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REPORT

ACP-EU JOINT PARLIAMENTARY ASSEMBLY
FACT-FINDING MISSION TO SURINAME, SAINT VINCENT AND SAINT LUCIA

29 May - 3 June 2008

I. BACKGROUND

1. At its meeting of 24 June 2007, the Bureau of the ACP-EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly 
(JPA) decided, following a proposal from the ACP group, to send a fact-finding mission to 
study questions relating to the banana industry in the banana exporting countries.

2. At its meeting of 11-12 September 2007, the Bureau decided that the mission on the banana 
industry would visit Suriname and St Lucia.

3. The dates of the mission were confirmed at the Bureau meeting of 16 March. At the suggestion 
of Suriname, the Bureau agreed that the mission would also look into the rice sector in 
Suriname.

4. An ACP-EU joint fact-finding mission was accordingly sent to Suriname, Saint Vincent1 and 
Saint Lucia, from 29 May to 3 June 2008.

Members:
EU
• Hon. Glenys KINNOCK (UK), MEP, APC-EU JPA Co-President, head of delegation
• Hon. Michael GAHLER (Germany), MEP, APC-EU JPA Vice-President
• Hon. Lydie POLFER (Luxembourg), MEP, ACP-EU JPA Vice-President

ACP
• Hon. Wilkie RASMUSSEN (Cook Islands), MP, APC-EU JPA Co-President, head of 

delegation
• Hon. Donald RAMOTAR (Guyana), MP, ACP-EU JPA Vice-President
• Hon. Otmar RODGERS (Suriname), MP, ACP-EU Vice-President

Accompanied by:
• Mr Guido VAN HECKEN, JPA (EU) co-secretariat2

• Ms Ingrid PONCE, JPA (EU) co-secretariat2

                                               
1 Since, for logistical reasons, the delegation had to make a stop-over in Saint Vincent (also a banana growing 

country), the delegation accepted the invitation of the Saint Vincent authorities to include a short fact-finding 
mission in that country in its programme.

2 No ACP staff member from the JPA co-secretariat accompanied the delegation.
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II. OBJECTIVE OF THE FACT-FINDING MISSION

5. The principal objective of the fact-finding mission was "to study questions relating to the 
banana industry in banana exporting countries"3. At the suggestion of the Surinamese
authorities, the delegation agreed to include in its remit an assessment of the problems of the 
rice producing sector in that country.

6. The delegation further defined the general mandate it received from the JPA Bureau in the 
following way:
- its basic objective would be to acquire a good understanding of the banana sector and the 

problems affecting it, as seen and experienced by the Caribbean side. The delegation would 
be interested in hearing its interlocutors' views on the future of the banana industry for their 
countries' economies and development, taking into account:
a/ the successive WTO panel rulings,
b/ the CARIFORUM-EU EPA, and
c/ the ongoing Doha round negotiations and the likely effect their outcome may have on the 
EPA and on the development of the banana sector in the Caribbean;

- in relation to the rice sector in Suriname, the delegation decided to limit itself to receive the 
information provided by the competent authorities and stakeholders from the sector;

- an additional objective would be to discuss the possibility of organizing a JPA regional 
meeting for the ACP's Caribbean region after the signature of the CARIFORUM EPA and the 
provisional entry into force of some of its provisions4.

7. In terms of methodology, the delegation felt that its objectives could be best achieved by 
organizing a series of contacts with, on the one hand, the political authorities (including 
Parliaments or Members of Parliament) from the countries visited, and on the other hand, 
stakeholders from the local banana (and rice) industry (growers, processors, exporters, 
plantation and processing workers and/or their representatives, ...), and by field visits, wherever 
possible.

8. Given the time constraints and the scope of the delegation's mandate, it was decided - with 
regret - that, contrary to normal practice, the delegation would not include in its programme 
visits to EDF-funded projects outside the sectors directly related to its remit.

III. PROGRAMME

9. The delegation met a wide cross-section of those concerned with the banana (and rice) sector on 
the basis of a programme of meetings drawn up by the authorities of Suriname, Saint Vincent 
and Saint Lucia, in consultation with the Surinamese Embassy in Brussels (H.E. Ambassador 
G.O. HIWAT) and the EC delegation in Paramaribo for Suriname, and the Embassy of the 
Eastern Caribbean States in Brussels (Chargé d’affaires Mr. A. THOMAS) for Saint Vincent 
and Saint Lucia5.

                                               
3 Minutes of the JPA Bureau meeting of 24 June 2007, doc. APP/100.119/BUR
4 The possibility of regional or subregional JPA meetings "with a view to strengthening regional integration and 

fostering cooperation between national parliaments" is provided for in Article 17 (3) of the Cotonou Partnership 
Agreement.

5 See programme of delegation in annex
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10. The delegation managed to meet almost all its intended interlocutors despite programme 
modifications necessitated by travel circumstances (delays in connections between the different 
destinations of the delegations), engaging in frank and in-depth exchanges of views throughout.

11. The delegation is particularly grateful for the audiences accorded by the Vice-President of 
Suriname, H.E. Mr Ramdien SARDJOE (former co-President of the JPA), the Prime Minister 
of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, H.E. Mr Ralph GONSALVES (who also hosted a dinner 
for the delegation), and the Prime Minister of Saint Lucia, H.E. Stephenson KING, and for the 
working breakfast presided by the Governor General of Saint Lucia, H.E. Dame Pearlette 
LOUISY.

12. Due to the extremely busy programme of the delegation, the complexity of its remit and the 
short time spent in each of the countries visited, parliamentary contacts had - by necessity - to 
be limited. However, in Suriname - country where most time was spent - the delegation paid a 
courtesy call to the Hon. Paul SOMOHARDJO, Speaker of the National Assembly; in Saint 
Lucia, the delegation was joined by Senator the Hon. Everistus JEAN-MARIE (member of the 
JPA for Saint Lucia) and by the Hon. Kenny Davis ANTHONY, MP.

13. During the Suriname leg of its mission, the delegation was also accompanied by H.E. Mr 
Gerhard Otmay HIWAT, Suriname’s Ambassador to the EU and current chair of the ACP 
working group on bananas, whose valuable insights into the problems affecting the banana 
sector in the Caribbean region greatly helped the delegation's understanding and assessment.

