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Memo 
From: Julie Grossman 

Date: 09/02/98 

Re: 'Si Se Puede' Teaching Pac.ket 

As the teaching packet "Si Se Puede: Sustainable Agriculture in Cuba" was completed Spring of 1998, 
I wanted to give you a follow up regarding what became of the final products. Three packets were 
distributed to the following locations: 

• Resource Center for the Americas: a non-profit organization including a library of Latin 
American resources of use to teachers in the Twin Citiy area. This library is highly utilized by local 
teachers when looking for information for class content and we regard this to be one of the most 
important destinations of the packet. 

• Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture (MISA) at the University of Minnesota 

• Institute for Social, Economic and Ecological Sustainability (ISEES) for mail-lending purposes 

Additionally, two-hundred letters announcing the existence and purpose of the packet were sent to 
sustainable agricultural organizations and individuals throughout Minnesota and the U.S. Organization 
addresses were collected from the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture mailing lists. The 
enclosed list is a sample of the organizations to which the information was sent. 

Thanks for all you have done to make this project a success! 

Sincerely 

Julie Grossman 
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Mr. Ryan Cohen 
Natural Harvest CSA 
4604 Stillwater Blvd. 
Stillwater MN 55082 

Mr. & Mrs. Dick Bowne 
Gemini Guernseys 
RR 1 Box 3300 
Palisade MN 56469 

Mr. Soren Sorensen 
S.C.S. IReptiles and Natural Products 
1061 St. Clair Ave. 
St. Paul MN 55105 

Ms. Dana Jackson 
Associate Director 
Land Stewardship Project 
2200 Fourth St. 
White Bear Lake MN 55110 

Mr. Tim King 
Coordinator 
Sustainable Farming Assoc. ofMN 
Rt2 Box 178A 
Long Prairie MN 56347 

SF A- South Central Chapter 
Box 102 
Alden MN 56009 

Ms. Jenifer Buckley 
SF A- Northeast Chapter 
Box 307 
Carlton MN 55718 

Mr. Alton Hanson 
SF A- East Central Chapter 
RR 3 Box 270 
Pine City MN 55063 

Ms. Sue Cristan, Executive Director 
Organic Growers & Buyers Association 
7362 University Ave. NE 
Suite 208 
Minneapolis MN 55432-3102 

Mr. Bruce Bacon 
Garden Farme 
7363 175th Ave. NW 
Ramsey MN 55303 

Mr. Glen Borgerding 
Agricultural Resource Consulting 
329 2nd St. NW 
Freeport MN 56331-0188 

Mr. Everett Myers 
Red Cardinal Farm 
9694 75th St. N 
Stillwater MN 55082 

Ms. Rose Ann Steenhoek 
Valley Creek Community Farm 
15150 Giefer 
Northfield MN 55057 

Ms. Jan O'Donnell 
Executive Director 
Minnesota Food Association 
1916 S. 2nd Ave. 
Minneapolis MN 55403 

Ms. Bev Sandlin 
Coordinator 
SF A- Southeast Chapter 
Rt. 1 Box 112 AA 
Rollingstone MN 55969 

Ms. Linda Noble 
SFA- Cannon River Chapter 
Rt 2 Box 157 
Kenyon MN 55946 

Mr. Randy Meyer 
SF A- Hiawatha Chapter 
36124 Co. 45 Blvd. 
Lake City MN 55041 

Mr. Larry Michaletz 
SFA- Crow River Chapter 
19262 Dairy Ave. 
Lester Prairie MN 55354 

Mr. Mark Dittrich 
Minnesota River Initiative 

Mr. & Mrs. Greg Reynolds 
River Bend Farm 
5405 Caider Ave. SE 
Delano MN 55328 

Mr. Brian Axdahl 
Axdahl Farms Inc. 
17447 Rivard Road N 
Stillwater MN 55082 

Ms. Ann Rinkenberger 
Harvest Moon Community Farm 
14363 Oren Road N 
Scandia MN 55073 

Ms. Vema Kragnes 
Philadelphia Community Farm 
Box 668 
Osceola WI 54020 

Mr. John Lamb 
The Minnesota Proj ect 
1885 Uinversity Ave. W 
Suite 315 
St. Paul MN 55104-3403 

