
A HISTORY OF AGRICULTURE

IN THE

COLONY OF BRITISH HONDURAS

by

F. C. DARCEL

AUGUST 1954



x

D/A

If for correction of his more glaring inaccuracies—well and good.

If for vetting approval for publication by the wri.ter--fai.rly well but not

so good.

If for publication under official patronage—not what we should say!

D
G/G



CONTENTS

PAGE NO.

1 I INTRODUCTION

2 II PRESENT DAY AGRICULTURE

A. Peasant Agriculture
3 B. Estate Agriculture

4 III ESTABLISHED INDUSTRIES

A. The cane industry of the Corozal District
5 B. Cane in the Toledo District

7 C. The coconut industry

8, D. Citrus

9 IV SUBSISTENCE CROPS

10 A. Corn production
B. Rice

11 C. Vegetable crops

12 V AGRICULTURAL FAILURES

A. Bananas
15 B. Cassava

16 C. Cohune

17 D. Cocoa

18 E. Tobacco

19 F. Livestock

21 VI Minor Crops

A. Cotton
B. Ramie
C. Henequen

22 D. Silkgrass
E. Aromatic Oils
F. Castor oil
G. Loofahs
H. Cashew

23 VII GOVERNMENT ASSISTANCE

26 VIII REASONS FOR FAILURES

28 IX HOPES FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

29 X DISCUSSION

30 XI SUMMARY

LITERATURE CITED



PREFACE

The following account of the history of the agricultural industry in the

colony of British Honduras, Central America, is not acclaimed to be

complete. It consists chiefly of information gleaned from the library of

Baking Pot Central Farm, the Headquarters of the Department of Agriculture,

for the use of which grateful acknowledgement is made to Mr. J. W. D. Goodban,

the Director of Agriculture.

The main object of writing this account was to gather together some of the

more obscure and less accessible facts particularly with a view to explaining

some of the many failures in the agricultural industry. It should be

considered as merely an interim account, an attempt by the writer to get

some of the information he has collected down on paper.

The writer spent a little over two years in the colony, from the end of

1950 to March, 1953, at first on secondment to the Colonial Development

Corporation from the Imperial College of Tropical Agriculture, and later

with the Ecological Land-Use Survey.



INTRODUCTION

Agriculture has always played a very minor role in the Colony's history.

The low-Tying coastal areas were originally settled by English buccaneers

for the sole purpose of cutting and selling logwood, at that time a very

lucrative profession. This industry thrived from first days of the settlement
in 1640 but declined very rapidly after the discovery of the synthetic

Aniline dyes and the exhaustion of the more accessible timber. However,

long before this, from about 1740 onwards, mahogany came into its own and

brought large profits to a number of people.

The mahogany industry has been unfortunately, a tale of exploitation. The

"get rich quick" policy was adopted by all concerned and many of these people

left the country and took their profits with them. No attention was paid

to either natural regeneration or replanting,and it is now possible to walk

through large tracts of bush which were once full of mahogany and not see

a single sizeable tree. Indeed, the only natural wealth of the Colony has

now been exhausted.

No one bothered much about agriculture while large profits could be made from

mahogany, c^dar, rosewood and other commercial tree species although, from

time to time, over the last century, warnings have been voiced of the

necessity for establishing a sound agricultural industry to take the place

of the declining forest reserves. It is of interest to note that some small
scale agricultural enterprises seemed to have flourished for short periods

in the past and these are described in some detail below. Other attempts which

were started very enthusiastically with every hope of success failed miserably.

Only the citrus industry of the Stann Creek Valley has stood the test of time

and is still flourishing.

The British Government has spent large sums of money in trying to establish

a sound agricultural industry in the Colony but, unfortunately, very few

results can be seen.. The continuous series of failures culminated in the

Colonial Development Corporation fiascos since 1948 in which over a million

pounds have been lost.
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In spite of all these failures there are still many who maintain that
successful farming can be practiced in the Colony and that most of the
failures can be attributed to mismanagement. A brief review of the present
agricultural position in the country is given below followed by a history
of the changing fortunes of the different crops. Some of the reasons for
the various failures are then presented.

It may be felt that apathy and indifference on the part of the Government
are contributing factors to the sad tale of failures and frustrations. A
section has been included, therefore, to give some idea of Government help

to agriculture over the years.

In conclusion, to end on a note of optimism, the views of some of those
undaunted people who felt that British Honduras has a future in agriculture
and their suggestions for accomplishing this end are described briefly.
British Honduras is a fine country with a fine people, surely we can find

a solution!

II -PRESENT DAY AGRICULTURE

A. Peasant Agriculture

Of the different racial groups in the Colony, the Maya Indians are the chief
peasant cultivators with the Spanish, Spanish-Indian Mestizos, Caribs, East
Indians and Negroes forming minorities in the rural population.

Although the Maya Indians are descendants of the Ancient Maya who once

populated certain parts of the Colony fairly densely, in archaeological
times the forebears of the present-day Indians came into the territory of
British Honduras in recent years. There was a large migration of Indian
and Spanish-Indian people into the north of the Colony from Mexico during
the disturbances in Yucatan from 1848 to 1874. The Maya Indian village of
San Antonio and the neighbouring Kekchi community of San Pedro Columbia were
founded even later by immigrants from Guatemala entering the Toledo District.
The Indians in the south are particularly primitive and have remained almost

apart from outside influences.



Page 3

The system of "shifting cultivation11 or the "milpa" system is practiced.

The "bush or secondary growth is cut and burnt and the seeds planted in

holes made with a pointed stick between the charred roots. Most commonly

weed competition (bracken and stoloniferous grasses) becomes so severe

after the first year that the "mil.pa" is abandoned after its second year.

Corn and rice are the crops most usually grown as subsistence crops with

a few banana and plantians, beans and root crops. Cane and pineapples

are being increasingly grown in the Northern District as cash crops. Pigs

are numerous round the Indian villages and are useful as scavengers and as

a source of income. Methods of cultivation are very primitive and have

probably changed very little during the past one hundred years. The

"machete" (a long-bladed knife) is the only cultivation tool used.

The "Caribs11 are descended from the Black Caribs who were brought into the

Colony in 1802 from the island of St. Vincent. By 1811 they were coming

into the Colony in such numbers that the Government decided to restrict

their entry as they were regarded as "war-like" and difficult to control.

Most of these Caribs are located in the Carib Settlement in the Stann Creek

District although a number of them have settled in the Punta Gorda and Cayo
Districts. Cassava is their most popular crop although a wide variety of

crops are grown. The system of agriculture is more permanent than that of

the Mayas and a somewhat better standard of cultivation is maintained.

East Indians form a much smaller group of small cultivators. Some of these

are descended from the 1,000 Sepoy mutineers who were sent to sugar estates

in the north of the Colony in 1858. Others were brought over later as in*

dented laborers. Some of these people work on their own account on small

sugar estates in the Toledo District.

Although a large proportion of the total population of the Colony are of »

Negro extraction only a few are engaged in agriculture as most of them

prefer town life and seasonal work in the logging industry. Agriculture,

indeed, is considered degrading by many Negroes.
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B. Estate Agriculture

A fairly detailed account of the attempts made to establish estate agricul-

ture in the past is presented below before discussing the recent failures.

In the early days of the Colony land was alloted to a small number of in-

fluential people in very large tracts as timber concessions, often delineated

as so many miles of river frontage and so many miles back or half-way to the

next river. The land was purchased at absurdly low prices and for a long time

the land tax was as low as 1 1/2 cents per acre. It is only in recent years

that the land tax has been stepped up to 2 to 6 cents per acre depending on

the type of land with an additional 3 cents per acre if within one mile of a

Government-maintained road.

Although in the past large profits were made from these properties most of the

timber has now been exhausted and the revenues obtained insufficient even to

pay the land taxes. Indeed, it has been the common practice to let the land

revert to Government in lieu of paying land tax. Almost all of these land-

owners lack the necessary interest, capital, or knowledge for developing agri-

culture on their estates. Indeed, many of them are absentee landlords. Hov/~

ever, some interest has been stimulated by the increase in land tax and the

Government's refusal to accept useless land in lieu of tax.

Several attempts have been made since the Second World War, largely as a re-

sult of the very favorable report of the Evans Commission in 1948 (32), both

by the British Government agency, the Colonial Development Corporation, and by

outside private capital, but almost all of these have resulted in failure.

From this dismal picture it might be felt that the Colony is completely unsuita-

ble for agricultural development. With this in mind, it is of interest to review

the histories of the principal crops since they were first grown in the Colony.
The established industries, those that have persisted through the years in spite

of the vicissitudes of changing markets and climate, pests and diseases, are con-

sidered first followed by those which were started very enthusiastically but

failed miserably.
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III- ESTABLISHED INDUSTRIES

A. The Cane Industry of the Corozal District

The industry was founded in 1840 by immigrants from Yucatan (67). Fifteen

estates or "ranchos11 scattered through the Northern Districts, with animal-

powered mills, were soon in operation. However, a few years later, only 8
of them were still in use and exporting sugar to England. It has been re-

ported that there were 800 acres of land under cane in the Northern District

in 1856 (7). By 1935 only 6 mills were left and these were almost bankrupt

through a fall in the price of sugar and inefficient methods of production.

According to the Archives (7) 1,200 pounds of sugar were produced in 1862 and

54 thousand gallons of rum, of which 5,000 gallons were exported. Chinese immi-

grants were brought in, in 1866 but most of them deserted. The East Indians em-

ployed later proved much more satisfactory. Indeed, the industry seems to have

thrived, at least up to 1913. In that year, 123 thousand pounds of raw sugar

and 14,811 gallons of rum, of a total of 82,787 gallons produced, were exported.

Prices fell after the First War. A committee was appointed to investigate the

industry in 1931 and recommended an increased duty of 1 cent a pound on import-

ed sugar and the proceed to form a Sugar Subsidy Fund. By 1935, the Fund had

accumulated to the sum of $20,000.

It was obvious that the industry could not hope to prosper using the obsolete,
inefficient mills. A company was formed, therefore, to build and operate a

$133,000 factory at Pembroke Hall with machinery purchased second-hand from

Cuba. The Government subscribed to the capital with a loan of $58,000 made

up of $28,000 from the Hurricane Reconstruction Loan and $30,000 from the Sugar

Subsidy Fund. The factory was expected to handle 2,000 tons of vacuum-pan sugar

a crop season. The "rancheros" were to be paid the value of 5 pounds of sugar

for each 100 pounds of cane taken to the factory. As an encouragement to the

producers a scheme was devised in which ordinary shares in the Company were to

be issued free to contractors after 10 years in proportion to the amount of cane

supplied. To help the factory the Government passed "The Sugar Industry Aid

Ordinance11 in which a price of not less than four cents a pound for vacuum-pan
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sugar sold in Belize was guaranteed for the next 10 years. In addition, no

sugar could be imported except under license.

In 1938 the factory produced a total of 1,036 tons of sugar. At first the

rate of extraction was 13.2 tons of cane per ton of sugar but the efficiency

was increased later to 10.6 tons per ton sugar. The next year the factory

produced at 8.63 tons of cane per ton sugar which was attributed to improved

machinery and early ripening owing to dry weather (28a).