14. Also in Suriname, the delegation met representatives from civil society, who briefed it on the 
general situation in the country. In Nieuw-Nickerie, the representatives of the banana sector 
(board members and management, and representatives of the Banana Trade Union) held a 
working lunch with the delegation.

15. In Saint Vincent, the delegation had an information session and a lively exchange of views with 
representatives of the banana sector (growers, processors, plantation workers and trade union 
representatives).

16. Various contacts (interviews, briefings) with the local media were organized in Suriname and in 
Saint Lucia.

IV. CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

17. The talks held by the delegation covered the following issues:
 general economic and social situation in the countries visited;
 importance of the banana sector for the economy of the countries visited;
 problems affecting the banana sector under the current EU banana regime;
 likely impact of the CARIFORUM EPA for the banana sector and the economy in general, 

also in the light of the WTO rulings and arrangements, the negotiations in the framework of 
the Doha Development Round and the ongoing negotiations between the EU on the one 
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hand, and the USA and banana producing countries from Central America and the Andean 
Pact countries (generally referred to as the MFN6 banana suppliers) on the other hand;

 possibilities for diversification of the economies of the countries visited;
 (in Suriname: importance, development and problems faced by the country’s rice sector).

18. In all three countries, the delegation appreciated the open and frank character of the exchange 
of views with the different stakeholders, and noted that – independently from their place, 
function and position in the production and marketing chain in the banana (and rice) sector – all 
interlocutors showed a remarkable unity of vision and analysis on the prevailing situation in 
their economic sectors, and its perspectives as a consequence of the possible results of the 
ongoing EPA negotiations between the region and the European Commission, the European 
Commission and Central American and Andean Pact Countries on the establishment of a Free 
Trade Agreement, and the settlement of the dispute between the WTO and the European Union 
on the EU banana regime for ACP countries.

The context: a region preparing to sign the first full Economic Partnership Agreement

19. The delegation’s visit took place at a moment of great uncertainty and high expectations in the 
CARIFORUM region, to which the three countries visited belong. The CARIFORUM was the 
only region to have initialled, at the end of 2007, a “full” Economic Partnership Agreement 
(EPA) with the European Union. From the delegation’s contacts with government officials and 
members of the CNRM7, it was clear that one of the reasons for the region’s willingness to 
enter into this EPA with the European Union was the hope that the agreement would be able to 
protect the region’s special preferential banana import regime into the EU, which was (and still 
is) challenged by a number of MFN banana producers (supported by the USA) before the 
WTO.

20. At the moment of the delegation’s visit, expectations were that the CARIFORUM EPA would 
be signed in July 20088. The outcome of the Doha Round negotiations in the framework of the 
WTO and of the banana disputes before the panels of that organisation’s Dispute Settlement 
Body were still very much unclear and the subject of speculation.

21. Protection of domestic and regional markets from full liberalisation under WTO-imposed rules, 
which the delegation's interlocutors hoped to achieve, were clearly at the heart of the 
CARIFORUM's willingness to enter into an Economic Partnership Agreement with the 
European Union, the region's principal export market for its main agricultural products, 
amongst which bananas and rice.

The EPA provisions state that for a period of two years leading up to full duty-free and quota-
free access, CARIFORUM rice exporting countries will be given quotas for import into the EU: 
187,000 tons for 2008 and 250,000 tons for 2009. The quotas will be duty-free compared to the 
approximately €65 per tonne paid at the moment of the visit. The quotas are more generous 

                                               
6 MFN: most favoured nation
7 The Caribbean Regional Negotiating Machinery (CRNM) was created by the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 

Governments to develop, coordinate and execute an overall negotiating strategy for various external trade 
negotiations in which the Region is involved.

8 The CARIFORUM-EC EPA was eventually signed in Barbados 0n 15 October 2008 by thirteen CARIFORUM 
States and the EC. Guyana subsequently signed the Agreement on 20 October in Brussels. Haiti, the only UN-
designated LDC in the CARIFORUM Group, has not yet signed the Agreement.
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than the present 145,000 tonnes available to Guyana and Suriname; this represents increases of 
29% and 72% for 2008 and 2009 respectively.

In a special "Update" on the "EPA Provisions on Agriculture", published in January 2008 by 
the Caribbean Regional Negotiating Machinery, the region's negotiators argued that "Bananas 
will gain full duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market from the inception of the EPA. 
In effect, the recent ruling of the WTO dispute settlement Panel against the EU’s preferences 
granted to ACP banana exporters, will no longer be applicable since the duty-free preferences 
under the EPA are now protected under WTO rules governing free trade areas"9, and further 
referred to the EPA's "Joint Declaration on Bananas", "in which the importance of the industry 
to several CARIFORUM countries is fully acknowledged, and which also recognizes the need 
for the EU to maintain significant preferences for the product"9.

22. At the same time, the delegation heard that government officials of all three countries visited 
were deeply concerned about the ongoing Free Trade Agreement negotiations (started in 2007) 
between the EU and Central America (Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, 
Nicaragua) and the Andean Community (Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru). The delegation's 
interlocutors expressed fears that these negotiations may further aggravate the already 
precarious situation of the Caribbean and other ACP States by accommodating the Central 
American and Andean countries by making further concessions in the WTO Doha 
Development Round, so much so that practically no effective preference will be left to justify a 
reciprocal EPA.

As the delegation heard in meeting after meeting, by itself the EPA will not bring a more 
certain or secure future for the CARIFORUM banana industry. While the EPA will eliminate 
the threat of challenges to the preferential access arrangements for ACP imports, in a quota-free 
environment it is the tariff on MFN imports that will minimise the competitive pressure on 
ACP imports and ensure that they have a place in the market. Therefore, even with the EPA, if 
the tariff is too low, the less competitive ACP suppliers will have very little chance of surviving 
the harsh and competitive market environment.