Ms. Lee Ann VanDerPol 
SF A - Western Chapter 
RR 1 Box 145 
Kerkhoven MN 56252 

Ms. DeEtta Bilek 
SF A- Central Chapter 
Rt 1 Box 4 
Aldrich MN 56434 

Mr. Joe Schafer 
SF A- Agassiz Chapter 
Rt 2 Box 270 
Red Lake Falls MN 56750 

Ms. Allene Moesler 
Cannon River Watershed Partnership 
PO Box 501 
Faribault MN 55021 

Ms. Marcia Schutt 
AURI 
23 Empire Drive 
Suite 186 
St. Paul MN 55103 

Ms. Sara Nagler 
Season's Promise 
786 3-1/2 Ave. 
Prairie Farm WI 54762 



Mr. & Mrs. George Maneske 
Shiloh Farm 
8855 202nd St. N 
Forest Lake MN 55025 

Mr. & Mrs. David Hougen-Eitzman 
Big Woods Farm 
10752 Nerstrand Blvd. 
Nerstrand MN 55053 

Mr. & Mrs. Jim Lonto 
Willow Bend 
7229 Willow Drive 
Hamel MN 55340 

Mr. Uli Koester 
Midwest Food Connection 
2105 Lyndale Ave. S. 
Minneapolis MN 55405 

The Nature Conservancy 
1313 SE 5th St. 
Minneapolis MN 55414 

Mr. Joe Austin 
RR 1 Box 152 
WykoffMN 55990 

Ms. Joanne Eckstein 
Citizens for a Cleaner Tomorrow 
RR2 Box 215 
Hector MN 55342 

Mr. Steve Heiskary 
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 
Division of Water Quality 
520 Lafayette Rd. 
St. Paul MN 55155 

Ms. Diane Milan 
Hawk's View Farm 
28351 Foilage Ave. 
Northfield MN 55057 

Mr. Chuck Schwartan 
MES - Wabasha County 

Ms. Kate Stout 
North Creek Community Farm 
Rt 1 Box 200A 
Prairie Farm WI 54762 

Ms. Ann DeLa Vergne 
Big Tomato Farm 
7060 N. Manning Ave. 
Stillwater MN 55082 

Ms. Karen Shepard 
Blackberry Hills Farm 
E7339 County Rd. S 
Wheeler WI 54772 

Organic Crop Improvement Association 
RR 1 Box 203B 
Mazeppa MN 55956 

Sierra Club Northstar Chapter 
1313 5th St. SE 
Suite 323 
Minneapolis MN 55414 

Ms. Mary Doerr 
Dancing Winds Farm 
6863 County 12 Blvd. 
Kenyon MN 55946 

Ms. Renay Leone 
Minnesota Land Trust 
70 North 22nd Ave. 
Minneapolis MN 55411-2237 

Mr. John Hall 
Micheal Fields Agricultural Institute 
W2493 County Rd Es 
East Troy WI 53120-1153 

Ms. Susan Freeman 
Executive Director 
VEAP 
9731 James Ave. S. 
Bloomington MN 55431 

Mr. Earl Bracewell 
University of Minnesota Ag Education 
320K VoTech 
Buford Ave. 
St. Paul MN 55108 

Mr. Mark Plunkett 
Our Farm 
N12697 - 350th St. 
Boyceville WI 54762 

Mr. Michael Racette 
Spring Hill Community Farm 
545 1-1/2 Ave. 
Prairie Farm WI 54762 

Dr. Mary Hanks 
Energy & Sustainable Agric. Program 
MN Dept. of Agriculture 
90 West Plato Blvd. 
St. Paul MN 55107 

Rodale Institute 
Midwest On-Farm Research 
Box 128 
Clarks Grove MN 56016 

Ms. Nancy Bratrud 
Common Visions Project 
Rt 1 Box 71 
Lanesboro MN 55949 

Mr. Dave Minar 
25816 Drexel Ave. 
New Prague MN 56071 

Ms. Peg Sveum 
Minnesota Conservation Corps 
2300 Silver Creek Rd NE 
Rochester MN 55906 

Ms. Kathryn Gilje 
Program Assistant 
Institute for Agriculture & Trade Policy 
2105 First Ave. S 
Minneapolis MN 55404 

Mr. Thomas Wegner 
Ext. Educator 
Hennepin County Extension 
1525 Glenwood Ave. 
Minneapolis MN 55405 