The Government was also taking an active interest in the improvement in the

cane in the field at this time. Yield trials with a number of introduced

varieties were conducted at the Agricultural Station at Corozal and cuttings

of a promising POJ variety were distributed (28a). The old established POJ

2878 was not forgotten, however, and the less popular D 625 and Crystal!ina,

were also tried out in experiments on the time of planting, rate of maturity

and yield.

The Evans Commission reported very favorably on the prospects of a greatly

increased sugar production from the North and it was quite obvious that the

factory was not capable of handling the envisaged increase. A Mr. F.C.

Hutson from Barbados visited the Colony in 1951 and made recommendations for

increasing the output of the factory. The organization v/as criticized on the

grounds that there was too little share capital, that the machinery was out of

date and that the water supply was unsuitable (48). The cost of manufacturing

the sugar was too high partly because there were too many operators. Again,

the POJ2878 variety, grown almost to the complete exclusion of all others,

although it gave a good juice, tended to give trouble in the processing. A

plan was devised to increase the capacity of the factory to 2,500 tons a week.

On the field side, Hutson pointed out that 10 per cent grinding time was lost

during the 1950 crop season through hold-ups in the supply of cane. These

were due to larger contractors failing to fulfill their contracts and it was

only the small cane farmers who kept up their deliveries to the factory.

Drought has very serious effects on the yield of cane in the Northern District.
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For instance, 2,108 long tons were produced in 1949 and only 1,461.5 tons the

following year. Another contributing factor is the wastage of the potentially

valuable by-products, molasses, wax and bagasse. In 1949 the wax was worth

$100 a ton to the chemical industry; the bagasse is a useful raw material for

types of fibre-board, lactic acid and plastics (69).

The field management of the crop leaves much to be desired. Professor Hardy

visited the area in 1934 (44). He stated that the sugar cane soils occurred

under ideal rainfall conditions. Drought effects can be serious on the shal-

lower soils, however, as mentioned above. The nutrient status was also said

to be good although growth would be retarded on the shallower soils. Conditions,

therefore, seem to be satisfactory and poor management can be largely blamed for

the poor yields. Charter (14) examined the soils in some detail in 1940. The

soils of the Louisville series were used almost entirely for cane cultivation

and were shown to be very similar to some of the cane soils of the West Indian

island of Antigua and also of Barbados.

Much of the cane in the Northern District is grown on the "mil pa"or "shifting

cultivation" method of farming, in which the only implement used is the "machete."

However, there are a few estates which use a very limited amount of mechanical

equipment. Yields tend to be poor through lack of cultivation, weed competition,

pests and diseases and the long periods between re-planting. Needless to say,

fertilizers are almost unheard of! Whereas in the more advanced sugar producing

areas constant research is undertaken for improving yields through heavier-

yielding varieties, the same old varieties are still being grown in British

Honduras.

By 1946 it was estimated that there were 2,500 acres under the crop, mostly in

the Northern District, yielding about 15 tons per acre. The crop was valued

at $96,000 (9).

As mentioned above, some of the soils are very similar to those of the island

of Barbados in which cane is the most important source of income. In the 1950

season the crop averaged 383 tons per acre. 70 per cent of the cane was either

plant or first ratoon with 18 per cent as second ratoon. (37) In B.H. the

cane is on the land for at least 10 years and very often up to 20 years.
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B. Cane in the Toledo District
Although the cane industry of the Toledo District is very backward and of little

importance today it has had a very interesting history; at one time it was a

thriving industry but, through poor markets and lack of labor it soon declined.

The cane crop was introduced by immigrants from the Southern States. The area

now known as the American Settlement was founded by the Rev. Levi Pearce in

1867. There were 12 settlers and their families, each with 10 acres. Ten

years later there were 240 acres under sugar cane (47). It is believed that

between 200 and 300 Americans arrived at the Settlement but many of them re-

turned to the States after a short time. The House of Assembly encouraged the

immigrants by giving them special concessions such as the waiving of land tax

and import duty on agricultural machinery, furniture, etc. A large land-own-

ing company, the Toledo, Young and Co., offered 100 acres to every adult male.

However, many of the settlers lost heart after a serious outbreak of cholera
killed seven of their number and as a result of the enervating effect of malaria.

The cane industry still seemed to be thriving under American management at the

time of the visit of Sir Daniel Morris from Jamaica in 1882 (60). He stated

that 14 farmers were still living in the Settlement and 600 acres of cane were

under cultivation. The Seven Hills Estate, along the coast, was also flourish-

ing at the time of Morris's visit. 400 acres were under the crop, it was grown

only up to the fourth ratoon before replanting and was yielding an estimated 1|

to 2 tons of concrete sugar per acre with no manuring. Morris described the

management to be as good as that of the cane estates in Jamaica with which he

was familiar as Government Botanist; a very surprising statement when one com-

pares the two areas today.

The Settlement was still prospering ten years later. The 1891 census listed

53 U.S. citizens in the Toledo District. Twelve sugar mills were in operation

of which five were steam-driven. Six hundred acres of Bourbon cane were being

grown and yielding about a ton of sugar to the acre. It might also be mentioned
that there were also 900 head of cattle and 100 horses and mules on the Settle-

ment. In 1889 two hundred labourers were employed most of whom were East Indians.
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A fall in the export price of sugar as a result of the bounties which were

being given to farmers for beet sugar led to the decline of the industry.

Through their strong Methodist principles the settlers refused to produce

rum from which much larger profits could have been made. Shortage of labour

was often acute and there was also the call of the forests. Mahogany and

Rosewood offered much quicker profits and, indeed, some settlers returned to

the States with fortunes.

In contrast to the usual belief that the white man cannot do sustained manual

labour in the tropics without ill effects, the Americans were in good health

and living to a good age in spite of working hard in the fields. Manual

work was not considered degrading. The children were sent to the States for

education and most of them stayed, thereby rapidly depleting the number in

the Settlement.

Only two families now remain in the area. Of much interest is a Mrs. Lester

who went to Toledo in 1870. She is still active about the house, milks the

cows and makes butter, and drives a vintage carl Mr. Lee Pearce still resides

in the District on a small farm with logging as his main source of income.

Both Mr. Lee Pearce and his brother, Dr. Pearce, in Belize, descendants of

the founder of the Settlement, are very enthusiastic about the prospects of

agriculture in the Toledo District.

The sugar industry is now in the hands of East Indians almost entirely, who

grow the cane, distill white rum, and produce a very impure type of Muscovado

sugar in mills which date back to the "hey-day11 times of the '80's and '90's.

Indeed, the industry is now very backward. The cane is left in the ground for

many years without replanting (possibly as long as 30 years). No fertilizers

are used and little pest control work is attempted, such as checking the very

serious "froghopper11 depredations.



The Coconut Industry is one of the oldest agricultural industries in the

Colony. Most coconuts are grown in the coastal areas of the mainland and

on the "cayes", the islands along the Barrier Reef. They were used, no doubt,

by the buccaneers of the early days. The largest group of islands, the Turneffe,

cover 82 square miles and produce about 600,000 marketable nuts per annum (55).

Ambergris Cave, in the north, is another large producer. The value of the crop

to the Colony is borne out by Mr. Carey Jones findings1 in 1946, that the crop

was worth $333,000 or 3.08 per cent of the national income.

Mr. Goodban, the Director of Agriculture, in his "Report on the Coconut Industry

of British Honduras"(43) quotes the phrase "lofty coconut trees" from "An Account

of the Settlement of Belize" published in 1809. Sir Daniel Morris also reported

very favorably on the industry after his visit in 1882. He described a 10,000

tree estate at Commerce Bight which seemed to be thriving at that time. Another

estate, planted by Mr. Schofield in the north of the Colony in 1886 was also des-

cribed favorably in a Kew Bulletin of 1893 (6).

Between 1899 and 1913 the export of nuts increased rapidly from 2\ million.

Plantings were extended up till 1920 although it is quite obvious that much of

the land planted was marginal for the crop. The all-time low seems to have

been in 1950 when only 1 million nuts were exported. Strangely enough, a few

years earlier, in 1945, over 4 million nuts were exported, not only to the U.S.

but also to the U.K., Holland and Panama. One thousand hundredweights of copra

were also exported. These figures indicate the very wide variation in the crop

which can be attributed mainly to climatic fluctiations and the incidence of

hurricanes but also to changes in the market price.

With this in mind it is of interest to examine the industry in more detail in

its changing fortunes since the First Great War. 1919 was another good year

with over 6 million nuts exported although there was a slight decline during

the next year which was attributed to drought and not to falling prices as the

very high price of $36 per thousand was offered that year, according to the

Colonial Annual Reports. In 1926 the crop was estimated at 9.4 per cent of the

total exports and 5 per cent the following year. In 1935 we hear of an allocation

of $30,000 from the Colonial Development Fund as a loan for building a Coconuts

Products Factory.

Page 10

C. The Coconut Industry
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The crop was getting its share of diseases. As early as 1893 Kew Gardens pub-

lished a report on the depredations of the American Palm Weevil (6). On a

five-year old plantation belonging to Mr. Baber on the Sittee River as many

as 1,000 of 2,500 trees were reported as lost as a result of the disease. The

Cohune palm was blamed for harbouring the disease. Scale disease has also

been troublesome and was reported as increasing in 1938.

Production figures for the Corozal District are quoted in the annual report

for the Corozal Agricultural Station for the year 1938 for the period 1934

to 1938 (10) over which time the export figures were almost doubled. The

Corozal Producers Association made an average return of $6 per thousand,

very different from the 1920 price I The Second World War caused a drop in

prices, owing to the difficulty with shipping. A soap factory was started

in Belize to use the unmarketable nuts.

Goodban (43) has dealt with the reasons for the failure of the industry in

recent years. The more important reasons were said to be: 1) the slump in-

world prices in the 'SQ's; hurricane damage starting with the 1931 hurricane;

lack of knowledge and lack of capital. Other factors contributing to the

decline included: little hurricane relief, shortage of labour, old age of trees

and indifference on the part of the growers. Red ring disease, especially on

the Cayes (3), the Gru-gru beetle, locust, and, lastly, the rival attraction

of the crayfish industry on the Cayes. The call of the mahogany and chicle

operations with the prospect of quick returns or "ready cash11 also diverted

the attention of grower and labourer alike away from the plantations ("cocals").

It has already been mentioned that in the days of the boom in the coconut trade

large areas of unsuitable soil were planted to the crop, chiefly in the North-

ern District towards Consejo. The trees, particularly the older trees, in

these areas, are yielding very poorly as a result. (3).

The acreage under the crop has been estimated at 7,770 (43) with an average

annual production of about three million nuts.



The citrus industry was started in more recent times than the cane and coconut

industries but has proved itself to be the most successful. Although interest

was shown in the possibilities of the crop as early as 1886 when a Dr. Van Tuyl

read a paper to the local agricultural society entitled "Orange Culture in

British Honduras" (58) very little was done until several years later. A four-

acre orchard of 268 grafted grapefruit trees in the Stann Creek Valley is re-

ported to have yielded 3,140 crates of best quality fruit during that period

September 1925 to May 1926 with no artificial manures (4). The Duncan and

March varieties and also a native or wild type of tree were grown in limited

numbers at that time.