Surinamese Vice-President SARDJOE explicitly referred the delegation to his recent speech on 
bananas at the EU-LAC Summit less than two weeks before the delegation's visit10, where he 
informed the EU and the Latin-American heads of state that "the Caribbean is very concerned 
because of the threats that the ongoing tariff binding discussions between the European 
Commission and MFN suppliers from Latin America in the framework of the Doha 
Development Round, and the negotiations for free trade agreements between the EU and the 
Andean Pact and Central America, are posing to the preferential access we enjoy for bananas in 
the framework of the EPA".

The Surinamese Vice-President's speech echoes a statement issued just a day earlier, on 15 
May, by the CARICOM ministers, who "noted with satisfaction that the recently initialled 
Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) will shield the Region’s preferential access to the EU 
market from further legal challenge in the WTO. On the other hand, Ministers expressed their 
grave concern about the possible reduction in the EU’s Most Favoured Nation (MFN) tariff on 

                                               
9 See: http://new.crnm.org/index.php?view=article&catid=59%3Arnm-updates&id=174%3Aspecial-rnm-update-

getting-to-know-the-epa-provisions-on-agriculture&option=com_content&Itemid=128
10 Vth EU-LAC Summit, Lima (Peru), 16-17 May 2008
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bananas, which provides the necessary preferential margin that enables the Region to continue 
exporting profitably to the European market"11.

The delegation's interlocutors observed that, ever since MFN suppliers were granted quota-free 
access to the EU market in January 2006 (the 'tariff only' regime), the share of MFN bananas in 
the EU market has consistently increased in the 24 months since 2006; by the end of 2007, 
MFN exports to the EU had increased by 680,785 tonnes, bringing their market share to 73% 
(from 69% in 2005), while the ACP (and EU) share decreased from 31% to 27% over the same 
period.

23. The general context at the time of the delegation’s visit and its subsequent evolution is 
adequately summarized in a recent CTA12 Agritrade Executive Briefing paper13, from which 
the delegation’s co-chairs borrow the quotes in the following subsections:

Bananas in the CARIFORUM-EU EPA negotiations

24. “In the context of the EPA negotiations the EC proposed to remove all remaining quota and 
tariff limitations on access to the EU market for ACP exports immediately following the entry 
into force of EPA agreements, with the exception of rice and sugar. This offer was formalised 
in the comprehensive EPA initialled by the Caribbean ACP countries (except Haiti) in 
December 2007 and in the various interim EPAs initialled with certain regions and individual 
countries towards the end of 2007. This primarily benefited non-LDC banana producers, since 
LDC producers already enjoyed duty-free, quota-free access under the EBA14 initiative 
following the end of the quota-restricted transition period. It should be noted that all non-LDC 
banana-exporting ACP countries initialled either a comprehensive EPA (the Caribbean) or 
bilateral interim EPAs (African countries). This enabled all non-LDC ACP banana exporters to 
benefit from the duty-free, quota-free access granted under EU Council regulation No. 1528 of 
December 20th 2007. This will provide the basis for banana exports to the EU from non-LDC 
ACP countries until such time as the EPAs have been signed and enter into force. The only 
exception to this will be if an individual ACP government indicates its intention not to sign the 
currently initialled IEPA. Under such circumstances the EC can remove the country from the 
list of beneficiaries of Council regulation No. 1528, with a resulting loss of the duty-free, 
quota-free access extended through this regulation.

It is by no means clear what the implications of this measure will be for ACP exporters, since
the value of the duty-free, quota-free access will be strongly influenced by:
 the market-price effects of EU banana-sector reforms (where the EC appears to be making

financial provision in the banana-sector budget for significant price reductions);
 the outcome of the WTO banana dispute, in terms of the market-access arrangements

established for dollar-banana suppliers;

                                               
11 "CARICOM Ministerial Statement on Bananas", CARICOM Secretariat, Turkeyen, Greater Georgetown, Guyana, 

15 May 2008
12 Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation ACP-EU
13 CTA Agritrade Executive Brief on Bananas, January 2009, http://agritrade.cta.int/en/Resources/Agritrade-

documents/Executive-briefs/Banana-Executive-brief
14 Everything but Arms
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 the outcome of the EU FTA negotiations being launched with various regions which include
dollar-banana suppliers.

Caribbean banana producers in particular are concerned that the EC duty-free, quota-free offer
for bananas could further marginalise the position of traditional Caribbean banana suppliers on
the EU market as competition from African banana suppliers intensifies. Given past trends in
EU banana exports, these fears appear to be well-founded.

Towards the end of 2007 the EC appeared to believe that, through the full incorporation of the
banana-trade arrangements with ACP countries into EPAs, the basis for a WTO challenge
would be removed (since a basic objective of EPAs is to establish a WTO-compatible basis for
ACP trade preferences). The view that EPAs would shield Caribbean banana preferences from
further WTO challenge was one eagerly taken up by Caribbean governments. However, it is far
from clear to what extent this is the case. The WTO continues to find against the EU’s banana
import regime and pressure is increasing for the EC to reinstate the July 2008 WTO deal on
bananas, which will greatly reduce the MFN duty charged on Latin American exports of
bananas to the EU market, thereby increasing the price-competition faced by ACP suppliers
(who do not enjoy the income support extended to EU banana producers).

Given current uncertainties, an as-yet-unexplored issue is how corporate players in the banana 
sector will respond to the evolving context and how these corporate decisions will impact on 
patterns of ACP banana production and trade.”

Bananas in the WTO (dispute settlement and Doha Development Round)

25. “The tariff-only import regime which entered into force on January 1st 2006 establishes a flat-
rate tariff of €176 per tonne for bananas imported from ‘most favoured nation’ suppliers and an 
annual import quota of 775,000 tonnes subject to a zero-duty rate for ACP bananas. The 
explicit objective of this tariff remained the maintenance of the existing market position of 
various suppliers.

However, while ACP suppliers objected to the tariff applied under the new regime as too low, 
Latin American suppliers remained convinced that it was too high. Consequently, despite the 
introduction of the tariff-only regime from January 1st 2006 the banana dispute has rumbled 
on.

