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Summary

As part of the post-COVID-19 recovery process, IICA and COLEACP, with international 
and regional partners, support a more resilient and greener agriculture and a strong 
agrifood business sector in the Caribbean providing technical assistance, training and 
business development for entrepreneurs. Every two months, the two organisations 
will hold Caribbean Agrifood Business Sessions centered on inspiring stories from 
successful local entrepreneurs in a wide range of value chains, markets and sectors. 
Views from experts in finance, technology, policy and research will also be featured.

The first session held on 9 June 2021 focused on examples of businesses that adapted 
to the COVID-19 context and repositioned themselves in new markets or with new 
product lines and managed to grow.

Key drivers of success: Lessons learned
Despite major disruptions, the COVID-19 pandemic also represents an opportunity for a 
paradigm shift in the way people produce, process and consume food and creates new 
opportunities for businesses. Successes from businesses, key to the food processing and 
sustainability agenda, show various common trends:

 �  Adaptability and flexibility are important for businesses to seize new market 
opportunities

 �  Strengthening online presence, performant ordering, and delivery systems make a 
difference

 �  Greater online visibility through social media increases market promotion and sales
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 �  Efforts to team-up with other businesses to make advantage of (online) expansion 
pay off

 �  Developing closer relations with customers and providing tailored services make a 
difference

 �  Supporting local farmers and local markets has been a game changer even for export 
companies

 �  Promoting new ways of working amongst the staff in company and digital skills have 
minimized disruption

 �  Brand recognition, diversification of markets, certification remain essential for 
business expansion

Building resilience and succeeding in COVID-19 times

The COVID-19 effects have aggravated existing challenges in the agriculture and agrifood 
business sector in the Caribbean. The impacts have been keenly felt all along the value 
chain, from production, supply of inputs and processing to logistical services required to 
trade in export and domestic/regional markets. The lockdowns disrupted air and sea freight 
operations, with impacts on both exports from and imports to the region. The dependence 
of the region on tourism led to the closure of most of hotels and many businesses had to 
close operations impacting farmers.

While many operators suffered from the COVID-19 impact, many also demonstrated 
resilience, maintaining, or expanding businesses and scaling up operations. Higher health 
and safety concerns, increased transparency in the supply chain, and closer relations with 
local producers have become a strong feature in many markets. In some cases, domestic 
markets for food became more diversified through improved technologies and innovations. 
Food production and distribution channels that were well coordinated were best positioned 
to adapt to changing patterns in demand and demonstrated flexibility, local proximity and 
response capacity. From the consumer side, increased support towards healthy food and 
local markets boosted domestically sourced products.
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Meet our five entrepreneurs and their inspiring stories

Massy Stores SLU Ltd, St. Lucia 

Massy Stores operates 47 retail locations in five 
markets in the Caribbean (Barbados, Guyana, 
Jamaica,  St. Lucia, Trinidad & Tobago) with 
several formats including supercentres, 
supermarkets, pharmacies, express, gourmet, 

home and a mega warehouse club in St. Lucia. 

Dunstan Demille, Perishables Manager, Massy Stores SLU Ltd, St. Lucia, shared some insights 
on how the chain had to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic which brought new challenges 
to businesses caused by panic buying, unplanned shutdowns, market contraction, health 
and safety concerns and farmers caught off guard, in addition to droughts in the region.

Massy put in place strict protocols, made a strong commitment to source from local farmers 
and support local manufacturers, developing strong relationships with them. This allowed 
farmers to scale up production and improved market access. The retailer chain opened 
a plant for buyers, worked closely with the Ministry of Agriculture marketing department 
and gave a premium for local products. The chain employed more staff and raised through 
various communication channels the visibility and product offer promoting eating local, 
contributing to the growth of St Lucian operators and bringing targeted support to MSMEs.