The acreage under citrus seemed to have expanded very rapidly soon after 1928.

In that year only 15 cases were exported although by 1935 the figure and in-

creased to 30,000. The high quality of the fruit soon became recognized

abroad when British Honduras grapefruit won the Gold Medal at the Imperial

Fruit Show in 1928. Soon after this we hear of Pomona School growing 36 acres

of grapefruit.

Some sweet oranges were also produced of which the budded or crown-grafted

trees produced two crops a year. Varieties grown included the Spanish Orange

('Parson Brown11 - locally) and the Valencia which was found to be prolific

and of excellent quality.

The citrus Indistry had become a very flourishing industry by 1939. Growers

had formed a co-operative, the B.H. Citrus Association, which opened a large

fruit canning plant. Pulping machinery was installed at a second factory in

Pomona in 1941. Unfortunately, by 1943, lack of shipping resulted in serious

financial losses. Many growers had to sell out to a large West-Indian financed

company, the B. H. Citrus Co., which had started operations in the Valley on a
small scale in 1928 but expanded rapidly during the War.

Grapefruit was the principal citrus crop until recent years. Oranges have

taken first place as the result of a long-term contract with the, British

Ministry of Food for the supply of orange juice. Large areas of orange trees

Page 12
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have been planted during the last two or three years extending into an area
very recently opened up along the Hummingbird Highway. The Company's cannery
is very modern and includes a sectioniser for canning grapefruit sections.
Arrangements are made for periodical visits by ocean-going ships which can
stand off close at Commerce Bight. Development plans include the building
of a new jetty at this point to replace the one blown down by a hurricane.

Apart from the B. H. Citrus Co., there are a number of small producers in the
Valley most of whom market their fruit through the Company. The B. H. Friut
Co.,, the Colonial Development Corporation venture in the Valley, decided
recently to change from bananas to citrus. Some citrus is also grown in the
Corozal District, although on a much smaller scale. Although the soils tend
to be too shallow and the climate dry, one East Indian grower has demonstrated
the fact that it is possible to grow citrus successfully under these conditions
providing that a high standard of cultivation is maintained.

The change from grapefruit to oranges is shown by the export figures for 1944
to 1948. In 1944, $2,432 worth of grapefruit were exported with only $118
worth in 1948; in 1946, however, 1339,812 of grapefruit juice were dispatched.
The trade increased to $429,473 worth in 1948. On the other hand, in 1944,
$3,666 worth of oranges were exported rising to a maximum the following year
with $4,900. The amount of trade fell to $2,500 in 1948 coinciding with the
production and sale of orange juice to the value of $2,609.

Grapefruit and tinned juices netted $164,000 or 1.52 per cent to the national
income in 1946 and oranges $6,000 or 0.09 per cent with other citrus 0.01

per cent (9).

Citrus, therefore, has found its place in the country's economy and there is
no doubt that the importance of the crop will continue to increase if market

conditions do not deteriorate.
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IV SUBSISTENCE CROPS

Several crops, such as corn (maize), rice, cassava, yams, sweet potato, and

plantains, are grown largely for the consumption by the small producer and

his family with some surplus for a cash sale. Although not a subsistence

crop the pineapple might be mentioned at this point as its cultivation is be-

coming increasingly popular as a cash crop in the milpa system of cultivation,

particularly in the Northern District.

A. Corn Production

Maize, or corn, has been grown in the Colony for a long time by a very primi-

tive system of cultivation in which the axe, machete and pointed stick are the

only implements used. Few production figures are available for the crop as only

the small portion is actually marketed, However, it is known that production

varies markedly with the climatic conditions from one season to the next.

The year 1938 for example, was reported as a good year. In that year as much

as 574,418 pounds was purchased by the Board of Agriculture and this quantity

was said to be 20 times the amount bought in the previous year by the Board.

Of this quantity (1938 crop) 116,525 pounds were purchased by the Board at

the Corozal Agriculture Station in the Northern District. In one 10-acre
experiement at this station, the yield was 705 pounds per acre of shelled

corn (10). It is to be understood that the figures quoted above give an

indication of the surplus production over that needed for local consumption.

Part of this increased production was attributed to the decline in the banana
industry.

Serious losses occur on storage of the crop both in the field and in the

Government mill in Belize through weevil damage. The small producer stores

his corn in a crib-like structure protected only from the rain. However,

even in the Belize mill, where the pest should be more easily controlled,

the losses were said to be as high as 40,956 pounds in 1939.
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An indication of the production from the Corozal (Northern) District has been

given above. In 1946 there were believed to be 1.3,000 acres under the crop (21).

1949 was another good year. The crop was even exported to the value of $95,494

although, surprisingly enough, nothing was exported the following year. 1952

also seemed to be a good year. [1949 a record drought year! Exports were from

1948 crop ~ and we then imported for food.]

Carey Jones has explained the wide variation in the corn crop from year to year

as follows: the small growers also work in the seasonal chicle and mahogany

operations from which they could earn as much as $200 or $300. When this work

became available they would tend to neglect their mil pas. On the other hand,

in bad seasons for the forest industries, the men would be forced to earn a

livelihood from their mil pas (9).

B. Rice j

Rice has been grown for many years on a very small scale in the Toledo District

by the Maya Indians. A little is also produced on the wetter soils of the

Northern District.

The first sign of the Government's interest in the crop seems to a one seasonfs
trial with the crop at the railway station in Stann Creek following up the sug-

of W.R. Dunlop. This experiment was not successful, however.

In 1930 the production was estimated at 12,014 pounds of padi. In that year a

mill was erected in Belize and, two years later, a Mr. Peterkin submitted a

report on the rice possibilities in the Colony. As a result of his visit a rice

experimental station was set up in the Toledo area and a specialist rice officer

appointed. A smaller rice mill was constructed in Punta Gorda in 1933.

As an illustration of the rapid progress made 58 cwts. of rice were purchased

by the Belize mill in 1930 compared with 2,645 cwts. in 1934 (64). By 1936,

however, the crop was on the decline: with only one-sixth the production of the

previous year, no doubt due to the increasing popularity of banana cultivation

at that time.
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Mr. D. D. Haynes, the rice officer, in his progress report for the rice

station for the year 1937, showed that improved methods such as transplanting

from a nursery gave three times the yield of the primitive "dibbling" in vogue.

He also gave figures to show that the use of the slower growing B. G. varieties,

such as B. G. 79, could give yields as high as 2,500 pounds per acre when

transplanted compared with 1,000 pounds per acre of the local varieties

planted by dibbling. Haynes also tried to get the growers to use the sickle

for harvesting but his efforts were of little avail. It is of interest

that the yield of rice from this district was quadrupled as a result of the

good work of this officer.

By 1939, 221,486 pounds of pad! were produced jumping the next year to 463,231

pounds, with the greatest increase in acreage in the Toledo District. Five

rice-land reserves were opened up which the growers could occupy by permit.

A satisfactory arrangement was worked out whereby the grower would pay the

Government 50 pounds of dry padi or the equivalent in cash for every 1,000

pounds of milled padi.

Production was boosted during the war by the operations of the Marketing Board

in the "Dump11 area of the Toledo District. The venture was a financial loss.

Lacey (54) gives several reasons for the failure of this scheme: the padi
was wet at harvest, breakdown of the thresher, wasteful hand threshing,

inefficient drying plant and mill. It seems that rice is likely to remain a

peasant crop.

Growers have been given help by the Marketing Board which buys at a fixed

price, makes cash advances on the crop and operates threshing machinery.

However, it has been felt that there is considerable room for expansion in

the industry, particularly as the Colony1s production is much below the import.

In 1938 the country was producing only 1.6 per cent of its annual consumption;

in 1947 the import figures show that 22,293 cwts. or $217,506 worth were

brought into the country.

The Evans Commission of 1948 was enthusiastic about the prospects for large

scale production and, later, two other experts, Mr. G. Lacey in 1949 (54)
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and Mr. H. E. H. Gadd in 1952 (40) presented their reports.

By 1947 there were about 2,460 acres under cultivation of which 1,107 acres were

in the Toledo District. Lacey estimated that five million pounds could be

produced annually entailing another 3,000 acres. He envisaged a scheme starting

with a small rice research station in 1950 and increasing the acreage gradually

up to the ultimate of 15,000 acres by 1970. The Muscle Creek area was consid-

ered most promising with the "Dump" as another suitable area. A section

along Monkey River and the Northern District also had possibilities.

Mr. Gadd stressed the importance of improving the yield per acre as a means

of increasing the total production and thereby the imports of rice into the

Colony. He gave some suggestions for building a dam round the Muscle Creek

area 21.5 feet high for growing the crop at a different time of the year in

the "Dump" so that it could be reaped in March. The use of an artificial

drier was recommended.

Worthy of mention is the attempt by a Mr. Dole to grow rice on a tract of

very poor Pine Ridge a few miles from Belize in 1952. The project was a

complete failure. The rice grew to a few inches in height on the food reserves

in the seed and then died in the nutrient deficient, sterile soil. Mr. Russell

Grant has had more success at Blair Atholl estate, south of Stann Creek.

There is no doubt that the rice acreage and yields could be considerably

increased. Lack of the necessary capital and "know-how" are probably the main

reasons for the failures in the past.

C. Vegetable Crops

The production of vegetables is practiced on a small scale as part of the

mil pa system of cultivation. Few vegetables are produced for sale. Most

of the Colony's requirements are imported, even to the extent of being flown

in from the neighbouring republics. The bulk of the imports, however, are

brought in from the United States and Europe, chiefly in the form of tinned

goods.
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In the milpa system vegetable crops such as the ground provisions, tannias,

yams and cassava are grown in conjunction with the legumes, beans and peas,

with scattered clumps of bananas, plantains and sugar cane, and crops such

as corn and rice. The production methods are crude leaving plenty of room

for improvement.

Some extension work was done by the Department of Agriculture in an attempt

to improve the general standards of cultivation. A Land Settlement Scheme

at Rockstone Pond near Belize was set up in 1937 but met with little success.

An exhibition of agricultural produce was held in Belize that year also as an

attempt to foster interest in agriculture. The following year a demonstration

plot growing various kinds of vegetables was established outside the Indian

village of Santa Clara in the Northern District.

Experiments were conducted at the Corozal Agricultural Station from 1939

onwards using a number of varieties of the sweet potato and the Irish potato.

The Red Bliss and Triumph varieties of Irish potato from Canada proved most

successful. The Agricultural Officer for the Northern District, Mr. Cave,

was very enthusiastic about the possibilities of the crop. He estimated that

yields could be in the order of 5,000 to 7,500 Ibs. per acre which would do

much to reduce the annual import of some 400,000 pounds. Profits were

expected to be as high as $75 to $162 per acre (13). In regards to yield,

lack of rain at the critical periods of growth was the deciding factor, not

only for potatoes but for all vegetable crops.

The production of vegetables was stimulated by the Second World War largely

through the efforts of Mr. Cave. Two interesting articles were written

by him in the B. H. Agricultural Journal describing methods of cultivation

and fertilizer usage and he advocated the adoption of a three course rotation

of roots, beans and green vegetables in consecutive years (11) (12).