On July 16th 2008 the EC announced its willingness to accept proposals put forward by the
WTO director-general Pascal Lamy which proposed:
 a tariff of €116 per tonne, a big cut from the existing tariff of €176 per tonne;
 delay in implementation of MFN tariff reductions over the period until 2015 in order to

allow ACP banana producers to adapt;
 an initial tariff cut of €26 per tonne in the first year (from January 1st 2009), a further cut of

€9 per tonne in the second year (from January 1st 2010) and then a €5 cut in each remaining
year to 2015 (to reach €116 per tonne by January 1st 2015).

ACP representatives described the Lamy offer as ‘an unacceptable threat to its producers’, 
since it would give ‘undue advantage to the Latin American producers’ and ‘deal a lethal blow 
to the ACP banana industry’. In contrast Latin American diplomats said ‘... we are positive we 
can agree something. We are very close but not yet there’. These discussions however became 
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academic following the collapse of the WTO negotiations at the end of July 2008, and the EC’s 
withdrawal of the offer which it had previously endorsed.”15

V. INFORMATION RECEIVED

Suriname

26. The banana and rice sectors in Suriname have to be seen against the global background that 
only 15% of the country's labour force is engaged in agriculture. Agriculture contributes 5% to 
the GDP and 7.4% to exports. The largest contribution comes from the fisheries sector, 
followed by rice.

The Commission’s Country Strategy Paper for Suriname therefore rightly states that “trade 
plays a crucial role in determining Suriname’s development prospects. The high degree of trade 
openness and a narrow export base render the economy vulnerable to external shocks. Any 
significant change in the demand for, or supply of, Suriname’s tradable products has an 
immediate effect on GDP.”16

Rice
27. Rice accounts for about half of all cultivated lands and is a major export to CARICOM and the 

EU. It is cultivated on some 22,000 ha in the Saramacca, Coronie and Nickerie districts. Total 
annual production is currently around 180,000 tons of paddy, of which half is exported. The 
other half provides the main basic staple food in the daily diet. About 8,000 families are 
directly dependent on the rice sector for their income (in the Nickerie district, visited by the 
delegation, this income dependency on rice is about 80%).

28. The government’s policy in the rice sectors aims at enhancing the competitive position of 
producers, processors and other actors in the industry by improving productivity, management, 
research, training and marketing. These policies are supported by the European Union: a sum of 
over 9 million euro has been allocated as special funding for the rice sector, with the main 
objective of increasing the efficiency and sustainability of the Surinamese rice industry.

29. The delegation’s interlocutors (in Paramaribo: the minister of Agriculture, animal husbandry 
and fisheries, his colleague for Trade and industry, and the representatives of the small rice 
farmers of the Saramacca district; in Nickerie: the representatives of the millers association, of 
the Agriculture Bank, of the trade unions of the sector, and the financial director of the 
‘Sunrice’ company) identified the following challenges and bottlenecks for the sector’s future:
- erosion of market access to the EU; the Surinamese rice industry has been tailored 

specifically for export to the EU market, and is now facing fierce competition from 
subsidized EU and USA rice;

- increase in production costs (fuel, fertilizer and agro-chemicals);

                                               
15 In February 2009, a draft EC proposal offered a similar scheme of gradual tariff reductions as the 27 July 2008 

proposal by Pascal Lamy in order to achieve a "landing zone" of 114€/metric ton by 2016. ACP ambassadors 
indicated that tariffs of no less than €160 per ton must stay in place for at least six years if African and Caribbean 
banana industries are to survive (and any tariff below €120 per ton would wipe out ACP banana production).

16 Republic of Suriname - European Community Country Strategy Paper and National Indicative Programme for the 
period 2008 - 2013
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- vetustity of the machine park (machines are no longer able to cope with the expansion of the 
rice cultivation area);

- shortage of working capital;
- necessity for further investment in research, development and extension services.

Bananas
30. Like most of its industrial production, Suriname’s banana industry is concentrated in the 

polders developed during Dutch colonial rule in the fertile low-lying coastal zone. Soils are 
fertile but high in clay content, and therefore require good drainage management systems, the 
construction and maintenance of which adds to the production costs. As mentioned in the EC’s 
Country Strategy Paper for Suriname, “various studies show that the conditions in Suriname for 
banana production are ideal: no climatic catastrophes, hurricanes, earthquakes, volcanoes; the 
country is flat, there is enough water and sun, there is relatively cheap labour and Suriname has 
so far been spared from black Sigatoka disease.”

In 2001, bananas were Suriname’s leading agricultural export product and the country’s third 
foreign exchange earner (after shrimp and fish). The banana industry was run by Surland Ltd, a 
parastatal company, and concentrated in two large state-run plantations in the districts of 
Saramacca and Nickerie, totalling 2,300 ha.

31. As the delegation could verify, infrastructure on the banana plantations is well developed. The 
Jarikaba banana farm in Saramacca has an extensive motorized pulley system to transport up to 
200 bunches of bananas at a time to the packing facility. In the packing plant, the bananas are 
cut into store-sized bunches and placed into washing basins. Fruits unfit for export are removed 
by conveyer belts and used for internal consumption or animal feed. The good quality export-
sized bananas are washed and packed in boxes. An effective – but costly - drainage and water 
supply system is in place, offsetting the inconveniences caused by the high clay content of the 
soil.

32. From nearly 40,000 tons a year in the early 1980’s, export volumes dropped steadily to below 
30,000 tons in the 1990’s, followed by a further drop in 2000 and 2001. Production costs (also 
caused by the application of minimum labour standards, social facilities such as schools, and 
decent wages on the state-run plantations) and low productivity levels made the banana 
industry uncompetitive: in 2001 the production price for a box of bananas selling at $ 6.50 was 
$8.00. Surland closed in April 2002.

33. Taking into account the natural advantages of Suriname for banana production, the government 
decided to implement a drastic restructuring plan and to set up institutional reforms in order to 
create an adequate framework for the viable long-term development of the sector. After 
approval by the Council of Ministers, this plan was approved for EDF support in November 
2002. Production operations were relaunched in June 2003 through the Foundation for the 
Restructuring of the Banana Sector (Stichting Behoud Bananen Sector – SBBS), and exports 
restarted in March 2004.

