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Mr. Prime Minister
AP PHOTO/DIEU NALIO CHERY

Garry Conille ’99 (MPH) might
be the perfect candidate for the posi-
tion he acquired in mid-October —
prime minister of Haiti.

The Caribbean nation is still reeling
from the earthquake that struck in
January 2010, killing 200,000 to
250,000 people and causing $8 billion
to $14 billion in damage. Since then a
cholera outbreak has taken the lives of
an additional 6,700 people and infected
nearly half a million.

In addition, Haiti has the dubious
honor of being the most impoverished
country in the Western Hemisphere,
not to mention a long history of vio-
lence and political strife.

“I see Haiti as a patient, a dying
country that needs to be revived,” says
Patrick Sylvain, a Haitian language and
culture instructor at Brown University.
“Therefore,” he says, “a team of doctors

would be the best possible group to
revive it.”

Conille is a doctor, with a medical
degree from the University of Haiti to
go with his master’s degree from UNC’s
Gillings School of Global Public Health,
as well as extensive experience as a
United Nations’ development specialist.

Sylvain says he hopes Conille will
treat Haiti like a patient, “by putting
human needs front and center.” 

“The rehabilitation of Haiti,” Sylvain
says, “will be done through multiple
factors, not just one, but education,
health, environment and security.” If
Conille comes up with a holistic
approach, he says, Haiti will be on the
right path.

Many forces at work
Regardless, it will be a long and

arduous path. 

Haiti, which is roughly the size of
Maryland, has a population of 9.7 mil-
lion people, more than half of whom
live in poverty.

Conille also is grappling with the
divide between supporters of Haitian
sovereignty and a so-called “shadow
government” formed by the myriad
nongovernmental organizations
(including U.N. peacekeeping forces)
that operate in Haiti.

His development background,
experts note, is suited to the task.

From 1999 until he became prime
minister, Conille worked as a develop-
ment expert for various branches of the
United Nations. His work took him to
Ethiopia, Niger and back to his home-
land, where he had a lead role in creat-
ing the Interim Haiti Recovery
Commission (IHRC) and served as
chief of staff to the U.N.’s special envoy

Native son
helping

lead Haiti
through

crisis



to Haiti, former President Bill Clinton. 
He also was a research scientist at Columbia

University’s Earth Institute, run by economist
Jeffrey Sachs and known for its focus on sus-
tainable development. He is a protege of
Harvard University Professor Paul Farmer,
known for his implementation of community-
based health care initiatives for the poor, includ-
ing an extensive program originating in rural
Haiti.

Conille “knows the mixed fabric of non-
governmental organizations, governmental
organizations and Haitian government struc-
tures,” says Deborah Jenson, professor of
Romance studies and co-director of the FHI
Haiti Humanities Lab at Duke University and a
member of the UNC-Duke Consortium in
Latin American and Caribbean Studies. “Being
able to create a more collaborative, responsive
and accountable fabric of interconnection
between those different elements,” she said, “will
be key to Haiti’s recovery.”

In short, she said, “Garry Conille is going to
be operating in two distinct worlds.”

One of those is the world of “international
development, the U.N., the IHRC, Bill Clinton
and Jeffrey Sachs,” she said. The other is “a
Haitian government that is extremely wary of
outside influences.”

‘I need you to come and help me’
It’s a challenge, Conille said, that he could

not turn down. 
Conille had just begun a new U.N. assign-

ment in Niger when Haitian President Michel
Martelly tapped him to be prime minister. 

“Michel Martelly looked me in the eye and
told me, ‘I need you to come and help me put

these kids in school,’ ” Conille told The Miami
Herald. “ ‘I need you to come and help me with
this whole camp situation. I just don’t know how
to do it. I need you.’ How can you look the guy
in the eye and say, ‘It’s your problem, I’m going
back to Niger.’ How do you do that?”

So Conille said yes. 
Then the Haitian Chamber of Deputies said

yes; after a contentious debate, the Haitian
Senate also said yes.

Since then, his appointment has met with
cautious optimism. At a minimum, Haiti
observers said they were grateful the country’s
No. 2 position had finally been filled. From
May, when Martelly was elected, to October,
when Conille took office, Haiti did not have a
prime minister. “There was no active govern-
ment,” Jenson says. “That was a period of con-
siderable disarray, and Haiti can’t afford disarray.”

A statement from the U.S. Embassy also
focused on the political impasse, which evolved
when Martelly’s first two picks for prime minis-
ter failed to meet with parliamentary approval. 

“We hope that … President Martelly and
Prime Minister Conille will move swiftly to
make up for lost time in doing the important
work of governing,” the statement says. “The
United States is ready to work together with
our partners in furtherance of this goal.”

Deborah Bender ’82 (MPH), UNC professor
emeritus of public health, touted Conille’s train-
ing in medicine and public health policy, as well
as his “indefatigable energy and commitment”
to alleviating poverty. 

“Haiti,” she notes, “is fortunate to have such
a leader to constructively champion the way
forward.”

— Lucy Hood ’83
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Those who know him say new Haitian Prime Minister Garry Conille ’99 (MPH) might have the
right combination of health care and international experience to help the poor Caribbean nation
devastated by an earthquake two years ago.
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