Mr. Andy Gaertner 
Natural Harvest Farm 
4604 Stillwater Rd. 
Stillwater MN 55082 



Prescott Bergh 
Energy and Sustainable Agriculture 
Program 
MN Dept. of Agriculture 
90 West Plato Blvd. 
St. Paul MN 55107 
Jeanne Rasmussen 

Intern Organizer 
Minnesota State Horticultural Society 
1755 Prior Avenue North 
Falcon Heights MN 55113 

Wedge Community Coop 
2105 Lyndale Ave. S. 
Minneapolis MN 

Mr. Jack Hedin 
Featherstone Fruits and Vegetables 
Rt. 1 Box 121B 
Rushford MN 55971 

Chuck Schwartan 
Minnesota Extension Service 

Wabasha County 
611 Broadway Ave. 
Suite 40 
Linden Hills Coop 
2813 W.43rd St. 
Minneapolis MN 55410 

Ms. Emily Anderson 
Sales and Marketing Manager 
Roots and Fruits Cooperative Produce 
451-E Industrial Blvd. NE 
Minneapolis 55413 

Mr. Joel Salatin 
Polyface Inc. 
Rt. 1 Box 281 
Swoope VA 

Sustainable Communities Internship 
Coordinator 
Minnesota Office of Environmental 
Assistance 
520 LaFayette Rd. N. 
2nd Floor 

Mr. Tim King 
Coordinator 
Long Prairie River Stewardship Project 
Rt 2 Box 178A 
Long Prairie MN 56347 

Linda Haley 
Harmony Valley Farm 
Rt. 2 Box 116 
Viroqua WI 54664 
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The Cuban experiment is the largest attempt at conversion 
from conventional agriculture to organic or semi-organic 
farming in human history. We must watch alertly for the 
lessons we can learn from Cuban successes as well as from 
Cuban errors. 

- Peter Rosset and Medea Benjamin, 1994: 82. 



Si Se Puede: A Teaching Packet on Sustainable Agriculture in Cuba 

Introduction 

Cuba: Si Se Puede 
A Teaching Packet 

Welcome to Cuba: Si, Se Puede! This teaching packet is intended to provide all the resources 
needed for an instructor, lecturer, or group organizer to facilitate a one to three-hour talk about 
contemporary agriculture in Cuba. The packet features a "Test Your Knowledge of Cuba" quiz, slides, 
text to accompany the slides, suggestions for leading exercises designed to inform others about 
agriculture in Cuba, and references for other materials. The packet is suitable for use in high school or 
college classrooms where students are interested in Cuba, agriculture, or sustainability, or for distribution 
among agricultural groups that want to learn about advances in organic farming elsewhere. Si, Se Puede! 
was compiled by three graduate students at the University of Minnesota who traveled to Cuba in March 
1997 to study changes in Cuban agriculture, with support from the Institute for Social, Economic, and 
Ecological Sustainability.1 

Why study Cuba, and farming in particular? Most people in the United States are poorly 
informed about Cuban history, geography, politics, and economy. Although Cuba neighbors the US, 
lying only ninety miles from the coast of Florida, it is typically treated as an enemy in public discourse. 
The packet is not intended to persuade audiences to a particular view of Cuba. Rather, it was created to 
raise awareness of some remarkable things that have happened in Cuba since 1989, which may provide 
important lessons about the prospects for sustainable agriculture elsewhere in the world - even in the 
United States. The goals of the packet, therefore, are: 

• to familiarize people in the US with Cuba 
• to study the Cuban agriculture crisis and the novel approaches developed within Cuba; and, 
• to examine the difficulties entailed with creating sustainable agriculture. 

Cuban History, In Brief 

Although it is beyond the scope of this project to review Cuban history in detail, a brief summary 
will situate the recent events in their proper historical context. Cuba has been constantly inhabited and 
farmed by humans for thousands of years. The indigenous peoples of the island, who practices swidden 
agricultural methods, in addition to hunting and fishing, were decimated after colonization. By the 17th 

century, Spain had established a colony on the island. The island's status changed in the early 20th 

Century as a consequence of the Spanish-American-Cuban War, when the anti-colonial (or nationalist) 
movement within Cuba struggled to dispose the colonial authorities. Cuba was no longer a colony of the 

I The authors would like to acknowledge the generosity of Anne Kapuschinski and the Institute for Social, 
Economic, and Ecological Sustainability (lSEES) at the University of Minnesota in providing the support required 
for the development of this teaching packet. Helene Murray, Tim King, and Pastors for Peace are to be thanked for 
their efforts in organizing the Minnesota Sustainable Agriculture delegation. The infonnation in the packet is based 
on the research of available literature and field observations by the authors. Much is not known about the state of 
agriculture within Cuba, and therefore this packet may be found to contain errors. All errors are the sole 
responsibility of the authors. 
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Spanish crown, but control of its political and economic structures was held by an oligarchy supported by 
the US Government. 