34. In March 2005 the privatisation of Surland was launched through an international tender 
restricted to a limited list of potential investors (established on the basis of a call for expression 
of interest). Eventually, however, the potential investors decided not to submit a bid because of 
the prevailing uncertainties about the future EU banana regime, requesting that the tender be 
relaunched in 2006.
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A new call for expression of interest was launched in February 2006, and 7 companies reacted. 
But again the uncertainties about the EU banana regime and the evolution of the ACP quota 
delayed privatisation.

Pending the privatisation of Surland, SBBS signed in October 2006 a management contract for 
2 years with the French company Agrisol (which was already responsible for marketing the 
fruit in Europe), with the possibility of an extension if by the end of that period privatisation 
has not been achieved.

Shortly after the delegation’s visit, in July 2008, the Surinamese government announced an 
open tender for the privatization of SBBS. Both the Government of Suriname and the European 
Commission have indicated the need for SBBS to partner with a much larger company that has 
international market access. The primary candidates could be the Univeg Group, an 
international fruits and vegetables conglomerate headquartered in Belgium, and Fyffes, 
Surland's former European partner headquartered in Ireland.

35. A Special Framework for Assistance (SFA) to the Surinamese banana industry was set up in 
the EC budget. Between 1999 and 2007 eight SFA agreements were signed for a total amount 
of 20 million euro. At the time of the delegation’s visit, the SFA was ending (a last payment of 
1.2 million euro was foreseen for 2008). In addition to the SFA, the EC agreed in 2005 to 
reallocate 2.5 million euro of non-spend EDF funds for Suriname’s banana industry in order to 
finance inputs.

36. The delegation was informed that the main problem faced by the Surinamese banana industry, 
concerns access to the EU market. Until 2005, EU market access was regulated by a complex 
system of import quota in combination with import licences, which were allocated to importers 
on the basis of historical import volumes. Once attributed, these licenses could be traded on the 
open market. Most license holders were private companies from traditional banana importing 
countries. Most of these countries – but not Suriname – have created their own organizations 
for importing bananas in Europe. Between 2004 and 2006, Suriname was obliged to buy 
licenses for an estimated 10 million euro in order to be able to import its bananas into the EU.

Since 2006, the system of import quotas and licenses has been replaced by a first-come-first-
served system, which affords free access to the EU market – within agreed maximum quotas –
to ACP bananas. Although the delegation's interlocutors pointed out the imperfections of this 
system, they agreed that it had led to a lowering of the costs of exporting bananas to the EU.
Nevertheless, and in spite of the increase of productivity under the new management (in 
comparison with the productivity obtained under Surland), the Surinamese banana industry 
remains relatively fragile and vulnerable to changes in external production factors. In 2007 
bananas represented 7.5% of the total value of Surinamese exports to the European Union 
(compared to 13.3% in 2001, but 3.5% in 2004, the year banana production started again)17.

Saint Vincent and Saint Lucia

37. The delegation’s visit took place only weeks after a conflict between banana producers and 
exporters (Windward Islands Banana Development and Exporting Company – WIBDECO –
and the St. Lucia Banana Corporation – SLBC) for the control of the local banana industry and 

                                               
17 CTA Agritrade Executive Brief on Bananas, January 2009, http://agritrade.cta.int/en/Resources/Agritrade-

documents/Executive-briefs/Banana-Executive-brief
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the certification from the British-based Fairtrade Labelling Organisation (FLO) had been 
settled after talks between the Prime Ministers of the Windward countries.

In both countries visited the delegation came across identical or very similar problems affecting 
the future of the banana industry (and therefore prospects of the future economic development 
and social stability of the countries); therefore, they will be treated together in the following 
sections of this report (with due indication of differences between the two, when relevant).

The Windward Island banana industry
38. In comparison with the MFN banana producers (and also with other ACP producers, including 

Suriname), the Windward Islands (the former British colonies Dominica, Saint. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, and St. Lucia, and the French overseas department of Martinique), face particular 
problems, caused or compounded by inherent geographical and climatic factors. The 
geographical location of the Windward Islands makes them vulnerable to hurricanes and 
tropical storms between the months of June and October, to drought in the early months of the 
year and to a continuous threat from volcanoes and earthquakes.

As small economies, they face difficulties in integrating into the liberalized world agricultural 
trading system the WTO and EPA negotiations aim to establish, and in receiving equitable 
benefits from it. Their relatively small land base is exacerbated by steep topography that further 
limits the utility of available land. Competing land-use demands such as for housing, industry 
and tourism in flat and gently sloping areas is a further constraint to agriculture. The average 
farm size in the Windward Islands is quite small, with a majority of holdings less than 1 hectare 
in size. Most of these holdings are not suitable for irrigation or large scale production. Yields 
are less than half those in the MFN production areas. Labour costs account for almost 70% of 
total production costs18, and thus bananas are a major income generator for their populations.

Topography and the physical environment affect trade in agricultural products. All trade is 
through sea or air shipment and the steep terrain entails high costs for infrastructural 
development in terms of roads and airports. The present airport in St. Vincent cannot 
accommodate large commercial airlines, which limits the export of fresh perishable 
commodities, and the planned new Argyle international airport will not be operational before 
the end of 2011.

39. In both countries, the delegation was informed that alternatives to bananas for keeping the 
economy afloat are extremely limited19 in the short and medium term, and failure to compete in 
the EC market will condemn the present producers in the Windward Islands to subsistence 
farming and considerable poverty. In both countries, members of the government voiced their 
fear that, if no solution is found for the problems facing the banana industry, the countries may 
soon fall victim to the “obvious alternative” of cannabis or hemp, and that elimination of 
preferences may encourage banana farmers to enter the drug trade.

                                               
18 This is also - although not only - because, under the Fairtrade scheme to which banana producers in both countries 

adhere, minimum ILO labour standards and the principles of "decent work" are applied (see following paragraphs).
19 The delegation was informed that diversification of agriculture, as advised by the EU, was hardly a possibility, given 

the limited land surface of both countries («We have the few hundred square kilometres we have, and can’t invent 
more land», a minister told the delegation). Also tourism has its limitations and is heavily dependent on external 
factors beyond the control of the governments, as was illustrated by the recent decision by a number of major 
airlines to reduce the number of passenger flights to the Windward Islands because of high fuel costs.
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40. The successive reforms to the EU banana regime, since it was established in 1993, led to the 
erosion of the protection given to ACP banana producers, and have resulted in a massive 
decline in the fortunes of the banana export trade. Because of the lack of suitable economic 
alternatives to the banana cultivation and the difficult conditions for growing bananas at an 
industrial scale, the Windward economies have suffered most from these changes to the banana 
regime.

