PAK NAN GINEN:

HISTORY: In 2011, a young Haitian named Louino 'Robi' Robillard returned to St Raphael, the town of his birth, for
the first time since the death of his mother over 2 decades ago. He had been brought up in Cite Soleil, a
marginalized area of Haiti's capital, Port au Prince, and had became a respected social leader and activist. Coming
back to his town was about rediscovering his roots, truly learning about where he was from. He not only learned
about the history and culture of the area, but also its challenges. And one of the things that struck him most was
the severe deforestation of the many mountains that surround the town of St Raphael, and the droughts and
erosion that came with the lack of trees.
Robi had traveled the country as a researcher and mapping agent, searching for strong communities. In the
process, he had discovered and been inspired by rural communities that had successfully reforested themselves.
He believed that he had a responsibility to try to bring this kind of initiative to his hometown. One of the greatest
lessons that these other communities taught him was that rural Haitians had to see to believe - they would only
commit to reforestation if its benefits had been demonstrated and proven. So Robi decided he should be the one
to start - and he came up with the idea of Pak Nan Ginen - a community park and forest that he could use to help
demonstrate the value of trees and the environment, and that could be used as an organizing space for local
peasant cooperatives.
In 2012, Robi and his wife, Sabina, bought a quarter-hectare of
land off of Route 3 in an area called Rak Blez, in the rural outskirts
of St Raphael. It was completely bare land, having been used for
farming annual crops. There was one small tree on the entire
property - it was a blank slate. They called it Pak Nan Ginen as a
call to Haitians to remember their roots and the need to coexist
with nature. Over the next few years, Robi, Sabina, and a host of
community volunteers would plant over a hundred trees and
begin to transform this bare strip of land into a living forest.

THE FOREST:
Robi did not just want to plant a forest, but to plant an educational forest. He
wanted people, especially young people, to connect trees with a sense of history
and respect. So not only did Robi and his team plant over a hundred trees, but
almost every single one is tagged with the name and story of someone
important. Some of them are Haitian heroes - Sanite Belair, Jean Jacques
Dessalines, Charlemagne Peralte -and some of them were global symbols of
peace and social change - Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Aung Sung Suu Kyi.
Still others were closer to home, and were planted in the memory of family
members of people connected with the park who had passed away. So the forest
was at once a park, a museum, and a memorial that community members could
walk through and learn from.
The forest is young and diverse: there are dozens of kinds of trees, from fruit trees - mango, avocado, citrus - to
shade trees - almonds, bwa chen, neem - to decorative trees - flamboyan and palms. There are even mapou trees,
which are important trees but much stigmatized by Haitian cultural beliefs. As of now, there are only a dozen trees
that are as tall as a person, but with time and care, this will transform into a true forest in a matter of years.

THE NURSERY
The idea behind Pak nan Ginen is not only to have a small model
forest inside of the park, but to inspire people to plant more trees
across St Raphael. In this aim, Robi and his team developed a
partnership with two local agronomy students and helped them to
establish a community nursery. This has given the agronomy
students a place to put their knowledge into practice, and has also
become a source of saplings for the rest of the community.
The nursery has cultivated trees from mango to moringa, and there
have been several distributions to local community members. They
have experimented with cultivating seeds that are both rare (the
chokogou tree that was once indigenous to Haiti and somewhat
disappeared) and foreign (like the sapot seeds that were brought by
someone from the Dominican Republic).

Above right: a tree tagged for Sanite
Belair, a Haitian revolutionary hero
Above: the nursery when it was being
established
Above right: a distribution of moringa
seedlings to local farmers

THE CHOUKOUNE
Robi also saw the need to create more community-oriented spaces. The area had
a lot of peasant cooperatives and groups, but there was no true neutral meeting
space for them to come together and talk. Nor was there really a space where
trainings and meetings with people from out of town could happen. So Robi
applied for a small grant from the Pollination Project to build a choukoune, a
traditional Haitian meeting space. It was designed and made by local
professionals and community members, and is a cool place to sit and hold
discussions at any time of day. There are already a few community groups who
use the space for meetings.
Robi has bigger visions for the choukoune - ideally, it should be lit so that young
people in areas without electricity can come to study. Robi also hopes to bring
more people to the area to participate in trainings, workshops, and exchanges.

OTHER COMMUNITY SERVICES
Robi wanted the park to be of practical use to the community while the
trees were still growing, so he made use of the space to provide certain
important community services. He paid for a well to be dug on the
property to support the trees, the nursery, and also to provide access for
local community members to have water for household use.
Unfortunate, a drought and a few erratic rainy seasons have dried the
well, so water has to be brought in from the outside.
Because sanitation is such a critical issue in the countryside, Robi wanted
to make sure that the park was a model. The first thing that was built on
the property was a proper latrine, which serves people using the
property, people in the community, and even visitors to St Raphael.
Because the forest is still young, there was a small part of the property
that didn't yet have trees. When local young people expressed their
desire for a football field, Robi decided
to keep it empty so that they could have
a place to play. As long as the young people keep the grass low, the space is theirs,
and Robi has brought balls, uniforms, and small goals for them. The open space
has also been used to host open-air cinema nights for the community.
Top left: the building of
the choukoune
Above: the well (before
the drought)
Far right: the community
latrine
Near right: young boys
playing football

For more information, please contact Louino Robillard at louino.robillard@gmail.com or (509)-38448172

