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Deep Dive
US To Send Haitians Back To Die

“When the fight is close,” he said, “you’re
expecting [trauma] patients.”

Sitting behind the desk in his prefabricat-
ed office, Kowalski described the violence
like a farmer might explain crop cycles.
The gangs fight hard for three or four days.
Then they retrieve their dead and organize
burial ceremonies. About a month later;
once munitions have been restocked, the
intense firefights start again. The World
Health Organization reported that only 37
of the capital’s 100 inpatient health facili-
ties remain functional two years after the
gangs consolidated power.

The gang battle that sparked on May 10
was particularly intense, however. And
so, by 9:00 a.m. that morning, Kowalski
made a fateful decision: activate MSF’s
Plan Blanc, a contingency operation that
involves emptying out the hospital in
anticipation of an imminent mass casu-
alty event. The Plan Blanc ensures beds
are available for a wave of trauma pa-
tients. The risk, Kowalski said, is that you
clear the facility, bring additional staff in
through armed conflict, and nothing hap-
pens. Depending on the outcome, he joked,
you look clairvoyant or like an idiot.

But Kowalski is a 15-year MSF veteran
with five postings in Haiti alone. He trust-
ed his instincts and began making calls:
more doctors and nurses, more crowd
control, more watchmen.

Every person coming into the hospital, and
every evacuee, would need security coor-
dination to navigate the gun battle outside.
It was a dangerous proposition: in March
2025, while staff evacuated MSF’s Turgeau
Emergency Center in Port-au-Prince, four
of MSF’s vehicles were intentionally fired
upon despite prior coordination with Hai-
tian authorities. Tessier told me that police
often suspect ambulances of doubling as
escape vehicles for gang members evading
arrest.

And medical staff would need to plan for
more than just gunshot wounds: danger-
ous conditions meant people would drive
more recklessly, causing road traffic acci-
dents; civilians hazardously evacuating
on motorcycles might be hurled off after
hitting a pothole too fast.

By 10:00 a.m,, the first wave of gunshot
victims flooded in; within hours, the num-
ber rose to 10. By that evening, there were
more than 40 gunshot wounds, all for a
hospital with only five emergency room
beds. Often, doctors didn’t know who they
were treating; two rival gang members
and a police officer could have been in the
same room. Somehow, the team managed
to stabilize patients and transfer those in
critical condition to larger hospitals for
more complex surgeries.

But then, in the waning hours of daylight,
a wave of more than 800 terrified civilians
from Cité Soleil appeared at the hospital
compound’s perimeter entrance. Most
were physically unharmed — they were
simply desperate for shelter after hunker-
ing down for the hours-long gun battle.
At the first sign of a lull, they ran for their
lives to find protection overnight from the
gangs. One by one, each was checked for
weapons before coming inside. By morn-
ing, Kowalski said, all were gone. Consid-
ering the violence of the prior 24 hours,
there was no prospect of continuing ser-
vices. MSF suspended operations the fol-
lowing day.

MSF’s outpatient department sees an
average of 150 patients per day. Its third
suspension of services in three years, how-
ever brief, only increased the demands on
the few remaining facilities in Port-au-
Prince — most of which are on the “verge
of collapse,” according to the International
Committee of the Red Cross. The head of
the Red Cross’s mission in Haiti, Amélie
Chbat, put a finer point on it last fall: “the
entire health-care chain is disintegrating,”
with open centers being flooded with gun-
shot wounds, victims of sexual violence,
and severely malnourished displaced
people with no access to essential services.
With two Cité Soleil hospitals suspended
in an already crumbling health-care chain,
patients must travel farther and across
more gang territory to reach medical care,
and they must wait longer to receive it as
the network’s catchment zones swell. The
risk is so great, many will forgo care alto-
gether.

Through the window of the Land Cruis-
er, | watched a theater of urban warfare
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A person walks amid debris on September 25, 2025, in the Delmas 30 neighborhood of Port-au-Prince, Haiti, which was attacked by gangs in late 2024 and

early 2025.
CLARENS SIFFROY/AFP

pass by. Husks of burned cars, felled metal
billboard poles, and mountains of debris
had been hewn into crude barricades.
Electric wires had been cut. Burned-out
buildings and houses were everywhere.
An old Ministry of Health hospital in the
neighborhood had been abandoned after
gangs intentionally ran cars through it and
pillaged its supplies.