People in Cuba grew increasingly discontent with the government, which was dominated by an 
elite that controlled the major sectors driving the economy, especially sugar production. In the 1950s, 
this discontent became articulated through a movement aimed at overthrowing the unpopular President, 
Batista. From a core group of politically-mobilized students, workers, and farmers, a revolutionary 
movement developed. These Cuban revolutionaries, led by a young student named Fidel Castro, failed 
in their first attempt to seize state power. Consequently, some leaders were executed; others, including 
Castro, were jailed and then released into exile. While living in exile in Mexico, Castro organized a 
second revolutionary effort, which succeeded in capturing control of Cuba in 1959. 

Dramatic changes took place during the first year after the Cuban revolution. Certain crucial 
industries were nationalized, including some oil refineries owned by corporations based in the US (this 
move led the US to establish its anti-Cuba policies in the early 1960s). A radical land reform package 
was also passed by the government which placed most of the land in Cuba under the control of the state. 

Like most developing countries, the Cuban economy prior to the revolution was highly 
dependent upon exporting basic commodities to industrialized economies in North America and Europe 
and importing industrial products. This trade relationship was characterized by the outflow of labor
intensive, primary agricultural products (especially sugar) and the import of capital-intensive 
commodities (such as heavy machinery) and oil. In this sense, the Cuban economy was unbalanced at 
the time of the revolution: much of what was consumed on the island was not produced locally, and the 
terms oftrade were worsening for Cuba over time. 

The prospects for economic growth in Cuba were stifled after the revolution by the establishment 
of an economic blockade by the US in 1960. Unable to diversify its economy or to export its products to 
the US, Cuba searched for new trade partners. The trade gap created by the absence of the US was filled, 
after the mid-1960s, by a special economic relationship with the Soviet Union (USSR). Under an 
arrangement first negotiated by revolutionary hero Che Guevarra, the USSR agreed to import large 
quantities of Cuban sugar and citrus products in exchange for manufactured goods, food products, and 
oil. Importantly, the USSR and Cuba agreed to trade terms which were favorable to Cuba in the sense 
that the prices accorded to Cuban exports were higher than actual market value. Thus, the USSR 
essentially subsidized the Cuban economy and discouraged economic diversification. As a result of this 
special relationship, the fundamental character of the Cuban economy - judged in terms of production 
and consumption - did not change radically after the revolution. Cuba remained a heavily trade
dependent economy, with more than 80% of imports coming from Eastern Europe and USSR through the 
1970s and 1980s. 

Although the details of the Cuba-USSR economic relationship were periodically renegotiated, 
the essence of the deal remained fixed until the collapse of the Soviet Union, beginning in 1989. By 
1991, Cuba had lost its subsidies from the USSR. As Zimbalist (1992) explains: 

The collapse of the [Soviet bloc] led to a reduction of Cuba's overall imports of almost 
60%. Since imports represent 38% of estimated GOP, this implies an import decrease 
equal to 22.5% of GOP (409). 
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These data actually underestimated the decline in the size ofthe Cuban economy. After the collapse of 
the USSR, Cuba's economy fell into a nose-dive, declining in size for four straight years. By 1993, the 
GDP was only 70% of its 1984 value. To put this in perspective, the scale of this economic downturn 
exceeds that of the Great Depression of the 1930s, when unemployment in the US reached historic levels 
and the government assumed greater powers over the economy. 

Given these extreme adverse conditions, many observers concluded that the problems of this 
'special period' (as the post-1990 period has come to be called in Cuba) constitutes the greatest challenge 
for the Castro regime and Cuba since the revolution. One study concluded that "it is unlikely that a 
[scholar of Cuba] could be found who does not agree with the proposition that Cuba in 1992 is in the 
worst crisis of the revolution. It is perhaps arguable that the material situation on the island in 1969 was 
as difficult as it is today, but back in 1969 the revolution was young and the Cuban people for the most 
part were energetic and hopeful" (Zimbalist 407). 