Mr. B. Clark on the War Efforts Committee also offered his advise (17).

Mr. J. B. Kinloch suggested a more elaborage five year system of rotations

using different crops to suit the various agricultural areas and crop

practices (52).
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A two week agricultural vacation course for school teachers was held at the

Agricultural Station in Corozal in 1941. They were given practical experience

in the management of a school garden. A point of interest is that the teachers

were given a mid-day meal made entirely from produce grown on the Station (39).

A visit to the Station today would make this difficult to believe!

Production declined again after the war. In 1946 it was estimated that there

were 700 acres under beans yielding about 300 pounds to the acre (21). In

that year, beans and peas were said to contribute $24,000 to the national

income (0.23 per cent); ground provisions $137,000 or 1.26 per cent and other

vegetables $24,000 or 0.23 per cent (9). The industry has a long way to go

before production balances consumption.

V AGRICULTURAL FAILURES

A. Bananas

The banana is a crop which has had a most unfortunate history in British

Honduras with more variations between good and bad periods than any other

crop in the Colony.

The crop became of increasing importance in the export trade between 18799
when no bananas were exported, and 1891 when as many as 72,436 bunches were

dispatched from the Colony. After the turn of the century the export of

bananas to the United States increased from 273,000 bunches in 1899 to

470,000 in 1913 and 673,000 in 1914 to the record export of 887,481 bunches in

1917.

The industry, centred mainly in the Stann Creek valley seemed almost certain

to succeed and it was considered a safe investment for the Government to

finance a 25 mile railway from Middlesex, high up the Valley, to the coast

at Commerce Bight. The first 15 miles were opened officially in October

1908. The United Fruit Company extended the cultivation of the crop and

started regular shipments by specially equipped banana boats on their way up

the Central American coast en route for New Orleans. As mentioned above,

large shipments were made up to 1917.
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However, the success of the industry was not to be long lived. The

depredations of Panama Disease of the Gros Michel variety, the only variety

grown commercially for export at that time, was already becoming serious.

By 1920, the revenue obtained from the railway was only $20,574 and the

expenditure $41,708. Only 363,000 bunches were shipped. By 1922, the
industry was virtually knocked out although small producers still continued

to grow a few bananas and the railway was still in use at the time of Professor

Hardy's visit in 1934 (44).

He stated that the rainfall in the Valley was adequate for the crop although

the soils tended to be too shallow and easily damaged by erosion. They

were also found to be low in available nutrients when compared with some

Guatemalan banana soils. Soil acidity was also shown to be too high for

optimum growth.

In spite of various setbacks, the crop showed some improvement during the

next few years. Over 350,000 bunches were shipped in 1935 which was stepped

up 696,117 bunches in 1936, the highest figure since 1917 and it was

optimistically predicted that 1,500 thousand bunches would be produced in

1937 (35). One grower in the Stann Creek Valley was reported to have

shipped nine fourteen hand stems (bunches) in one shipment of 32 bunches.

A Banana Industry Committee was set up during that year to promote the
production of the crop and a smaller Producers1 Association was started

in the Toledo District. At that time this District was producing a large

share of the total export. Valuable information on the best methods of

production was given in an article in the local "Agricultural Journal" (68).

Some growers tried out different varieties and exported them by schooner.

They had little encouragement, however, as only the Gros Michel variety

was accepted by the United Fruit Company.

As a result of the 1935-1936 boom, many small growers planted up their

gardens with bananas instead of the very necessary provision crops. Much

unsuitable land was planted. An advertisement in the local "Agricultural

Journal" may be quoted: "Land for sale: four thousand acres of good banana

land on the Belize River in.the Cayo District." Mr. J, M, Hylton described
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a banana plantation as giving the quickest and surest returns of any crop —" (49)

At this time, the Agricultural Station at Stann Creek was propagating planting

material of the disease-resistant Lacatan and Cavendish varieties to meet

the threat of Panama Disease of the Gros Michel.

In his annual speech to the Agricultural Society, the Governor, Sir Alan Burns,

warned against putting "all one's eggs in the same basket.11 The "Old Planter"

writing in the "Agricultural Journal" suggested as the main reasons for the many

failures: lack of markets, knowledge and capital. He added the opposite

remark: "Remember you have to grow bananas, not let them grow."

The Governor's warning was timely as yields dropped markedly in later years

through the depredations of Panama Disease and the recently introduced Sigatoka

or Leaf Spot Disease. In 1938, dry weather at the beginning of the season

and wet spells at the time of harvest contributed to the decline in yield

for that year. The proportion of rejected fruit was also higher. The next

year was even worse. In the Toledo District there was a reduction of 24 per

cent in total yield from that of the previous year* and a drop of 40 per cent

in the value of the crop. In the Stann Creek Valley the output was only

50 per cent of that of 1938. (28a)

The Agricultural Department made a serious attempt to help the growers by the

free loan of six small power sprayers but the scheme was given up through lack

of cooperation by the growers.

The industry virtually came to a stand-still during the Second World War as

no ships were available. After the war an effort was made to increase

plantings once more. In 1946 the crop contributed .57 per cent to the

national income or $61,000 (9). A local company, B. H. Enterprises Ltd.

was producing bananas on a small scale in the Stann Creek Valley and there

were many smaller growers. Sir Geoffrey Evans reported favourably on the

chances of the banana as a large scale industry in the Colony, particularly

to the south of Stann Creek Valley. A large project growing the Panama-

Disease resistant variety, the Lacatan, was envisaged. The Colonial Development

*347,506 bunches were produced in the Toledo District in 1938
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Corporation subsequently launched a big project on these lines in the Stann Creek

Valley.

166,000 acres of land were taken over and, in the original plan, 4,000 acres

were to be put into Lacatan bananas in conjunction with B.H. Enterprises Ltd.

on land found to be suitable by a corporation soil surveyor (18).* By 1951 only

747 of the 1,500 acres estimated had been planted and Cercospera leaf spot was

causing serious losses. By the end of 1951 27,737 bunches were shipped to Great

Britain, well below the target figure of 168,000 bunches. The income for the

year was Pound Sterling (PS) 20,459 with (PS) 42,495 with (PS) 42,495 costs:

the net trading losses were therefore (PS) 22,036. The arrangement with-B.H.

Enterprises had proved unsatisfactory and this company was bought out by the

Corporation. The Jamaica Banana Producers1 Association were subsequently ap-

pointed Visiting Agents.

By 1952, the project had become a very unsound financial proposition and, with

a change of management, the Corporation began to turn over to the more reliable

crop, citrus.

Another grower, on a much smaller scale, in the Cayo District, attempted the

cultivation of the Gros Michel variety under irrigation but, through the depre-

dations of Panama Disease and a very localized but severe wind-storm, much of

the crop was lost.

Even the determined attempt by the Corporation was unable, therefore, to put

the industry back on its feet, in spite of a good market and prices. Many seri-

ous mistakes were made in the management of the project. Perhaps the most seri-

ous of these was the over-staffing with high-salaried administrative personnel,

particularly in the accounting section, the use of a very large number of trac-

tors and land-clearing equipment with very heavy operating costs, largely owing

to inadequate maintenance during the first two years of the scheme and the very

high cost and long delays in getting spares and the use of poor planting material

*(PS) 166,000 were allocated to the scheme.Only 3,000 acres of relatively level
land, considered suitable for mechanical cultivation of the crop, were found in
the Valley although an area 4,000 acres was considered to be the minimum economic
unit. Planting was behind schedule in 1950, attributed to delay in receiving spare
parts for machinery used in land clearing and shortage of skilled labour. Over (PS)
172,000 had already been spent by the end of 1950. Land clearing and cultivation
expenses were both over (PS) 20,000.
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much of which was planted badly on unsuitable soil. Leaf spot disease was also

a very important factor contributing to the failure of the project.

B. Cassava I

Cassava has been grown as a subsistence crop by the Caribs of the Stann Creek

Valley for many generations. The crop seemed to be highly suited to the District.

Prospects seemed so good that a Canadian company thought it worthwhile to open a

factory for the processing of cassava starch on a large scale. The Imperial In-

stitute of London had been consulted and had reported favorably. The market was

good as Java was the only source of cassava starch and was, at that time export-

ing about 278 million pounds to the United Kingdom, Canada and the United States.

Empire preferential tariffs would also be an aid to the company. The Government

of British Honduras even agreed to build an all-weather road to the proposed

factory. The local company was named the Empire Starch Products Company. It

began its operations in 1937 and hoped to have 400 acres under the crop by the
end of the season. The machinery was to have been installed in the factory in

time for harvest.

Unfortunately, operations did not go according to plan. The opening of the

factory was delayed by shipping difficulties although, by the end of 1938, it

was hoped that production would begin by the following February. Through these

delays much of the cassava had rotted in the field. 400 acres were ready for reap-

ing in 1939 and it was estimated that there would be 15,000 acres under cassava

soon afterwards which would keep the factory running at capacity, handling 10,000

tons of roots per annum (28). The industry might have been a success if the

factory had been able to handle the roots produced that year. However, through

disastrous delays, only 75 tons of starch were manufactured. The yield of

cassava in the field was also much lower than had been anticipated. Efficient

factory management also depended on a drawn-out crop season, not possible with

the primitive methods used by the small farmers (28a).

The Government did what it could to help the factory and the growers. The Company

was supplied with planting material from the local Agricultural Station and in-
vestigations on yield, planting distances, harvesting methods and new varieties,

were conducted. $20,000 were allocated to help the smaller producers.
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The Cassava Loan Fund Committee was appointed to deal with these loans. This

scheme did not meet with success, however. The Director of Agriculture, in

his annual report (for 1939) listed the following reasons for the failure:

(1) Insufficient guarantee of repayment
(2) Inexperience of planters
(3) Mismanagement by Committee
(4) Limit of loan too high ($40 per acre)

"Wee-wee" ants, the "maggot" and the wild pigs also caused considerable damage.

Charter made a rapid survey of the soils growing cassava in the District in May,

1940 (15). He stressed the importance of improving the drainage, proper culti-

vation, manuring, and the use of high-yielding varieties. In the system of culti-

vation used by the Carib farmers low yields v/ere also due to competition with

"Alano-alang" grass (Imperata contracta) followed by Wild Cane (Gynerium sagittatum).

In spite of these efforts to restore the industry the Company went bankrupt and

its assets were taken over by the Government which has kept the factory in good

repair to this day. The buildings are now being used as stores by.the British

Honduras Fruit Company* a sad finale to a promising industry.

C. Cohune

The Cohune palm is very widespread in British Honduras covering up to two

million acres, particularly in the south. For many years there has been a

small industry producing oil from the crushed nuts, particularly by the Maya

Indians. The tree produces large bunches with up to a thousand nuts per tree;

one tree has been known to produce two thousand nuts.