RHS Marketing Limited, Trinidad & Tobago

RHS Marketing Limited, is a leading agro processor 
based in Trinidad & Tobago. From a simple beginning 
as a one-man operation with home recipes for pepper 
sauces, browning essences, and green seasoning, the 
company now produces an extensive range of 
household-name products sold throughout the national 
grocery chains, independent shops, hotels, and 
restaurants. The company has now 100 employees, is 
present in 27 markets, across the U.S., the Caribbean 
islands, Canada, and the United Kingdom. It has many 
brands Karibbean Flavours (primary blend for seasoning 

and spices), Herreras (flavouring), Rajapuri (new brand focused on spices launched during 
COVID-19 times), Kitchmixx.
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RHS Global Inc. is the distribution company which was recently established in Florida to 
take care of the distribution in the U.S. 

Despite challenges caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the company seized new 
opportunities as it was authorized to continue to operate as an essential business. With the 
closure of all restaurants, people had to prepare their meals at home, and spices sauces and 
seasonings were in demand at the supermarkets.   

Ravi Sankar, Managing Director, explained how the company used social media platforms to 
promote the products, gained brand recognition and increased sales. To increase capacity, 
the company had to expand its production facility, engage more farmers and reorganize 
operations, learning how to scale up by mechanizing and reducing the labor-intensive jobs. 
This resulted in a three-fold increase in production.

E-commerce sales increased, especially via Amazon, as many consumers turned to 
e-commerce platforms to purchase products, being reluctant to go to the supermarkets. 
The distribution warehouse in Florida played an important part in shipping products to 
the Amazon warehouse in a timely manner and for some product categories, the company 
became (and still is) Amazon’s choice and the number one seller.

Arya’s Fresh Cut, Guyana  

Six years ago, Diana Persaud and her husband Aditya moved ahead with their goal of 
building an organic farming business that provides consumers with fresh crops that are 
well packaged and can be relied upon for their high quality. Arya’s Fresh Cut line of produce 
includes pumpkins, tomatoes, cabbage (chopped), corilla that is cut and cleaned, bell 
peppers, sweet peppers, wiri-wiri peppers, ochro, boulanger or egg plant and passion fruit. 
The company has today more than 30 employees.

During the first two weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a noticeable drop in sales, 
so Diana and Aditya worked out a way to conquer new markets by using different strategies, 
including home delivery and online services.

Arya’s Fresh Cut focuses on the farm to doorstep concept, selling fresh veggies with greater 
awareness of food safety, quality, and increased need for convenience and efficient service. 
The product is hand selected, graded, processed, packaged and delivered to supermarkets. 
This is the hallmark of the production line, which ensures that the highest quality gets into 
the consumers’ hands.

Starting with WhatsApp prior to COVID-19 times, the company is today the Guyanese first 
online store providing very reliable and up to date information.

The company developed connections with big sellers in Guyana and got mentorship from 
them which proved to be very useful.
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Bwana Business Incorporated, Trinidad & Tobago

Bwana Business Incorporated manufactures and distributes frozen food products.

The Director, Kerwin Craigwell, shared the company success despite COVID-19 related 
challenges, which was the combination of decisions: investment in online and social media 
presence (online stores etc.) with the launch of brand awareness campaigns coupled 
with surveys (farmers’ markets and pop-up shops) which led to a better understanding of 
customer’ preferences and ultimately increased sales.

The company ensured steady and consistent production, increasing its network of suppliers, 
maintained pre-COVID-19 prices, invested in improved and value-added products. It also 
developed skills and trainings (reducing waste). A steady and consistent production, as well 
as maintaining pre-COVID-19 prices led to gains in operations and increases in points of 
sale. By allocating financial resources strategically, negotiating raw material and packaging 
prices and flexible payment terms, the company managed to grow. It strengthened online 
presence and shared space with other companies.

      

THERAPY, Jamaica

This small company created six years ago, has expanded into 
the trendy vegan and plant based solutions that are healthy and 
nutritious options. It focuses on product development and 
innovation to respond to consumers’ needs, lifestyle changes 
focused on health and wellbeing and sells sugar and chemical 
free and vegan food. It supports organic farmers and MSMEs, 
and sustainable farming and raises awareness on the importance 

of growing organically and maintaining seasonal supply of the products, giving a flavor of 
the islands. The company also capitalizes on a special engagement with its customers, 
considering them as a family, identifying their needs and getting constant feedback. 