Lethal drones and a gang
suppression force

Haitian security forces pushed gangs out
of several Port-au-Prince neighborhoods
between late 2025 and February 2026.
But many gangs regrouped in the Plaine
du Cul-de-Sac, the corridor carrying com-
mercial traffic to the capital’s container
port and oil terminal, then turned on the
gangs already there.

The offensive against the gangs changed
the control of the city geographically,
but it only increased the violence on the
streets. The United Nations recorded
2,444 homicides in Haiti between Decem-
ber 2025 and February 2026, a 23 percent
increase over the previous three months.
The waves of fighting that followed, from
March through July, are the ones that
burned Wadline’s block and emptied Kow-
alski’s hospital. Cleared from one pocket of
the city, the gangs hollowed out what liv-
able space was left in another.

It is indisputable that a new internation-
al strategy toward Haiti is needed, but
the Trump administration is effectively
reimagining the approach to the coun-
try’s security through a set of tangled
objectives: cutting aid to Haiti, deporting
Haitians back to it, and pushing forward
on a military intervention to stabilize it.
These moves raise new fears that a period
of fighting could pick up just as Haitians
deported from the United States arrive in
the country.

To support its plans for military inter-
vention, the United States advanced a UN
Security Council resolution in September
2025 that created a 5,500-member Gang
Suppression Force (GsF) for Haiti, replacing
a failed Kenya-led mission — the latest
chapter in a cycle of foreign intervention
and disengagement that has shaped Hai-
ti’s instability for over a century. The GSF
is not a traditional peacekeeping opera-
tion; rather; it is a counter-gang operation
overseen by a Standing Group of Partners,
chaired by the United States, and com-
posed of voluntary troop commitments
and funding contributions from member
states.

Colonel Justin Gorkowski, who co-leads
the US Department of Defense’s Haiti GSF
Tiger Team, has described the new ap-
proach as a counterinsurgency operation:
clear, hold, build. Ten countries will con-
tribute troops to the GSE including three
key battalions dedicated to gang-con-
trolled departments: Chad in West (metro-
politan Port-au-Prince), Sri Lanka in Artibonite,
and Ivory Coast in the Center.

The issue, of course, is the sheer scale re-
quired to bring this strategy to life.

In testimony before the House Foreign Af-
fairs Committee, Gorkowski explained the
simple math needed to stabilize the coun-
try. US planners estimate needing 30,000
security personnel to secure a population
of 11.9 million, using a standard formula
for peacetime security of 2.8 law enforce-

ment personnel for every 1,000 civilians.
The situation in Haiti today is far from a
peacetime scenario, however, and could be
compared more closely to a counterinsur-
gency operation. During the Iraq War, the
United States used a counterinsurgency
formula of 20 law enforcement personnel
for every 1,000 civilians.

But Haiti is a long way from 30,000 secu-
rity personnel. For 2026, the United States
forecasts a combined force of 10,000 Hai-
tian National Police and Armed Forces of
Haiti. The number is projected to increase
to 19,000 in 2028. By the following year,
Col. Gorkowski told Congress that Hai-
ti will have “some numbers” close to a
peacetime ratio of security forces that will
be needed.

This still leaves a gaping chasm between
the ambitions of the US strategy and the
ability to execute it by securing territory
where civilians can safely live. And secu-
rity force numbers are only half the prob-
lem. During the winter offensive, Haitian
security forces dismantled a criminal
network that included five of their own
— national police officers who had been
supplying a gang with escorts, weapons,
and ammunition as it ran kidnappings.
Meanwhile, the Trump administration
has indicated that it intends to work more
closely with Vectus Global, the US private
military company led by former Blackwa-
ter CEO Erik Prince, to address the coun-
try’s security challenges. Haiti originally
turned to the group in March 2025, with
Prince characterizing his work there as
“the definition of mercenary, no question”.
During an August 2025 Wall Street Journal
interview, Prince said he had a one-year
security contract with the Haitian govern-
ment, which includes Salvadoran merce-
naries, to help the Haitian National Police
deploy off-the-shelf drones loaded with
explosives. Prince has set a straightfor-
ward benchmark for the group’s success:
“when you can drive from Port-au-Prince
to Cap-Haitien in a thin-skinned vehicle
and not be stopped by gangs.” That pos-
sibility seemed distant during my visit.
National Route 1, the critical artery run-
ning north-south out of the city, remained
under gang control.