Another Revolution? 

The most immediate threat posed by the collapse of the USSR concerned food. How would 
Cubans feed themselves, without any means to import the levels of food and agricultural inputs used 
through the 1980s? How could high levels of productivity be maintained without gasoline, fertilizers, 
and chemical inputs? The Cuban state faced three different problems simultaneously. First, Cuba 
needed to rapidly increase the total amount of food produced on the island to compensate for import 
losses. Second, Cuba needed to rapidly change the composition of agricultural production, shifting the 
emphasis away from inedible plants (like sugar and tobacco) to staples (such as root crops, rice, and 
beans). Third, and perhaps most importantly, Cuba needed to negotiate these two changes while 
reducing the use of agricultural inputs - including agrochemicals, oils, seeds, etc. - and use of farm 
machinery. This third problem implied that Cuban agriculture had to 'go organic' and develop novel 
methods for defending crops from weeds, fungi, and insect pests. 

The combination of these demands placed on Cuban agriculture, and the food shortages 
developing after the loss of Soviet imports led many analysts in the US to conclude that Castro's 
government would fall, as starving Cubans would demand an end to state socialist political economy. 
Indeed, by 1993, the economy was rapidly declining and food shortages were common. When the 
government legalized flight in 1993, tens of thousands of Cubans attempted to flee the island on 
makeshift rafts, opting to take their chances with the sea and the United States rather than staying home 
and risking extreme deprivation. 

By all accounts, the economic situation in Cuban today is vastly improved from 1993, due in 
large part to changes in Cuban agriculture. The argument advanced in this teaching packet is that, seen 
in the context ofthe remarkable challenges created by the collapse of the USSR, the people of Cuba have 
largely succeeded in restructuring their agricultural sector in ways which merit study by those interested 
in agriculture, economics, and the prospects for sustainable living. Although life in Cuba today is not 
easy, and difficulties of the special period are not over, the agricultural sector has become more 
productive, economic growth has resumed, and morale has improved with a gradual opening of political 
and economic processes and widening social opportunities. 

However, optimism about the recent economic growth must be weighed against three factors. 
First, the recent growth has not led Cuba back to a position where the economy is as large as it was in 
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1984, and still remains only about three-quarters of the special period size. Second, growth during the 
Special Period has been largely financed by new loans taken from foreign banks and fueled by 
investments from Western European and Canadian multinational corporations. Cuba's balance of 
payments position (a measure ofthe health of the economy based on exports and imports) has become 
increasingly negative since 1992, when imports almost equaled exports. 
By 1997, Cuba had a trade deficit of almost two billion US dollars. Economic growth based on this kind 
of trade imbalance may be very difficult to sustain. 

Towards Sustainable Agriculture? 

This project examines the transformation of Cuban agriculture as a source of inspiration and 
ideas for organic farmers. Even a cursory glance at modem Cuba suggests that farmers in the US, 
particularly those interested in organic' or sustainable methods, have a lot to learn from their Cuban 
counterparts. The slideshow at the core of this teaching packet was compiled to demonstrate the nature 
of the challenge faced by Cuban farmers, and the innovations which they have developed. We hope the 
slides enrich your appreciation for the accomplishments of Cuban farmers. 



But ... what exactly is 'SustainableAgriculture,l? 

Sustainable agriculture has many meanings. One of the easiest ways to describe it is to view the 
idea as a continuum ranging from a 'conservative' viewpoint to a more progressive one, rather 
than as a hard and fast definition. 

Sustainability as a Contiuuum 

Concept of 
Sustainability 

Type of Agriculture 

Worldview 

Ethical Foundation 

Food sufficiency 
Reliance on technology, 
social organization for 
maximum production 
Denial of natural limits 
Downplays 
environmental 
degradation and 
depletion of resources 

Industrial Agriculture 
Agriculture as primarily 
an economic activity 
Goals: production and 
profit, large-scale 
technology, increasing 
separation of labor, 
ownership and 
management 

Mechanistic worldview 
Natural world and 
human society are 
essentially atomistic 
Nature can be 
manipulated without 
inherent limits 

Utilitarian Ethic 
Maximize satisifaction 
of individual 
preferences 
"Myth" of progress 
Land is of only 
instrumental value as a 
resource 