The islands’ market share has been eroded by large scale, lower-cost producers from Latin 
America. This has resulted in falling production, reduced revenues, and an increase in 
unemployment and related social problems. On top of this, farmers have to deal with natural 
disasters. In 2007 Hurricane Dean destroyed 75-80% of bananas in Saint Lucia and 10% in 
Saint Vincent.

41. For Saint Lucia, banana production and export is the most important activity in the agricultural 
sector. But between 1992 and 2008, annual export volumes fell from 135,000 tonnes to 30,000 
tonnes, revenues crashed from US$71m to US$22m, and the number of banana farmers fell 
from 10,000 to around 1,500. In Saint Vincent, bananas represented in 2007 9.4% of the total 
value of the country's exports to the European Union (compared with 14% in 2001). In total, 
the number of small-scale banana growers in the Windwards has fallen from 25,000 in 1992 to 
less than 4,000 in 2008.

In Saint Vincent, banana production employs upwards of 60% of the work force and accounts 
for 50% of merchandise exports20. Minister of Agriculture Montgomery DANIEL informed the 
delegation that between the mid-1990s and the present the number of banana growers in his 
country had dropped from over 8,000 to approximately 1,500.

42. With limited possibilities for diversification of their economies and increasing difficulties to 
compete against MFN banana producers, the Windward Islands have tried to survive on the 
European banana market by finding (or creating) a "niche" market. They successfully 
transformed themselves from traditional banana producers into Fairtrade producers.

The short field trips in Saint Vincent and Saint Lucia and the meeting in Saint Vincent with 
representatives from all stakeholders in the banana sector provided the delegation with a clear 
understanding of the way the Fairtrade scheme operates21.

43. Of the remaining banana growers in the Windward Islands approximately 3,400 are members 
of the 48 Fairtrade groups across the Islands. With more than 85% of all bananas grown in the 
Windward Islands now Fairtrade certified, it is only access to Fairtrade markets that is enabling 
the Windward Islands industry to survive22.

                                               
20 According to the Government website http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2345.htm#econ
21 With thanks also to the website of the Faitrade Foundation (http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/producers/bananas/winfa/

default.aspx)
22 When Sainsbury’s announced it would convert all of all its banana supplies to Fairtrade, Dr Kenny D. ANTHONY, 

then Prime Minister of St Lucia and one of the delegation's interlocutors, said: "In this era of competitive global 
trade, small-scale farmers like ours have little or no chance of survival without the kind of market intervention that 
is provided through Fairtrade. Not only does Fairtrade guarantee a fair price to our farmers, but the social 
premium that i s  generated through the Fairtrade sales provides invaluable support for projects in rural 
communities throughout the Windward Islands".



AP/100.574 14 CR\772490EN.doc

The Windward Islands Farmers Association (WINFA), established in 1982 to promote the 
social and economic welfare of small-scale farmers, started to promote Fairtrade in the early 
1990s, holding discussions with farmers and other stakeholders in the industry. In the late 
1990s WINFA began working with Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO) to 
facilitate the setting up of a Fairtrade structure on the islands. WINFA became a registered 
Fairtrade banana producer and started to ship Fairtrade bananas in July 2000. 

In order to qualify for Fairtrade registration, banana farmers have to be organised into 
democratic organisations (co-operatives). A new structure was set up to guarantee transparency 
and participation in the decision-making process. Individual Fairtrade farmers are organised 
into Fairtrade Groups in their local areas. The local groups enable farming communities to 
support each other and improve their productivity and environmental management. Fairtrade 
farmers elect the members of the National Fairtrade Committees, which oversee the 
development of Fairtrade and the distribution of the social premium (see below). All Fairtrade 
bananas are sold directly to WIBDECO, the exporting organisation.

Farmers who sell under the Fairtrade label receive higher prices than those who sell bananas 
under the traditional system. In addition, Fairtrade farmers receive a social premium. This is a 
separate payment made on every box of bananas sold. This payment, which for farmers in Saint 
Vincent and the Grenadines amounts to USD 1.70 per box, is designated for social and 
economic development in the producing communities. The social premium is used to improve 
the social infrastructure in the farmers’ communities, towards their own capacity building and 
generally to improve living standards23.

In order to be accepted as Fairtrade producers, farmers must adhere to several principles and 
practices:
 Producer organisations must be democratic, participatory, non-discriminatory and 

transparent;
 Implementation of internationally recognised labour standards, based on ILO conventions24;
 Implementation of environmental standards that protect the environment and minimise use 

of fertilisers and pesticides.

44. The Fairtrade market niche may offer the Windward Islands' banana industry some reprieve in 
the short an medium term, but will presumably not solve in the long term the structural problem 
of small banana-based economies in a completely liberalized global economy. The European 
Commission recognizes this reality in its Country Strategy Papers for the two countries, be it in 
a somewhat more tongue-in-cheek language:

"Whilst the Saint Vincent and the Grenadines economy has been performing rather strongly in 
recent times, the fundamentals for continued growth have been deteriorating and there are 
several factors which threaten continued strong performance. The prospect of a tariff-only 
system for market access in the EU and a sharp rise in input costs during the year, the banana 

                                               
23 The furniture (chairs and tables) in the community meeting room where the delegation met representatives from the 

stakeholders in the banana industry in the Marriqua Valley in Saint Vincent had been purchased with the social 
premium.

