effects across
the island’s economy, inducing trends in emigration,
rural abandonment, and declines in export earnings that
continued until the industry finally collapsed in 2014.
Since this time, no other commercial crop has emerged
to replace bananas as an economic mainstay.
While the loss of the industry has been a devastating
economic transition for the country and the region, the
story of bananas often overshadows the innovative
responses of Dominican farmers who remain, many of
whom have succeeded in building alternative agricultural
livelihoods in diverse forms of local food production.
Today, many rural households continue to produce
food both for subsistence and exchange. Farmers sell
their produce in traditional local markets and through
inter-island traders known as ‘hucksters’, who have
operated throughout the Caribbean since the era of
plantation slavery. At the same time, new agricultural
entrepreneurs have established lucrative economic
niches in value-added and direct-to-consumer services
and by supplying the island’s supermarkets and hotels
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A huckster loads his produce onto a barge bound for neighbouring islands
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with fresh fruits and vegetables. Such positive outcomes
make Dominica a particularly bright spot for agriculture
in the Caribbean, which is considered one of the world’s
most food import-dependent regions.
Despite these positive developments, farmers are quick
to point out the substantial economic limitations to
their success. Island markets are small and easily glutted,
prices are high, regional transportation infrastructure is
severely outdated, and government support is minimal.
Because of these struggles, most younger Dominicans
do not consider farming a viable livelihood option.
NEW CLIMATE VARIABILITY
In recent years, new changes in Dominica’s weather
patterns are compounding farmer’s pre-existing
economic problems. This phenomenon, known as
‘double exposure’, is a serious global problem that is
impacting farming livelihoods and food production
systems around the world. In the Caribbean, regional
climate models predict future trends of warming
and drying weather with more frequent heat waves,
droughts, and increasingly severe storms.
In Dominica, there is widespread agreement among
farmers that the climate is changing and that these
changes began about 5-7 years ago. They describe
two distinct types of change: the increasing frequency
of extreme weather events and new variation in
established weather patterns. While the island receives
high rainfall most of the year, Dominican farmers
could rely upon a seasonal transition from wet to dry
months. Rains regularly subside during a period from
February through May called kawenm in the local
Kwéyòl language. The dry season is named so for its
overlap with the Catholic time of Lent (which in French
is called Carême). Regular rainfall would resume as the
hurricane season began in June, with the greatest risk
of severe weather being in August and September.
This predictable seasonality enabled farmers to plan
according to a regular planting cycle. Farmers knew
to avoid clearing land before periods of heavy rain to
prevent erosion. They planted root crops like tannia and
dasheen when rains resume in June, but well before the
hurricane season brings more powerful storms. Likewise,
the turn of the year was the time to plant sun-loving
crops like Irish potatoes, seasoning pepper, cabbage, and
broccoli – the last of the seasonal rains would enable
the plants to catch and they matured nicely during the
dry months of kawenm.
But now farmers report that the arrival of the dry
season has become increasingly unpredictable. As one
farmer described to me, ‘we haven’t had a true kawenm
since about 2012. Now, it’s rain or sun anytime. Before,
we knew what to do, now it’s all a gamble.’ These
observations align with meteorological data, which
indicate that Dominica is receiving less rain overall,
but that rain is more evenly distributed throughout the
year. Farmers also describe how, when rain falls, it is
more intense and occurs over shorter periods of time.
Increases in this phenomenon, known as convective
precipitation, are linked to global dynamics of climate
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change. In Dominica, farmers are experiencing loss
of crops and erosion of exposed soil due to these
unexpected, heavy downpours.
In addition to new seasonal unpredictability, farmers
have also been exposed to a series of major weather
events. On Christmas Eve 2013, Dominica was hit
by heavy rain and strong winds generated by an
unseasonal weather system that caused major flooding
and infrastructural damage in the southeast. Then,
just two years later in August 2015, tropical storm
Erika delivered unprecedented amounts of rain that
pushed three farming villages into the sea, damaged
countless farms, and took out every bridge along the
island’s major coastal highway. While the island was still
recovering, hurricane Maria made landfall on Dominica
in September 2017 as a category 5 storm. As the most
intense and deadliest tropical cyclone of the hyperactive
2017 Atlantic hurricane season, Maria produced hours
of wind and rain that destroyed homes, stripped the
rainforest bare, and blanketed mountains and villages in
a field of debris.
UNCERTAINTY, LOSS, AND OPPORTUNITY
The compounding factors of climate variation and
severe weather events have taken their toll on
Dominica’s farming capacity by generating new
disruptions to market connections, income streams, and
weather patterns. Farmers’ access to regional markets
was severely impacted by the collapse of productivity
following Erika and Maria. This lack of produce forced
hucksters to source supplies from other islands like St.
Vincent and St. Lucia to keep their market connections
and many have not returned. As of 2019, Dominican
farmers report that they are still unable to sell produce
to hucksters at pre-Maria levels.