Resource Conservation 
Long-term maintenance 
of production levels and 
conservation of 
resources 
Less optimistic about 
large-scale technology 

Alternative Agriculture 
Agriculture as both 
economic and biological 
activity 
Goals: profitability and 
efficiency, and long
term productivity 
Use of environmentally 
beneficial techniques 
Reduction in purchased 
inputs 

Elements of both 
Uses natural processes. 
but tends to focus on 
specific techniques 
Accepts reality of limits 

Utilitarian Ethic 
Natural resources 
accounting, cost benefit 
analysis 
Maximization of 
benefits across time 

Community 
Maintenance of health 
and productivity of the 
land 
Healthy, functional rural 
communities are 
necessary to care for 
land 

Ecological Agriculture 
Agriculture as primarily 
a biological activity 
Goals: health and 
integrity of ecosystems 
and rural communities 
Takes nature as a model 
Integration of 
ownership, labor, 
management 

Ecological (holistic) 
worldview 
Whole is more than the 
sum of its parts, parts 
and wholes shape each 
other 

Communitarian Ethic 
Good of individuals and 
community inseparable 
Land is a community to 
which we belong and 
have responsibilities 
Land has intrinsic value 

I i\dapted from Judith ScO\ille 's'Thc Mcanmgs of Sustamabllity: Sustainabtlm as a Continuum". 1997 
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Cuba Quiz: 

The "Test Your Knowledge of Cuba" quiz is meant to: 

1) provoke thought and interest in Cuba's recent experience with sustainable agriculture 

2) serve as an interactive ice·br~aker 

Basic questions about Cuban history, politics, agriculture, and U.S. policy toward Cuba 
point out how unfamiliar we are, as U.S. citizens, with a nation that lies just 90 miles 
away from our borders. The quiz sets the stage for the slide show and activities that 
follow. 



Test Your Knowledge of Cuba 

__ 1. Before Cuba became an independent country in 1898, it belonged to 

a) France b.) the United States c.) Spain 

__ 2. We refer to Cuba's war of independence as the 

a.) Spanish-American war b.) Crimean War c.) Caribbean War 

3. The Cuban leader who was overthrown in 1959 was 

a.) Fidel Castro b.) Fulgencio Batista c.) Manuel Noriega 

4. The leader of the Cuban Revolution in 1959 was 

a.) Fidel Castro b.) Fulgencio Batista c.) Manuel Noriega 

__ 5. Another major player in the Revolution of the 1950's was 

a.) Jose Marti b.) Gabriel Marquez c.) Che Guevara 

__ 6. Which figure indicates most closely the distance between Cuba and the U.S.? 

a.) 90 miles b.) 30 miles c.) 500 miles 

__ 7. The U.S. invasion of Cuba in 1961 is commonly referred to as 

a.) The Bay of Pigs b.) The Cuban Missile Crisis c.) The Sugar War 

__ 8. When relations between Cuba and the U.S. were severed after the Revolution, 
Cuba entered into a unique trading relationship with 

a.) the Soviet Union b.) Canada c.) China 

__ 9. The current U.S. legislation regarding trade policy towards Cuba is called 

a.) the Platt amendment b.) the Helms-Burton Act c.) the Tobacco Tariff 

__ 10. Who was the past leader of a lobbying group of Cuban exiles in Miami known 
as the Cuban American National Foundation? 

a.) Mas Canosa b.) Cesar Romero c.) Desi Arnaz 

__ 11. What happened in 1989 that played a major role in Cuba's transition to 
sustainable agriculture? 

a.) legalization of the U.S. dollar in Cuba 
b.) a drastic reduction in world sugar cane prices 
c.) the socialist trading bloc collapsed 

__ 12. Which of the following is a farming technique commonly used in Cuba? 
a.) cover crops b.) pheromone traps c.) feed lots d.) companion planting 



Key to the "Test Your Knowledge of Cuba" Quiz 

_c._ 1. Before Cuba became an independent country in 1898, it belonged to 

a) France b.) the United States c.) Spain 

_a._ 2. We refer to Cuba's war of independence as the 

a.) Spanish-American war b.) Crimean War c.) Caribbean War 

_b._ 3. The Cuban leader who was overthrown in 1959 was 

a.) Fidel Castro b.) Fulgencio Batista c.) Manuel Noriega 

_a._ 4. The leader of the Cuban Revolution in 1959 was 

a.) Fidel Castro b.) Fulgencio Batista c.) Manuel Noriega 

_c._ 5. Another major player in the Revolution of the 1950's was 

a.) Jose Marti b.) Gabriel Marquez c.) CM Guevara 

_a._ 6. Which figure indicates most closely the distance between Cuba and the United States? 