24 Including, as the delegation was told by a female worker in a packing shed at a farm in Saint Lucia, the use of safety 
gear (aprons, gloves, protective mouth and nose mask), and the prohibition for breast feeding mothers to handle 
chemicals.
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industry confronts the daunting task of remaining competitive in a fully liberalised market. An 
additional challenge is the need to modernise and maintain agricultural health and safety 
systems for domestic and export trade. The use of irrigation and higher planting densities will 
partly assist in increasing production but the industry still persistently faces the longer-term 
structural challenges such as small holdings and mountainous terrain"25;

"EU banana preferences have undoubtedly made it more necessary to diversify agricultural 
production but efforts in this regard will be hindered by topographic constraints, high labour 
and other input costs and slow technological and skills adaptation. There is a need to facilitate 
structural change in the economy, as the expansion of the tourism sector has not been sufficient 
to compensate for the decline in banana production and manufacturing since the early 1990s. 
Further measures must be taken to promote domestic investment (outside of tourism), labour 
market flexibility and development of skills in competitive sectors"26 (although the Country 
Strategy Paper remains rather vague on which these 'competitive sectors' might be).

VI. CONCLUSIONS

45. The delegation deliberately refrains from making recommendations. As will be clear from this 
report, immediately prior to the delegation's mission and in the weeks and months following the 
mission, developments in the "banana dossier" (and to a lesser extent also in the "rice dossier") 
were so many and so profound that the face of the industry and its prospects have dramatically 
changed since the time of the delegation's visit and the many talks it held in the three countries 
it visited. After a further string of delays, the CARIFORUM-EU EPA was finally signed by all 
but one of the CARIFORUM countries in October 2008 and is now in the process of being 
ratified; on the European side, a new Commissioner for Trade has replaced Commissioner 
Mandelson, who was called back to the UK to join Prime Minister Brown's government; talks 
in the Doha Development Round stalled over a divide on major issues and it is not clear when 
they will be able to resume; in the meantime, the European Commission as intensified its talks 
with the Central American and Andean Community countries on Free Trade Agreements and 
has recently proposed major concessions on tariff reduction for the import of MFN bananas 
into the European Union27, the consequences of which are difficult to anticipate (except for the 
prediction that they will further erode the position of ACP bananas on the EU market)...

46. For our delegation, the most important value of our mission to Suriname, Saint Vincent and 
Saint Lucia at the particular time it took place in mid-2008, is the fact itself that it took place. 
Our delegation should be seen as a concrete show of solidarity from our Joint Parliamentary 
Assembly with the Caribbean Region at a time of severe economic and social difficulties. The 
information and experiences gathered during our brief but intensive mission in the three 
countries, and the quality of the meetings and discussions has undoubtedly allowed us to gain a 
more profound insight and understanding in the problems faced by small economies in the 
global system and their immediate consequences for the livelihood and the well-being of their 
populations. In this sense, the mission has helped the participants, and through them their 

                                               
25 Saint Vincent and the Grenadines – European Community Country Strategy Paper and National Indicative 

Programme for the period 2008 – 2013 (10th EDF)
26 Saint Lucia - European Community Country Strategy Paper and National Indicative Programme for the period 2008 

– 2013 (10th EDF)
27 See footnote 14
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political constituencies, to determine in a more informed way their positions in the ongoing 
debates on EPAs, the future of the ACP group, and the future of the world economy in the 
framework of the WTO.

47. This visit follows five years after a JPA delegation visited the region in 2003. In the 
conclusions of its mission report then, the delegation wrote: "There is mounting concern about 
the prospects for the EPA negotiations and also the FTAA process in the wider Hemisphere. 
The removal of tariffs would have a negative effect on the revenue base of small Caribbean 
economies. The threat of annihilation of businesses as a result of trade reciprocity needs to be 
addressed, and good account needs to be taken of the concepts of vulnerability and 
smallness"28. It would seem to the delegation that these conclusions are not only still valid, but 
now seem to have become an irreversible reality for the region.

48. The insights gained during the delegation's mission are also reflected in the final communiqué 
of the 3rd regional meeting in the Caribbean region of the JPA29: "The banana industry in the 
Region ... is likely to be negatively affected by the outcome of the EU’s negotiations. 
(Members) are concerned by the news that the EU is finalising negotiations with Central 
American States which could result in a cut in the EU import tariff on Central American 
bananas, although, legally, the Cariforum EPA is supposed to protect the banana sector. Given 
the importance of bananas especially to the Windward Islands, which has enabled them to 
develop economically and socially, erosion of the EU market for bananas from these countries 
will have serious economic and social consequences that could lead to security threats and 
instability in the Region. It was stated that diversification from this sector is almost impossible 
as there are no other viable alternative export products in the short term. It was emphasised that 
it is also important to take into account the Central American banana industry, and to find a 
balance between the needs of banana industries in the Caribbean and Central American States.
Furthermore, Members insisted that the provisions for consultation in the Cotonou Agreement 
and the Cariforum EPA be fully respected during these negotiations."

49. The delegation also fully supports the appeal made by the government of Saint Lucia in the 
summary of its latest census of agriculture, and feels that it is perfectly applicable to all the 
countries of the region: "In spite of the imperative of globalization and notwithstanding the 
sharp reduction in the overall number and area of holdings, small holdings continue to 
dominate the agricultural landscape. The persistence of the small holdings in the era of trade 
liberalization signals the need for official recognition of the social and human development 
dimensions of development and the implications for poverty alleviation as well as food 
security."30

50. The delegation concludes that, although the Caribbean banana production is expensive beyond 
competition, it is low in human and environmental cost. Most of the small developing countries 
where this type of production takes place have few, if any, alternatives to banana production.
The delegation urges the Commission to take into account these non purely economic factors 

                                               
28 Report on the joint mission of the ACP-EU Joint Assembly delegation to the Caribbean, 3 - 9 February 2003 (doc. 

APP/3495 of 13.3.2003)
29 3rd Regional meeting of the ACP-EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly: Caribbean Region, 24 to 27 February 2009, 

Georgetown, Guyana: Final Communiqué (doc. APP 100.509)
30 Government of St. Lucia, Ministry of agriculture, forestry and fisheries: 2007 St. Lucia census of agriculture –

Summary of censal results and their comparison with previoujs censuses. Prepared for the Dissemination Seminar, 
Castries, St Lucia, October 18, 2007
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and human development considerations in its negotiations with the MFN countries and in the 
framework of the WTO.
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- Dr. Arnold THOMAS, Minister-Counsellor in the Embassy of the Eastern Caribbean States 
in Brussels
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* * * 