Sisters tending their potato crop

In addition, farmers have endured substantial losses in
tree crop revenue following Hurricane Maria. Trees such
as citrus, coconut, avocado, and other tropical fruits,
spices, and wood were a diversification strategy that
many utilized to adapt to the decline of bananas. Trees
are known as a ‘lazy man’s crop’ meaning that once
established they require less labor than other types of
farming while generating reliable income. When Maria
felled the majority of trees on the island, many farmers
lost a large percentage of their annual income that
cannot be quickly regained – an avocado tree takes
10-15 years to reach its mature size, while mahogany
is a 25-year investment. To add insult to injury, the loss
of tree cover resulting from Maria has also created new
atmospheric conditions that have substantially reduced
rainfall. Deforestation is known to decrease precipitation
and increase surface temperatures, factors that have
combined with regional weather patterns to produce
several periods of extended drought since 2017.
While farmers agree that the impacts of recent severe
storms have been extremely damaging, perspectives are
more mixed when it comes to new seasonal variability.
Farmers in areas that receive the heaviest rainfall view
the change in seasonality with some optimism. As one
describes, ‘The rain is not as much as it was before, but

Tree crops such as avocado pear are vulnerable to high winds.
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that is good for us because we got too much. Now we
can grow more things year-round. In the past, we had to
avoid carrot because they would get yellow from too much
water. But now rainy season carrots are nice and sweet! It’s
the same with melon. Before you would only see it during
kawenm. Now it’s possible to grow all year.’
In this way, new changes in climate have opened the
door for opportunistic experimentation, a phenomenon
that is particularly prevalent among women farmers. In
addition to experimenting with growing crops out of
season, women are also more likely to have diversified
their production to include non-traditional crops such as
bulb onions, sweet corn, eggplants, and courgettes. But
these same farmers also acknowledge they are dealing
with new risks as well. Many vegetable growers have
lost dry season harvests of broccoli or cabbage when
unexpected rains arrive and rot their crops. In dryer
areas, water has become an increasing struggle and bush
fires a growing risk.
BUILDING CLIMATE RESILIENCE ?
In the wake of hurricane Maria’s devastation, Dominica’s
prime minister, Roosevelt Skerrit, announced a new
development strategy - Dominica was to become
the world’s first climate resilient nation. While this
declaration has brought significant international
attention and foreign aid, the impacts on farming
communities are still to be determined. In rural
development, the idea of climate resilience is linked
to ‘climate-smart agriculture’ (CSA), which is intended
to boost sustainability and food security under new
conditions of climate change. While few would disagree
with this aim, there is often a large gap between the
intentions of CSA plans and their applicability to local
conditions. In Dominica, CSA has been promoted
mostly through technology-based solutions such
as greenhouses and enhanced plant varietals from
overseas. By and large, these solutions have not proved
to be sustainable improvements for Dominican farmers.

to buy expensive and hard to source chemicals to
achieve optimum results. In addition, because CSVs
are often introduced through short-term development
interventions, farmers loose access to them after the
project ends.
In contrast to high-tech solutions from the outside,
many farmers are adapting traditional techniques and
locally based strategies to respond to the changing
climate. Many of these innovations can be described as
integrated farming practices, meaning that they work
with the existing agroecology instead of trying to control
and standardize it. A good example of this approach
is the use of the yam stick method whereby farmers
plant yams in mounds of earth with a stick about 3-4
meters tall in the center. As the yam plant grows, the
vine climbs the stick and forms an aerial biomass that
captures moisture from the air. Water condenses on the
leaves and drips down to the soil, enabling the plant to
retain productivity during periods of drought.
Other examples of integrated practices developed to
manage water issues and conserve soil include various
mulching and soil composting strategies and the use
of drains, raised beds, and complex terracing systems.
Farmers have also adapted by making their farms more
wind resistant. This includes changing the types of crops
they grow, planting windbreaks and berms, and finding
innovative uses for natural materials.
Although such place-based solutions represent tangible
steps toward addressing the new threats of climate
change, they are not widely recognized or supported.
Neither is the knowledge and creativity of the farmerinnovators who have developed them. Acknowledging
and investing in Dominica’s local strengths, in
combination with more effective infrastructural support
for farmers, would work to promote truly sustainable
progress and climate resilience.

Greenhouses give farmers greater control over the
production environment, but their upkeep requires
specific knowledge and significant cash investments
over time. In Dominica, farmers are often given
greenhouses with very little training or ongoing support,
which means they are unable to access their profit
potential. And, even if a greenhouse is productive,
finding a reliable market for increased supply may prove
challenging. When a strong wind takes the plastic away,
most greenhouses remain uncovered. Farmers simply
cannot justify the financial expense to repair a structure
that offers such little reward.
Climate-smart varietals (CSVs) are plant varieties that
are bred specifically to address climate-based issues.
This may include features such as drought tolerance
or enhanced disease or fungal resistance. In Dominica,
multiple CSVs have been promoted. Often farmers
are offered a ‘tech-pack’ approach where they are
given seeds with instructions to follow as the crop
matures. Growing any new crop comes with a steep
learning curve, but CSVs have also required farmers

122

Samantha King is a PhD Candidate in Anthropology at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She has been
conducting research on agricultural change with farmers
and farming families in Dominica since 2012. Farmer
perspectives on climate change that are described in this
article derive mostly from survey data collected from 201819 in two rural villages.
Contact: www.samanthaking.info | skk@unc.edu

An uncovered greenhouse
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