Samples were sent to the Imperial Institute in 1912 (50). The kernels were

shown to contain a fat very similar to that of the coconut and the residual

cake was also very similar to that of the coconut. Prospects seemed so rosy

that a heavily capitalized company from California (Tropical Oil Products Co.)

decided to exploit this natural resource of the Colony. Work started in Febru-

ary, 1929, on a 46,000 acre tract of land in the Toledo District. Of this area

22,000 acres were Cohune Ridge, i.e. an almost pure stand of Cohune. During

the first year's operation 16,000 acres were cleared of other trees and under-

growth. A spacing of 26 feet between trees was aimed at. Some selection for
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high bearing trees v/as also attempted.

Very comfortable camps were built with fine houses, complete with electric

light and modern sanitation, for the overseas staff. An elaborate light

railway system was constructed and tugs and barges for hauling the produce

from the river-side wharves to ships standing off the Reef were purchased.

The preliminary operations cost $700,000 and 1,000 men were employed. Not

long afterwards an economic depression set in (51). Large sums of money

were borrowed from the Government and, when the Company went bankrupt in

1937, the property reverted to Government.

A similar operation was conducted by the Pan-American Shell Corporation during

the second World War when prices were high but this concern closed down at the

end of hostilities.

Some of the original buildings in the main camp at Machaca Creek are still stand-

ing and are used as living quarters by personnel of the Forestry Department.

In spite of the TOPCO disaster the Cohune has attracted considerable attention.

A sample of the oil was sent to the Colonial Products Advisory Bureau in 1950

by the Colonial Development Corporation and again a favorable report was obtained

(23). The oil content in the kernel was as high as 65 to 72 per cent and the

shells had a high content of pentosans with 6.4 percent of furfural in the husk.

The shell also yielded a high quality of charcoal.

Previous failures were attributed to lack of capital, knowledge, misleading reports

as to the number of bearing trees, and the difficulty of collection. Cracking the

nuts also seemed to have caused a lot of trouble at the time of TOPCO and has been

given as the main reason for the failure of the project. Pan-American Shell used

light portable crushers which were found to be quite practical. A better machine

might be one which would deal with 600 Pounds of nuts per hour described in a

letter by Mr. W.D. Raymond to the Colonial Office in 1952.
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The Colonial Development Corporation was very interested in the area and took

up an option of purchase while an investigation was made into its suitability

for oil palm cultivation. As the result of a soil survey (25) the idea was

dropped as it was felt that a large scale project was unadvisable without a

preliminary pilot scheme.

D. Cocoa

A quote from the British Honduras Agricultural Journal is of interest: "The

finest cocoa in the world can be grown in British Honduras - more than that,
it is actually growing - growing wild, for what used to be cultivated cocoa

estates have now been abandoned, not from failure to produce the finest cocoa

in the world but from mismanagement11 (editor's note, vol.3). Indeed, it is

still possible to see some old trees, over 50 years old, thriving after these

years of neglect. At the time of the writer's visit in 1951 (27) to the old

Kendal Estate on the Sittee River there were few gaps in the leaf canopy, leaf
litter was abundant and the trees, generally, seemed to be in a very healthy

condition with no sign of scorch, die-back or mineral deficiencies. Judging

by the size of the foundations of the old estate house it is obvious that a

large profit must have been made at one time.

All those who have seen cocoa growing in British Honduras seem to be enthusi-

astic about its prospects. Sir Daniel Morris reported favorably in 1883 and,

in recent years, Sir Geoffrey Evans had very high hopes for a cocoa industry

(33)(32). Cocoa trees were seen from Corozal to Toledo. It was shown to be of

the Forastero type, very similar to that grown in Trinidad, and of good quality.

The Kendal Estate mentioned above, and the Dolores Estate on the Sarstoon, were

visited. Evans even suggested a target of 10,000 tons of cocoa a year grown on
the plantation system in units of 300 acres. Mr. D. GllleUe visited the Colony

in 1949 and also expressed high hopes for the crop (42). He described the

cocoa as similar to that grown in Grenada and delineated an area lying south

east of a line running from about 5 miles south of the mouth of the Si bun River

to the source of the Rio Grande as suitable for cocoa.



Page 27

Quoting from D.H. Urquart's report of 1951 (66): "My view is that conditions

for growing cocoa are essentially similar to those for growing cocoa in West

Africa or Trinidad, in that some areas are eminently suited for cocoa and

others quite unsuitable."

The Colonial Development Corporation tried to revive the industry. In the

Sittee River Project plans were made for the cultivation of 500 acres of

cocoa and 1,500 acres of bananas on the Cramer Estates along the river. The

Project soon ran into difficulties through very expensive and wasteful pre-

liminary investigations, unsuitable staff and mismanagement. By 1951 (PS) 16,680

had to be written off. By the end of that year only 40 acres of the derelict

cocoa had been rehabilitated and 220 acres of land cleared of which 20 acres

were intended for a cocoa nursery and the rest for bananas. The total assets

of the Project were (PS) 28,732 of which land, buildings and equipment account-

ed for (PS)8,477 and "development11 (PS)18,115; figures completely beyond any

relation to the amount of progress made (20).

A Mr. A. Pugh had been specially trained in cocoa propagating work in Trinidad

and was eventually put in charge of the project although almost in a "care-

taker" capacity as the Project was almost in a state of "status-quo" through-out

most of 1952 and 1953. Cuttings of high-yielding varieties from Trinidad were

brought in as a nucleus for new plantings.

It is felt that, providing that world prices for cocoa remain favorable, the

crop is one of the best bets for development.

E. Tobacco

Tobacco is probably the earliest crop grown in the territory. There is even a

Tobacco Caye on which tobacco was grown or the use of the buccanneers. Centur-

ies before this, the crop was no doubt grown by the Ancient Maya. Sir Daniel

Morris was enthusiastic and believed that Havana tobacco would prove suitable

along the river banks. He suggested bringing in Cuban immigrants with the

necessary experience.
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The crop received attention when Maestre's of Belize opened a cigarette factory

and intended to use locally-grown tobacco. Advisory pamphlets and seed of the

Virginia and Burley varieties were distributed to planters (16). Mr. B.S. Clarke

conducted experiments in an area of Broken Ridge and on a riverbank soil at

Burrell Boom in 1932. The river-bank Tobacco samples seemed to be satisfactory

and yield 900 pounds per acre. Another experimental planting was made at Boston

the following year (1953) and a favorable report was obtained from a firm of

Tobacco manufacturers although the fields were poor through management difficulties.

Aikman, writing in the local Agricultural Journal (1) stated that Mr. Clarke grew

5,000 pounds of tobacco but had difficulties in harvesting.

The cultivation of the crop, however, made little progress in British Honduras.

Mr. Clarke placed the blame for the failure of the crop on the lack of capital and

fertilizers. The cost of fertilizers was prohibitive at that time ($3.50 for 100

pounds of nitrate of soda).

In 1934 a tobacco expert was set to work at the Corozal Agricultural Station and

again the samples sent away received favorable reports. The cost of production
was estimated at $50 to $60 per acre compared with the figure of $1 to $1.50

per acre in the United States (16).

Maestre's were still interested in local tobacco in 1935. Indeed, they were

prepared to find a market abroad for any surplus above their own requirements.

The necessity for improved curing and grading was stressed and the firm was

even considering bringing out a tobacco agronomist from the States.

Trials were run in the Northern District by the Agricultural Department in

1938 trying out six varieties of tobacco (10). Of those tried, Porto Rico U9

and Virginia Bright seemed to be the most satisfactory. In spite of all
these efforts 8,490 pounds were offered for sale in 1938 and only 2,542 pounds
in 1939 although 58,000 pounds were imported for cigarette manufacturing (59).

Since the war a few experiments have been conducted by a Mr. Prummer (Primmer?)

in association with a Mr. Dinger of Belize. They were run on Mr. Nord's farm

in the Cayo District and also on the Orange Walk Agricultural Station. The
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variety grown was a Sumatran Cigar Wrapper Leaf type. Although the first

samples sent to England were not satisfactory later ones were reported to

have good size of leaf and range of colour. The trials were not very

successful, however, possibly owing to the poor management in the field.

Little fault could be found with the curing, however.

The soils of the Northern District have some similarities with the tobacco

soils of Puerto Rico and there is no doubt that something can be done with

the crop (26).

F. Livestock

Although the rearing of livestock is an established industry in British

Honduras, it must be considered as one of the agricultural failures when

the British Honduras Stock Farms Ltd. fiasco is taken into account.

In earlier days, cattle were used in the mahogany trade for hauling out the

timber prior to the introduction of tractors. Pigs are kept by the Indians

and form a useful function as scavengers. A few poultry are also kept under

primitive conditions including a large number of turkeys which, strangely

enough, seem to thrive under the adverse conditions. Horses and mules are

used for transport.

The native pigs are small, skinny and long-snouted. In the Maya and Kekchi

Indian villages of San Antonio and San Pedro Columbia marketing of the pigs

has been organized by the resident Roman Catholic (Jesuit) priest; the pigs

are shipped weekly to Belize for slaughtering.

A Captain Bookham tried to help the industry by writing a series of articles

on pig management in the local Agricultural Journal from 1935 to 1936. The
Farm Demonstrator and Agricultural Officer of the Department of Agriculture

also worked hard to improve the standard but their efforts were of little avail.

Apart from a few ranches rearing beef cattle on the range system and small

dairy farms supplying a very limited amount of milk to Belize, the livestock



Page 30

industry is very poorly developed.

The Colonial Development Corporation followed up one of the recommendations

of the Evans Commission regarding the suitability of the Mountain Pine Ridge

area for a stock raising project. An area northwest of Cayo was first

selected by the C.D.C. for finishing-off the cattle and also for milk

production but this was later abandoned as it was found to be too hilly

and an alternative site at Iguana Creek was developed. The grandiose

scheme with a capital of (PS) 577,000 was launched by the Colonial Develop-

ment Corporation in 1949. By the end of 1950 (PS) 3,256 had already been

spent with very little achieved. Much of the money went out as travelling

expenses (by air) for a large number of European personnel, most of whom

were not really needed during the early years of the Project. The managers

were very highly paid and proved unsatisfactory. Two General Managers were

dismissed.

The first manager had started to build a very pleasant ranch-style granite

house on the Mountain Pine Ridge. A large tract was fenced in with a four

(three?) strand barbed-wire fence. A sheep farmer from Devon was brought

out to manage the sheep section of the Project. Most of the sheep were flown

in from Guatemala. A herd of beef cattle was founded from stock selected

from the local native cattle and others which were imported. Amongst the

imported cattle were some Hope-Jerseys from Jamaica. The first manager was

dismissed in 1951 and the second had a very different policy. After one look

at the Mountain Pine Ridge, he decided that it was completely unsuitable.

This man was dismissed after only being in the Colony for a few months.

Meanwhile, fairly comfortable living quarters for the overseas staff were

constructed at Iguana Creek and wives and families were brought over, at the

Corporation's expense. The wife and six children of a butter and cheese

specialist came out shortly before the scheme was wound up and they were sent

back to Britain after being in the Colony for only a few months. The third

manager had a very luxurious residence built which included an elaborate

fireplace!
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The Project was hopelessly overstaffed with high-salaried Europeans who had

very little work to do. None of them had previous experience with similar

work. For instance, the butter and cheese specialist could not put his

knowledge to work as neither of these products were actually made. One

manager was previously a timber operator. Heavy machinery was constantly

arriving throughout 1951, some of it from the Gambia Poultry Farms failure.