The company has expanded thanks to its flexibility and adaptability. Danielle Thomson, CEO, 
explained how it managed to get return on investment by closing the physical locations 
and focusing only on online sales, having the team working remotely and promoting use of 
technology amongst employees. It adopted shopify experiences, followed metrics of sales 
to track progress.

Instagram, Twitter, Trello were convenient tools to link and interact with customers.
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A supportive ecosystem for entrepreneurship development 

For the entrepreneurs and businesses to grow and expand, they need a conducive ecosystem 
which encompasses favorable policies, access to finance and to skills, technical assistance 
and capacity development. 

IICA Director General, Manuel Otero, insisted on the need for long-term policies and more 
intensive knowledge and science to inform policy. He committed IICA’s support towards 
health and nutrition, diversification, social inclusion and resilience, advocating for strong 
public, private alliances and MSME empowerment. IICA is committed to supporting 
entrepreneurs to adapt to circular and bioeconomy, comply with safety and compliance for 
market access and promote innovation. 

Jeremy Knops, General Delegate, COLEACP, underlined the need to build resilience of 
agrifood systems, support adoption of technologies by MSMEs and build skills competency, 
facilitating connections and market access. The partnership between IICA and COLEACP 
allows for upscaling of technical assistance, capacity development and market linkages for 
MSMEs accessing local, regional or international markets.

On finance, José Torres, Senior Investment Manager, Latin America/Caribbean, Bamboo 
Capital Partners, presented the Agri-Business Capital Fund (ABC Fund) which offers a 
set of financial products, including loans and equity, specifically tailored to the needs of 
smallholder farmers and agri-SMEs.

To reach them most effectively, these products are made available either directly to farmers’ 
organizations and SMEs, or indirectly via financial institutions. The ABC Fund focuses on 
investments that can drive economic and social development and generate economic 
opportunities for smallholder farmers, in particular women and young people. For José 
Torres, building resilience of SMEs is essential and he encouraged businesses to think out 
of the box, build trust with the finance institutions, develop a project together as it requires 
long-term commitment. Finance institutions look for businesses which are profitable and 
for return on investment, so it requires from companies substantial work, a business model 
that works, good governance and a clear impact on the livelihoods of small-scale farmers.

The European Union provides key support to the private sector and to MSMEs in 
particular. Sheldon Jackman, Expert, EU Delegation to Barbados, ECS, OECS, CARICOM/
CARIFORUM recognized the value of strong networks and the need to access accurate 
and timely information on export and regional markets by MSMEs and also by the support 
organizations as to better respond to the MSMES needs. Information technologies and 
innovations are critical and MSMEs need to work with universities and academia to produce 
new services and products. Digital strategies and platforms can promote businesses, allow 
interactions with customers and collaboration with other businesses and expand online 
presence. E-commerce strategy is beneficial but could also be divisive for some businesses 
which cannot adapt, hence the need to provide support. Aware of the fact that MSMEs 
growth can generate economic impact, the EU has redirected funds towards the regional 
private sector development through technical assistance and trainings, targeting TBT, 
SPS and food safety, promoting innovation, intellectual property and trade facilitation 
implemented by various organizations.

http://agri-business-capital.com/


The Caribbean Export Development Agency aims at enhancing the competitiveness 
of regional SMEs, through training and capacity building, access to finance, investment 
and export promotion. Jeanelle Murray Noel, Advisor, Access to finance, presented the 
Caribbean Business Angel Network aimed at connecting angel investors with entrepreneurs 
and the technical assistance programme providing direct support to the region’s SMEs on 
a non-reimbursable basis.

The Caribbean Agrifood Business Sessions are organized and facilitated by Isolina Boto, 
Head of Networks and Alliances, COLEACP; Ena Harvey, IICA Representative, Barbados 
and Hemispheric Agrotourism Specialist; and Axelle Rupert, Project Officer, COLEACP.

Support the

COLEACP

https://www.carib-export.com/