It is unclear how this offensive is improv-
ing security in Port-au-Prince and Haiti

Onemore hospital offline,
one more community
stranded without help,
one more wave of patients
headed across conflict
linestothe few health
centersleftstanding. A
fewdaysafterlleft, the
Supreme Courtruled
thatHaitiansformerly
protected by TPS could
nowface deportation.
When President Donald
Trump'sdeputy chief of
staff, Stephen Miller, was
asked whetherthe country
they'd bereturningtowas
safe,hedidn't hesitate to
respond. “For Haitians?”
Miller said. “Absolutely.”

An individual enters Hopital Universitaire de la Paix in June 2026. A prominent sign outside reads: “Do
not enter the hospital with a weapon.”
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overall, or achieving US strategic goals.
Between March 2025 and January 2026,
drones piloted by Haitian security forces
and private contractors have killed at least
1,243 people — including 43 civilians and
17 children — according to a Human
Rights Watch report.

The gang leader Barbecue’s Port-au-Prince
stronghold was bombed by drones in Jan-
uary to no effect. He remains at large, and
no major gang leader has been captured or
killed. The Haitian security official, James
Boyard, and his daughter are still held by
the gangs, despite the payment of several
ransoms. His wife’s status has not been
reported at the time of writing.

In the meantime, the gangs are taking new
ground through mass violence. On August
23, 150 heavily armed gang members
stormed Kenscoff, a rural community in
the mountains above Port-au-Prince and
Pétion-Ville that serves as a key transit
route in and out of the country’s capital.
Under the cover of night, gangs massacred
47 people, dozens of them who had taken
refuge in a Protestant Church, with anoth-
er 52 people kidnapped.

A puzzle of no-fail decisions

In a world with no shortage of humani-
tarian emergencies and record-breaking
conflict, I asked MSF’s Tessier why Haiti’s
crisis is so difficult. Armed conflict, govern-
ment collapse, natural disasters, mass dis-
placement, and famine are the metrics by
which MSF calibrates its response posture
all over the world, he said. But not only are
these all present in Haiti, they are all pres-
ent in Port-au-Prince, a city covering just
about 14 square miles. And, in the past
year, the conflict has expanded to include
rural regions of the country that were once
considered safe.

“Gangs make alliances, then break them,”
Tessier said. MSF and others are constant-
ly recalibrating, triangulating information
by the minute, attempting to keep pace in
Haiti’s landscape of rival gangs, the GSE,
the Haitian National Police, and Vectus
mercenaries. The stakes are life-and-
death, for patients and the aid workers
themselves. Sitting with aid workers in
Port-au-Prince who had previously de-
ployed to war zones in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo, Gaza, and Sudan, I asked
how those environments compared to
Haiti. They told me that their experience
700 miles off the coast of Florida was as
harrowing and complicated as any they
had faced. It was also as rewarding as any.
The intellectual challenge of deconflicting
and navigating across the battlefield — a
puzzle of no-fail decisions — can still, most
days, be solved, they said. MSF’s skills are
what allow its people to maneuver in a
war zone with only white cloth vests and
unarmored vehicles. It was one of the few
glimmers of hope remaining in a country
so decimated by violence and hunger, dis-
ease and displacement: workers extraor-
dinarily courageous and agile, trusted and
empowered to protect their patients and
each other.

And yet, for all their heroics, the health
system keeps deteriorating, displacement
keeps climbing, gangs keep terrorizing
the capital and pushing into the country-
side, and donor money keeps drying up.
Disease surveillance will soon go with it,
according to the Pan American Health Or-
ganization.

As my WFP helicopter carried me out of
Port-au-Prince, Tessier and MSF issued a
press release: Maternité Isaie Jeanty, an
MSF-supported maternity hospital in the
Chancerelles section of Cité Soleil, was
forced to suspend operations following
five days of fighting. The hospital was only
down the road from the Delmas mobile
clinic we had visited the day before. One
more hospital offline, one more communi-
ty stranded without help, one more wave
of patients headed across conflict lines to
the few health centers left standing.

A few days after I left, the Supreme Court
ruled that Haitians formerly protected by
TPS could now face deportation. When
President Donald Trump’s deputy chief
of staff, Stephen Miller, was asked wheth-
er the country they’d be returning to was
safe, he didn’t hesitate to respond.

“For Haitians?” Miller said. “Absolutely””

The full article was first published by the
Council on Foreign Relations.