Much of the equipment was sent back to Britain without being used.

By the end of 1951, twelve houses had been built for the staff, 628 acres

felled, 28 acres cleared of stumps. Twelve miles of fences and 8 miles

of firebreaks were completed. A very expensive hand-operated ferry was

built for crossing the Belize River but it was hardly used before the

close-down of the scheme. Later, it was seriously damaged by logs floating

down the swollen river.

At the time of an independent investigation into the practicability of the
scheme (February 1952) there were 96 beef cattle, 15 Hope-Jerseys and 103

head of sheep. Many of these sheep died of poor feeding and mismanagement

soon afterwards. By the end of 1951, the total assets of the Project were

(PS) 112,915 with (PS) 23,639 fixed assets. The expected loss of the scheme

was (PS) 85,000.

The independent investigation mentioned above was conducted by Mr. Frank Sykes,

a well-known English farmer, and the Director of Agricul ture. The overheads

were much too high for the Project ever to become an economic proposition

and the Mountain Pine Ridge area was said to be highly susceptible to erosion.

Although it is quite certain that a grandiose scheme like that envisaged by

the Colonial Development Corporation would never be feasible there is plenty

of room for the expansion and improvement of the livestock industry of the

Colony on practical lines.

The main causes of the failure of the livestock scheme are believed to be

that houses and staff were put before cattle and cattle before grass production,

instead of the other way around. Complete inexperience of the managerial staff

of tropical agriculture is another important factor behind the failure.
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VI - MINOR CROPS

A. Cotton

Although cotton was one of the earliest crops grown in the Colony (70) its

cultivation is not commercially practiced. Some experimental work has

been done, however, and some of it gave promising results.

In 1937, the Agricultural Officer at Corozal planted Sea Island and Nigerian

varieties. Of these, the Sea Island types gave very encouraging results,

Indeed, it was possible to get two crops in the season; the second flowering

in 60 days. Mr. J. V. Lochrie visited British Honduras in 1950 and recommended

that the regions of better drained soils and the deeper types of red soil in

the Northern District were suitable for the crop when planted in September (56).

The temperature range was considered satisfactory although the period of low

temperatures from October to January could possible hinder boll opening. The

incidence of boll weevil could be reduced by growing an early variety, such

as American Upland and Sea Island, by the use of calcium arsenate sprays

and by enforcing a close season for the crop. The removal of the native cotton

trees would also help. The danger from Stainers could also be diminished by

removing the various host plants and by using an insecticide.

Following up Lochriefs suggestions trials were commenced at Baking Pot

in 1952 to 1953, and, once again, the results seemed promising. Costs of

production seemed to be high, however.

B. Ramie

Ramie is a new crop for the Colony; an introduction by the Colonial Develop-

ment Corporation. The Barton Ramie project was started in 1950 with a capital

of (PS) 347,000. The program of operation called for 1,500 acres of a 2,000

acre total to be cleared and planted over three years. Forty tons of "China

grass" were to be produced in 1952 with 800 tons per annum by 1956.

Unfortunately, land clearing operations were held up by late delivery of

machinery and heavy rain. Only 50 acres were cleared by the end of 1950

and 25 acres of nursery were planted. By the end of the year (PS) 48,348

had already been spent of which (PS) 33,987 were on land, buildings and

plant, etc.
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Much better progress was made the next year. Six hundred fifty acres were

cleared and 200 acres planted. Growth and cropping seemed to be satisfactory.

Although the first cuts of the grass were heavy and could be taken at frequent

intervals, the second year's growth was much poorer, no doubt through soil

exhaustion. Heavy fertilizer applications were therefore called for.

By 1952, the crop still seemed very promising. The feasibility of producing

the crop in the event of a fall in world prices is a moot point.

C. Henequen

Henequen has been grown by the Mayas for many centuries, particularly in the

Northern District. In his "The Resources of British Honduras", 1893, the

Governor proposed extensive production of henequen between coconut trees on

the Cayes and also on the Pine Ridges (57). He thought that a yield as

high as 18,000 tons of fibre could be obtained. The local material was

reported to be of good quality by Kew although the warning was given that

a drop in world prices was anticipated. However, conditions seemed sufficiently

favourable for Mr. Schofield of Corozal to import a powerful engine and boiler

for processing the crop (58).

The production of the fibre has made no headway since that time and it is still

a very small peasant industry.

D. Silkgrass I

Silk grass (Aechmea magdalenae) grows in the wild state almost throughout the

Colony. Some of the fibre was grown soon after the Settlement was founded.at

Commerce Bight (70). The plant has since been used locally as a fibre by the

Indians.

The possibility of growing the plant commercially has been given attention

at various times. A sample of the fibre was sent to the Colonial Plant

and Animal Products in 1950 by the Colonial Development Corporation (36).
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The length of the fibre was described as satisfactory for spinning with unusu-

ally fine and soft "hard11 fibres. The colour was light cream with an excellent

sheen. The price was estimated at (PS)150 a ton c.i.f. London. Nothing further

was done, however.

E. Aromatic Oils

Considerable attention has been given to the aromatic oil-bearing grasses in

recent years. The commercial value of some of these grasses is described by

Brown and Mathews (5). The essential oils are used in perfumery, polishes and

sprays. Lemongrass oil is used in the synthesis of Vitamin A. Production was

started in Guatemala and Honduras during the War when supplies from India and

Java were cut off. Lemongrass was described as needing a well-drained fertile

soil of sandy loam texture and heavy fertilizer applications. Experiments in

Puerto Rico on the red Catalina clay showed that yield increases of 70 per cent

could be obtained with nitrogen and potash fertilizers.

With the incentive of high post-war prices some small producers have been grow-

ing the grasses but production has fallen off during the last two years as a

result in the fall in prices.

F. Castor Oil

The Castor oil plant (Ricinus communis) was tried out on a small scale by a

Mr. Rhodes disher in the Orange Walk District in 1952 and 1953. The main

producers of the oil are India, Brazil and Russia although production is in-

creasing in the United States, particularly in Texas.

The plant requires level land with very good external and internal drainage;

the subsoil must be friable with a good moisture capacity (30). In the United

States the plant seems to be very susceptible to Grey Mold (Sclerotinia ricini)

and Cercospera or Alternaria leaf spot. The Stink Bug (Pentatomidea) can also

cause considerable trouble.

Miller, writing in "The Gleaner" (Jamaica) in November, 1951, gave some hints

as to the best methods of growing the crop.
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World prices were good in 1952 but there is no doubt that the market is very

unsteady.

6. Loofahs

Loofahs were grown successfully on Baking Pot Central Farm in 1952. As a

commercial venture the crop was doubtful, however, as there was serious com-

petition from Japan where the cost of production was one-third that of British

Honduras.

H. Cashew

The Cashew tree grows wild in the Pine Ridge areas. It would seem that it could

he cultivated on a commercial scale in the Colony. In 1937 the market in the

States was very good as by 1935 the Cashew nut had become popular. 13.9 per cent

of all the nuts on the market were Cashew in that year. However, nothing was

done about growing the nut in British Honduras,

VII - GOVERNMENT ASSISTANCE

It may be felt that the very sad story of the agricultural industry in the Colony

is a result of indifference on the part of the Government. There is no doubt,

however, that Government officials have taken a genuine interest in spite of all

the failures. Governmental efforts to foster the industry are listed in chrono-

logical order below;

1843 Grant of (PS)30 allocated for agricultural development

1865 Chinese immigrants brought in to Aguacate Sugar Estate (58)

1879 Formation of Agricultural Board to supply information to planters

1881 58 Indian? coolies brought in

1882 Visit of Sir Daniel Morris from Jamaica

1883 Board of Agriculture going to import seeds and plants

1884 Exhibition in Belize of articles being sent to New Orleans for
the World's Exposition

1885 Christmas Agricultural Show in Belize

1886 Dr. van Tuyl addressed a meeting of the Agricultural Society and
discussed orange cultivation in B.H.



Page 36

1882 Report by the Governor on'"The Resources of British Honduras",
published 1893. The Colony was said to "have exceptional
advantages ..." for agriculture (57). Opening of a Botanic
Station outside Belize under the administration of Kew Gardens.

1894 Dr. Stubbs gave advice on fertilizing bananas..

After the turn of the century little information seems to be available of

Government action until after the First World War.

1920 Report on agriculture in the Colony by W.R. Dunlop. Growing trials
with rice in Stann Creek - not successful.

1927 Official seconded from the Forestry Department to set up an Agri-
cultural Department (Colonial Annual Rept. 1927).

1928 Board of Agriculture purchasing non-perishable foodstuffs, such as
rice and corn
Citrus experiments to be started in Stann Creek and Corozal Report
on agriculture by H.C. Sampson

1930 Mill constructed in Belize. 50 cwts. of rice purchased by Government

1931 Agricultural Station opened in Stann Creek. Sugar industry of the
Corozal District investigated

1932 Second agricultural officer appointed
Tanganyka and British Honduras Loans Act. $9,500 allotted to individ-
ual agriculturalists. This was offered mainly as a form of relief
for the disastrous hurricane.

1933 Peterkinfs report on the rice possibilities of the Colony.

1934 Agricultural Station opened in Punta Gorda area. Rice experiments
started.
$2,600 allocated to Stann Creek Agricultural Station
$1,900 allocated to the Corozal Agricultural Station
Third Agricultural Officer appointed.
$203,075 allocated for Agricultural settlement

1935 Government buying staple foods at fixed prices
Drying kilns attached to the Belize mill constructed: capacity for
handling 4 tons of corn, rice or beans in 8 hours.
A mill was built in Punta Gorda handling 3/4 ton of rice per day;
The Belize mill could only handle 1/2 ton.
A grinder was also set up in Punta Gorda for producing cornmeal, etc.
A fourth Agricultural Officer was added to the staff of the
Agricultural Department.
The Agricultural Station in Stann Creek was conducting a number-of
experiments on the principal crops, including grapefruit, milling
corn and banana varieties. Manilla hemp was also being tried out.
Planting material of various tree crops was offered for sale.

1936 Start made with agricultural education.
There was an estimated balance of $20,000 left from the Tanganyka and
British Honduras (Hurricane) Loan at the end of the year.
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A loan of $200,000 had been made to the Belize Estate & Produce Co.
for the construction of a new mill etc. This was an indirect
help to agriculture by increasing the Colony's income from other
sources. Board of Agriculture officially set up primarily to
purchase staple crops from the growers at fixed prices.

1937 Government land to be sold instead of leased as an incentive for
settlement.
The Governor, Sir Alan Burns, addressed a meeting of the
B. H. Agricultural Society early in the year. He made the
statement " the future of British Honduras rests to a
great extent in the hands of those who cultivate its soil.11

A Land Settlement Scheme was set up at Rockstone Pond 24 miles
from Belize for 50 settlers each holding up to 15 acres on the
Location Ticket system. (B. H. Agr. J:2, pages 91-92).
Unfortunately, the scheme was not successful, largely because
of the unsuitable type of settler, poor soil and the distance
from the market (28).

An Agricultural exhibition was held in Belize to stimulate
interest in agriculture.