AP/100.574 18 CR\772490EN.doc

A N N E X 

THE CO-SECRETARIAT

ACP-EU JPA fact-finding delegation to Suriname, Saint Vincent & St. Lucia
29 May- 03 June 2008

PROGRAMME

(Wednesday 28 May)

15.00 Arrival of staff of JPA co-secretariat with flight PY 993 from Amsterdam

15.45 Transportation to Paramaribo & check-in in Royal Torarica hotel 

Thursday 29 May

10.00 Preparatory meeting for JPA co-secretariat at EC delegation in 
Paramaribo

16.45 Arrival in Paramaribo of EU delegation (KL 713 from Amsterdam)

17.00 - 18.00 Transportation to Paramaribo & check-in in Royal Torarica hotel

19.00 - 20.00 Briefing with the Commission

20.30 - 22.30 Dinner hosted by EC Dinner at Restaurant Park Avenue
Introductory remarks on Suriname politics, social context and EC 
programme by Mr. Hans Lim-A-Po (Director Institute for Social Studies), 
Ms. Shaarda Ganga (Coordinator Council of NGO Networks) and Ms. 
Helena Laakso (Chargée d'Affaires a.i. EC Delegation Suriname) -
(Venue: Commissaris Roblesweg 24)

Return to hotel
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Friday 30 May 

7.50 Pick up from hotel

08.00 - 08.30 Courtesy visit to Speaker of The National Assembly of the Republic of 
Suriname, Hon. Paul Somohardjo

09.00 - 09.45 Courtesy visit to the Vice-President of the Republic of Suriname, H.E. 
Ramdien Sardjoe

10.00 - 13.00 Meeting with the Minister of Agriculture, Animal Husbandry and Fishery 
(LVV),H.E. Kermechend Raghoebarsing and The Minister of Trade and 
Industry (HI) H.E. Clifford Marica followed by meeting with 
representatives of the small rice farmers from the District of Saramacca
(Venue: Ministry Trade &Industry, Havenlaan Noord)

13.30 - 14.15 Lunch (offered by SBBS) - (Venue: Jarikaba)

15.00 - 18.00 Meeting with Board/Management of SBBS (Banana Foundation), 
followed by a field trip. - (Venue: Jarikaba)

18.00 - 18.30 Return to Paramaribo - back at hotel

19.30 - 22.00 Cocktail at Restaurant Spice Quest (upstairs) - hosted by the co-presidents 
of the ACP-EU JPA
(Venue: Dr. J.F. Nassylaan 107)

Saturday 31 May

08.00 Pick up from hotel

08.00 - 12.30
Field trip:

Orientation in the district of Nickerie : 
Meeting with Board/Management of SBBS (Banana Foundation) and 
Banana Trade Union, followed by a field trip

13.30 - 14.30
Lunch (offered by SBBS)

15.00 - 17.15 Talking rice with stakeholders (i.e. Representatives of the - Rice planters): 
- Rice farmers districts Nickerie and Coronie
- Millers association
- Experts of- LVV;- ADRON; SNRI.
- The importer of small agriculture inputs;
- The Director of the Agriculture Bank (LBB),
- The Minister of Agriculture, Husbandry and Fisheries (LVV),



AP/100.574 20 CR\772490EN.doc

- The Districts Commissioner of Nickerie 
followed by a field trip (Venue: ADRON Nickerie)

17.15 - 21.15 Return to Paramaribo (Back at hotel)

Sunday 01 June

04.00 Departure from hotel to airport

06.30 Departure from Paramaribo to Trinidad (PY 729 to Port-of-Spain)

12.50 LI 718 - Port-of-Spain – Saint Vincent

13.50 Arrival in Saint Vincent & transfer to Grand View Beach hotel

15.30 Drive through banana growing area (Mesopotamia/Marriaqua Valley)
with H.E. Montgomery Daniel, Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries, and 
Mr. Allen Alexander, Permanent Secretary

16.30 Meeting with stakeholders in the St. Vincent banana industry, presided by 
the Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries

19.30 Dinner at the residence of the Prime Minister, H.E. Ralph Gonsalves

22.30 Return to hotel

Monday 02 June

06.00 - 07.00 Working breakfast - debriefing with H.E. Montgomery Daniel, Minister 
of Agriculture and Fisheries, and Mr. Allen Alexander, Permanent 
Secretary

07.00 Departure from hotel to airport

09.50 Departure from Kingstown to St. Lucia (LI 310)

10.20 Arrival at George F.L Charles Airport 

10.45 Meeting with the Honourable Guy Mayers, Minister for Trade, Industry, 
Commerce & Consumer Affairs
(Venue: Ministry of Trade, Industry, Commerce, & Consumer Affairs)

12.00 Meeting with Prime Minister, Honourable Stephenson King. - (Venue: 
Prime Minister's Official Residence, Vigie) 

12.30 - 13.30 Meeting with Ministry of Agriculture along with stakeholders –
WIBDECO, NFTO & Management of the Banana Production 
management Unit



CR\772490EN.doc 21 AP/100.574

13.45 - 15.00 Lunch at The Auberge Seraphin Restaurant

(Compliments: FAIRTRADE)
15.00 - 18.00 - Visit to banana farms in the Roseau and Cul de Sac Valley

- Visit to IRDC Cul-de Sac to observe delivery of banana exports
18.00 - 18.30 Transfer to Coco Palm hotel
19.30 - 22.30 Dinner at Garden Beach Resort

(Compliments: WIBDECO)

Tuesday 03 June

08.30 - 10.00 Breakfast with Governor General, Speaker of the House, President of the 
Senate, the Hon. Prime Minister and other Parliamentarians, including 
leader of the opposition - (Venue: Governor General’s official residence, 
Morne Fortune)

10.00 - 10.30 Visit to the Castries Central Market & Vendor’s Arcade
10.45 - 11.45 Meeting at the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries and the 

Environment
11.45 - 12.00 Return to hotel
13.00 Departure from hotel to airport

End of programme
(16.20) Departure from St. Lucia to London Gatwick (VS 32 to London Gatwick)

Wednesday 04 June

(05.30) Arrival at London Gatwick