1938 A Cassava Loan Fund was set up to be administered by a Committee
with the Agricultural Officer, Stann Creek, as Chairman, with
a view to maintaining a satisfactory supply of cassava to the
Canada Hill factory. The fund was $20,000 but much of it
seems to have been wasted (28a).

1939 Cassava Loan Fund in operation. Agricultural stations distributing
planting material.

Five rice reserves set up in the Toledo District.
The Government purchased power sprayers for the control of leaf-
spot disease in the banana crop. The scheme for loaning out
these sprayers was unsuccessful, however, largely through the
apathy of the planters.

School gardens were laid out for both vegetables and flowers;
a vacation course in gardening was offered to school teachers.
Small 10 acre demonstration farms were set up at the Corozal and
Stann Creek Agricultural Stations.

1940 Agricultural rotations were proposed by Mr. Kinloch (52). Good
management methods for vegetables were described in detail by
Mssrs. Cave and Clarke in the local Agricultural Journal.

Under the Colonial Development and Welfare schemes (PS) 38,140
were allocated for agriculture and veterinary work and, as it
was felt that the first need of the Colony was communications
before its agricultural potentialities could be developed
(PS) 345,295 were allocated to communications and transport.
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1944 (PS) 191,090 of the C. D. & W. funds had been spent. (PS) 35,000
had been allotted to food production over a five-year period.

1945 A Development Committee was set up by Government. A sum of ten
million pounds was considered necessary to establish agriculture,

1946 (PS) 4,000 was set aside for a soil survey from the Baron Bliss
Fund.

1947 226 miles of all weather roads were completed; also 37 miles of
feeder roads, 148 of cart tracks and 154 miles of Government
maintained trails.

An aerial survey was made at the scale of 1/50,000.
Sir Geoffrey Evans visited the Colony (32).

1949 (PS) 850,000 were granted to the Colony as a result of the
report of the Settlement Commission (32). A British Honduras
Settlement Board was set up.

(PS) 19,450 were allocated to develop the Baking Pot Central
Farm of the Department of Agriculture.

As an incentive for development concessions were given in
the form of exemption from duty for machinery to be used
in development and income tax reductions.

1950 Mr. J. V. Lochrie reported on the possibilities for cotton
production in the Colony.

The Colonial Development launches several highly capitalized
agricultural projects, discussed elsewhere.

1951 Mr. F. C. Hutson made recommendations concerning the Corozal
Sugar Factory to increase its output (48).

Mr. Urquart reported on the prospects of the cacao industry (66).

The Ecological Land-Use Survey of the Colony was envisaged at
a Committee for Colonial Agricultural, Animal Health and
Forestry Research, 1950-1951.

It should be evident from the above that the Government has been seriously

concerned over the welfare of the agricultural industry of the Colony. Large

sums of money have be m paid out by the British taxpayer even when the money

was badly needed at home. Perhaps of greatest significance is the Colonial

Development and Welfare funds which were made over when Britain was very

sorely taxed during a very critical stage of the War in 1940. The great

tragedy is that so much of the money was wasted in the many futile attempts.

It is very easy to spend money from an impersonal source without having it

weigh on the conscience!
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VIII - REASONS FOR FAILURES

Lack of capital and labour and varied and scattered soils were given as reasons

for the backwardness of agriculture in the Archives as early as 1839 (7).

Later, in 1920, low population density and lack of training in agriculture were

also suggested as reasons. Difficult communications in the Colony were

another handicap to the agricultural industry. Indeed, before 1925, there

were only 35 miles of all-weather roads.

The Agricultural Department has also worked under considerable difficulties.

There were long delays in getting staff and, again because of poor communications,

few contacts could be made with the farmers. Mr. H. P. Smart, in charge of

the Department in 1935, stressed the need for more field officers (64). Another

factor was that the small farmers were very slow in adopting improved methods.

In rice cultivation in the Toledo District, for example, it was found difficult

to get the cultivators to use the sickle instead of the very laborious hand

method of harvesting. More machinery in the field was also necessary to put

the sugar industry of the Northern District on a sounder footing.

The residents of the Colony had also become accustomed to imported food and

even had prejudices against the locally-grown products. People had found it

more convenient to live with a tin-opener! For instance, very few people use

fresh milk; they prefer the tinned product to the detriment of the dairy

industry.

Mr. Smart emphasized that it was not sufficient to get a good report on a

sample of one of the Colony's products sent abroad for testing; costs of

production and quantity as well as quality were also very important (64).

Some of the more enlightened growers also voiced their opinions. Mr. J..

McArthur, writing in the "Clarion11 suggested: "One of the drawbacks to

agriculture in the Colony (is) that people who are engaged in it do not

relate their experiences and thereby assist others to avoid the repetition

of errors." The Editorial of the local "Agricultural Journal" for Volume IV,

1940 was on similar lines: "The failures of most organizations in Central

America, and in particular, British Honduras, is lack of collective under-

standing of the tremendous importance of the meaning of cooperation in its

widest and deepest sense."
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Mr. C. Lizarraga wrote a most interesting article in "The B. H. Agricultural

Journal11 in 1936*. He was obviously disappointed in the sorry state of the

agricultural industry but he was sure the trouble could be remedied. In fact,

he made the very bold statement: "One cannot conceive of British Honduras

other than as an agricultural entity." Four points were suggested:

(1) More confidence in the policy of the Government.

(2) Increase the morale of the younger generation.

(3) Develop patriotism.

(4) Demonstration of the feasibility of agriculture.

Agricultural failure in the Corozal District were accredited to: the use

of primitive methods, the lack of financial aid, not being used to looking

forward to marketing crops abroad, and the failure of the Government to restrict

imports. Agricultural education was badly needed and demonstrations to acquaint

growers with the great labour savings which could be made by using ploughs and

planting machines.

Mr. C. H. Milligan# inSarteneja also pointed out that poor marketing was one

of the main factors although the high cost of living was important. Lack of

rural spirit and pride in one's work and the fact that the women-folk preferred

to live in towns were also blamed*.

The Rockstone Pond Land Settlement scheme has been mentioned earlier. Although

every incentive was given to the settlers by allowing them up to 15 acres of

land rent free for three years, work on the roads for three days a week

during the first year of the scheme, facilities for purchasing tools and seeds

cheaply, and the constant advice of a resident supervisor, the scheme failed

hopelessly. The public's response to the scheme was not very enthusiastic

and only a few applicants came forward, delaying the opening of the Settlement.

During 1937, 37 families were settled in the area but it was obvious that the

project was going to fail. The type of settler was not adapted to agricultural

work; the Negroes of Belize preferred town life with seasonal work in the

forests. The settlers also lacked the spirit of cooperation and experienced

difficulty in marketing their produce, although Belize was only 26 miles

distant (28).

* Lizarraga, Cornelio, B. H. Agric. J.2:119 - 121, 1936.

* Milligan, C. H., B. H. Agric. J.3: 8 - 9 , 1937.
* Brooks, G. W B, B. H. Agric. J.4: 105.
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One reason why marketing vegetables in Belize has always proved so difficult

is that the producers, very often bringing in their produce by dorie, are

forced to rely on the stallholders in the market. With a small city of

20,000 periodical gluts were also inevitable. Irrigation would help to

spread production over a longer period of the year.

The failure of the Cassava Loan Fund has already been discussed; Government

aid to help the banana crop by spraying against Leaf Disease also met with

a rebuff. The strenuous efforts of the Agricultural Officer in the Northern

District to improve the cane industry and other crops seem to have been of
little avail.

Large sums of Colonial Development and Welfare funds and the capital of the

Colonial Development Corporation, all coming from the British taxpayer, have

been wasted in recent years. Another large development plan is under way

and, it is hoped, the administrators of the scheme will have learnt from the

numerous mistakes made in the past.

IX - HOPES FOR AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

It would appear strange that the agricultural industry has been so backward

when a number of observers have been so enthusiastic about it's prospects

from time to time.

As early as 1862 in a meeting of the Legislative Assembly, it was hoped that

immigration would be increased and agriculture on a large scientific scale

established to revive the prosperity of the Colony. By 1867 the industry

was said to be making rapid strides. The Governor, indeed, stressed the

point that "agriculture...was the only hope" of the Colony. It was a good

sign that large sums of money were being invested in the Colony and that

the sugar estates in the north of the country and at Sittee River and Seven

Hills in the south were making good progress. Agriculture was needed to

replace the forest industry which drained "resources and capital."

Some years later, in 1879, the Colonial Secretary, Mr. Fowler, reported

very favourably on the agricultural prospects in those areas covered

by his expedition from Garbutt Falls to Deep River. To quote from his
report "....population is the only requisite to convert a desolate waste
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into luxuriant homes for the soil is rich." To tap the resources of the

Colony it was even proposed to build a railway from Belize to Guatemala City
for which an estimated (PS) 500,000 was required!

Perhaps one of the most enthusiastic reports of the Colony was that of the

Governor, Sir Alfred Maloney, in his "The Resources of British Honduras11

published in 1893 (57). He described the country as "a colony which has

exceptional advantages whether we look to climate, soil or a market. British

Honduras can be the tropical garden of North America." He lauded the virtues

of a country in which cane would ratoon for twenty or thirty years and could

produce large quantities of cohune oil and coconuts. A few years earlier

Sir Daniel Morris had visited the Colony and he also reported very favourably

on its agricultural possibilities (60). Indeed, the visitor to British

Honduras today would be most surprised if he read Morris's account of the

Colony before the end of tne last century.

Also of interest is a publication entitled "British Honduras: The Forgotten

Colony" by F, C. Hidden of the National Business Agency, London. A long list

of the crops which could be easily produced in the country was given. Quoting

from "The Forgotten Colony": "...Thousands of acres could be developed

immediately....cheap, fertile land offers unlimited scope." It was suggested

that only (PS) 3,000 capital was required to cultivate 400 acres of land.

Sir Alan Burns, the Governor, addressing the Agricultural Society in 1937

said " my great interest in agriculture, and my firm conviction that

the future of British Honduras rests to a great extent in the hands of those

who cultivate its soil." *

Since the Second World War, agriculture again attracted considerable interest.

The Settlement Commission was sure that extensive agricultural schemes could

be developed with little risk (32) and Sir Ronald Garvey, the Governor, and

* The report of the Agricultural Policy Committee of British Honduras of 19?
is of interest. To quote: B. H. "...has natural assets for successful
agriculture...climate suitable...vast tracts of good soil" "...future
well-being of the Colony and its people appears to depend almost solely on
the fertility of its soil. exploited by forest produce."
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Colonial Development personnel were also enthusiastic. A fantastic scheme

for developing the Colony was proposed in the book "Wealth for Welfare11

by Foster and Bacon (38) in 1943.

A number of agricultural specialist, such as Mssrs. Lacey (54), Urguart (66)

and Pratt (63) have also felt that much could be done in the agricultural

field. Why the failures?

X - DISCUSSION

The agricultural history of British Honduras is a story of an almost unending

series of tragic failures, heartbreak and frustration. Both private and

public ventures suffered the same fate. They were started with great

enthusiasm, very often with inexperienced management personnel, over-confident

of success, and who scoffed at the advice and warnings offered by local

people who scoffed at the advice and warnings offered by local people who

knew the peculiarities of their country. In many cases the managements

were more concerned over their own pecuniary emoluments and personal

comforts than the success of their projects. The true pioneering spirit

was absent. Another unsound feature of these ventures was that they were

all started on too large a scale, a dangerous course to take when the manage-

ment lacks local experience and is growing untried crops. The operation

of small pilot schemes for several years before extensive plantings would

have been sound practice in spite of the temptation to "cash in"-on high

market prices by heavy production.

Costs of production are high in British Honduras; the labour tends to be

indolent and has a higher standard of living and therefore expects higher

wages than in many tropical countries; agricultural ventures tend, therefore,

to be very susceptible to outside competition and world prices. The labour

is also unreliable as there are the rival calls of the forest industries,

the home garden or "milpa11 and also the desire to sit in the shade and talk

or sleep! Again, much of the labour available in British Honduras is

unskilled in agricultural work. The combination of unsuitable labour and

inexperienced management is obviously sufficient to bring about the failure

of many a project.
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Another important factor is that British Honduras is off the main shipping

routes, particularly those to the United Kingdom; consequently, losses were

caused by the absence of shipping facilities at critical times for the export

of the produce and also by the long delays in getting necessary and often

urgently-needed supplies to the projects. Freight charges on both in and out

going goods are also very high owing to the distances involved. Additional

handling charges are incurred because the Colony lacks a deep-water pier

and goods have to be transhipped to lighters. Poor internal communications

within the Colony, particularly before the Second World War, not only by road,

river and sea, but also in postal and telephone services, also contributed

to the failures by causing serious delays and handicapped the movement of

personnel. During the World Wars, shipping to Europe was almost completely

cut off.

Schemes worked out on paper can be made to look very attractive when the
low cost of purchasing the land is taken into account only. When the land

surface is also covered by luxuriant forest vegetation one can also be deluded

into thinking that the soil is highly fertile. In almost all the cases

of failure, the cost of land clearing was grossly under-estimated and the

soil poorer than had been anticipated. Fertilizers were often found necessary

although the cost was prohibitive. Plant diseases and pests also tend to

become serious when crops are grown on a large scale.

Some feel that there is more hope for small scale farming in British Honduras

in preference to large scale estate agriculture. It is possible that this

is so, providing that a large, agriculturally minded rural population can

be built up, and here the controversial question of immigration arises,

and a strong Department of Agriculture developed with sufficient advisory

officers and experimental and demonstration farms in the different communities.

The machinery pool system which is now being worked out should do much to

help the small farmer.

It is quite obvious that agriculture can be developed in the Colony. In

the days of the "hey-day11 of the timber industry there was no need for agri-

culture but now this much despised industry has to take timber's place if

the country is to survive economically. One can be assured that if the

population density was much heavier and dependent on the land, as in India,
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China or nearby Jamaica, even the poorer soils would now be in use.

XI - SUMMARY

A very brief account is presented of the peasant "milpa11 system of "Shifting11

cultivation as practiced by the Mayas, Spanish, Carib and East Indian people.
The sugar cane industry in both the Northern District and in the Toledo District
is dealt with in some detail; the fortunes of the American Settlement in the
latter area are also discussed. The coconut and citrus industries are also

considered with sugar cane as established industries in the Colony. Citrus,
alone, has made rapid advances although coconut growers have made large profits

in boom years.

Corn (maize) and rice are the staple crops of the Colony. Cultivation methods
are very primitive and yields low. The Government has done much to foster
the production of these crops by stabilizing prices and providing an assured
market. Vegetable production .is a very minor industry, possibly through
poor marketing facilities and competing imports. Production was increased

during the War, particularly in the Northern District.

British Honduras is noted for its agricultural failures. Grandiose schemes
for the production of bananas, cassava, cohune oil, etc., were launched
with great enthusiasm but failed miserably. The recent Colonial Development

Corporation is of particular interest.

Promising experiments and some commercial trials have been conducted with
cotton and a number of lesser known crops, such as ramie fibre and oil-
seed crops. The Barton Ramie project of the Colonial Development Corporation

is of particular interest.

Although Government indifference in the past can be partly blamed for the
backwardness of agriculture, a list is given in chronological order of the
action taken and funds allocated to develop the industry. A section is
then devoted to the reasons which have been advanced by various people,
residents and visitors to the Colony, to explain the failures. That many
people were still undaunted in their belief that British Honduras has
potentialities for agriculture is then exemplified.
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In the concluding discussion the writer presents some of his views on

the failures of the agricultural industry in the Colony.
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Draft Proposal for Three Grain Storage Facilities for Belize Marketing Board
(1973)

CANADIAN A I D

Crop Production and Storage

1. A rapid increase in crop production is an integral part of the govern-
ments agricultural development programme; the potential for such an
expansion was a major consideration in the government's decision to
join the Caribbean Free Trade Area. Some increase in production,
mainly through mechanized corn and rice growing, has been achieved, but
the rate of increase has been much less than that required, if the full
opportunities of CARIFTA are to be realized. Three factors"can be
diagnosed as inhibiting the rapid expansion of crop production, namely,
lack of suitable credit facilities, marketing uncertainties, and the
almost complete lack of cleaning, drying and storage facilities. The
marketing uncertainties and the lack of storage are to a great extent
interrelated.

2. The setting-up of the Caribbean Development Bank together with a local
counterpart, the Development Finance Corporation has gone a long way
towards meeting the credit needs, and provided adequate funds continue
to be forthcoming from the Caribbean Development Bank, finance will now
be circulable to farmers to support a rapid mechanization of crop prod-
uction with both increased average and yields. Presently some 2,600
acres are grown to corn of which about 11,000 acres are mechanized, the
balance or 15,000 acres being grown on a shifting cultivation basis with
low density plant populations and yields averaging only 11,000 pounds to
the acre.

3.. The low yields and acreage limitations imposed by the shifting cultivation
methods, normally means that the cultivator (milpero) has no difficulty
in harvesting and drying his crop. This position is radically altered as
soon as the production is increased, since the old methods of drying out
on the plant cannot be practiced except on a very limited scale; where
mechanized harvesting is used with shelled corn as the end product, the
need for cleaning and drying and storage facilities become critical.

4. The Marketing Board, a statutory board, exists to help the farmers by
purchasing his production, at equitable prices, within the case of some
commodities, guaranteed minimum prices. The board has limited storage
facilities in Belize City where there is also a rice mill. The peak
corn and rice harvest periods coincide, so what storage is available
at the board's depot in Belize City is required for rice paddy. There
are also buying depots for the Marketing Board in Orange Walk, Cayo, and
the Toledo Districts, with some limited storage only at the latter.
There is a small drier at the Belize City rice mill and at the Toledo
District buying depot. In the absence of adequate cleaning, drying,
and storage facilities, the Marketing Board is not in a position to
offer attractive guaranteed minimum prices to stimulate and accelerate
production.
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5. Under free market conditions, the price for corn is at its lowest
around the main crop harvest time, when in the absence of suitable
drying and storage facilities most farmers have to sell. Attempts by
farmers to store their corn in the absence of proper drying and storing
facilities have annually resulted in even greater losses to the farmers
through molds and insect damage. The warm humid conditions prevalent
for much of the year make grain storage more hazardous than in the
temperate areas.

6. (sic) The lack of drying and storage facilities has then prevented
the setting of attractive guaranteed minimum prices as well as
necessitating the farmer selling his crop at the most unfavourable time
and often at a loss, so effectively discouraging any increase in
production. «

7. Maize is presently grown on a country wide basis whilst rice production
is mainly confined to the Belize and Toledo Districts. The estimated
acreages and production for 1972 are given hereunder on a district
basis

Average yields by District
per acre, with a nationwide
per acre as explained earli
Increasing mechanized corn
seed and fertilizers could
the present figure without
and storage facilities and
production may be expected

range from 978 pounds per acre to 1,512 pounds
average of 1,369 pounds per acre. Low yields
er are mainly associated with milpa cultivation,
production along with the use of hybrid corn
see production stepped up three to four times
any increase in acreage. Given adequate drying
satisfactory quaranteed minimum price, corn
to expand as follows:

Production
District

Corozal

Orange Walk

Belize

Cayo

Stann Creek

Toledo

Acreage

2,638

12,160

867

7,015

283

4,353

Pounds Clean Corn

2,602,000

18,339,600

949,365

10,612,000

276,774

4,614,180

Total 27,316 37,393,919
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8. Rice production in Toledo District is presently some 2,500 tons' of
which about 25% is mechanized production. A minimum expansion rate
of ten per cent per annum is expected to double production within 1.0
years. A much more rapid expansion is expected in the Belize District
but storage facilities from private sources are available.

9. Production of both soyabean and grain sorghum are being initiated and
will increase the need for cleaning, drying and storage facilities.

10. Red Kidney beans which enjoy a good market both at home and abroad,
have proved a fickle crop to grow, yields being adversely affected by
too much or too little rain to a degree that only about once in five
years is a real bumper crop obtained. Storage has proved most difficult,
since rapid hardening of the beans when stored renders them unpalatable.
Thus, in addition to the provision of storage, there is a nf|d to train
staff in methods of cleaning, drying, and storage of crops, fin particular,
kiln drying of Red Kidney beans.

11. Corozal and Orange Walk Districts together are estimated to require storage
for some 23,000 tons of corn by 1978. Belize, Cayo and Stann Creek Dis-
tricts together some 15,000 tons for corn, and 7,000 tons for the Toledo
District. In addition, further storage capacity will.be needed to handle
the production of other crops. It is proposed, therefore, to set up
three depots, each equipped to clean, dry and store. These depots will
be sited at Orange Walk Town to serve the Corozal and Orange Walk Districts.
At Belmopan to cover the Belize, Cayo and Stann Creek Districts and at
Punta Gorda to serve the Toledo District. The following storage capacities
are proposed:

Orange Walk Town 15,000 tons

Belmopan 10,000 tons

Punta Gorda Town 10,000 tons

12. Each depot should have facilities for receiving corn, etc. in bulk and in
bags, with an automatic truck scale. The produce should then pass through
cleaners into storage bins which are also driers, each bin having a fan
and butane gas heater. Provision should exist to divert any consignment
to a particular bin so that lots of similar moisture content can be stored
together. From storage provision should be made to weigh and bag off the
produce.

13. The approximate cost of a 10,000 ton storage complex is $275,000 U.S.
giving a total cost of $1,162,500 U. S. for the total project. Here it
should be noted that the increase in corn production estimated to result
from the provision of adequate storage is 26,000 tons which at $7.00
Belize/per 100 pounds is valued at $3,724,000 Belize (1972).

14. Summary

Provision of grain cleaning, drying and storage complex to provide storage
for a total of 35,000 tons at three sites, costing some -$1,162,500 U. S.
and resulting in a minimum increase in production of corn alone to the
value of $3,724,000 Belize.
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Provision of training in cleaning, drying and storage of various crops
for not less than three employees of the Marketing Board who will man
the depots.

N,B. The Belize City depot of the Marketing Board is very open to hurricane
damage. It will be used solely as an intransit depot for export of
produce.