a.) 90 miles b.) 30 miles c.) 500 miles 

_a._7. The U.S. invasion of Cuba in 1961 is commonly referred to as 

a.) The Bay of Pigs b.) The Cuban Missile Crisis c.) The Sugar War 

_a._ 8. When relations between Cuba and the U.S. were severed after the Revolution, Cuba 
entered into a unique trading relationship with 

a.) the Soviet Union b.) Canada c.) China 

_b._ 9. The current U.S. legislation regarding trade policy towards Cuba is called 

a.) the Platt amendment b.) the Helms-Burton Act c.) the Tobacco Tariff 

_a._ 10. Who is the leader of a lobbying group of Cuban exiles in Miami known as the Cuban 
American National Foundation? 

a.) Mas Canosa b.) Cesar Romero c.) Desi Amaz 

_c._ 11. What happened in 1989 that played a major role in Cuba's transition to sustainable 
agriculture? 

a.) legalization of the U.S. dollar in Cuba 
b.) a drastic reduction in world sugar cane prices 
c.) the socialist trading bloc collapsed 

_c._ 12. Which of the following is NOT a farming technique commonly used in Cuba? 
a.) cover crops b.) pheromone traps c.) feed lots d.) companion planting 
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Demonstration Slideshow: 

The following slides and accompanying interpretive text contain information about 
Cuba's geography, political structure, economics, and agricultural system. The 
information was gathered during a March 1997 educational trip to explore sustainable 
agriculture in Cuba (see 'Introduction' for more information). Slide numbers correspond 
to the text numbers given below: The entire slideshow lasts approximately 45 minutes, 
and is organized into the following sections: 

I. Introduction to Cuba 
II. Havana and Urban Lifestyles during the 'Special Period' 
III. History of Cuban Agriculture 
IV. Agricultural Practices 
V. Agronomy Innovations and Education 
VI. Food Distribution 
VII. Urban Food Security 
VIII. Green Medicine in Cuba 
IX. Impact of Ecotourism on Cuba 
X. WrapUp 

Slides can be presented in the order given, or rearranged to create a presentation catered 
to your needs as an instructor. If you have time constraints, you may want to focus on a 
few sections for a shorter presentation (e.g. sections I, II, and IX if you are primarily 
interested in Ecotourism during the Special Period). Alternatively, you may choose to 
present the information in units, covering a few sections at a time. 
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I Introduction to Cuba 

1. Landscape slide: Cuba is an island nation located 170 Km Southwest of Key West, FL and 
210 Km Northwest ofYucutan, Mexico. It is 110,860 square kilometers in size, making 
Cuba slightly smaller than the state of Louisiana. It is the 15th largest island in the world. 
Forested mountains make up about 19% of the Cuban territory, and the remaining land is 
primarily fertile pasture land used for grazing cattle or for producing sugar cane. The 
climate is subtropical and there is no seasonal variation besides the wet summer season, 
which runs from May through October, and the dry winter from November through April. 
The island contains over 6000 species of plants, of which about half are endemic. The total 
forested land was reduced from 90% in 1812 to 19% by 1959. Ofthis, 43% is semi 
deciduous, 31 % is mangrove, 12% pine and 1.5% is tropical rainforest. Cuban fauna is 
composed of mostly reptiles including crocodiles, iguanas, lizards, salamanders, sea turtles 
and 15 species of non-poisonous snakes. 

2. Dana (U.S. citizen) & Aramis (Cuban): Cubans are a friendly people and are eager to 
meet international visitors. Eleven million people live in Cuba, with the largest population 
found in Havana (2,100,000), followed by Santiago de Cuba (420,000), and Camaguey 
(300,000). 

3. Chronological history of Cuba up to the 1959 Revolution: Most of the Arawaks, the 
original peoples of Cuba, were eliminated by the Spaniards who colonized the island in the 
1500's. The Arawak people were replaced by slaves brought from West Africa to run the 
large haciendas of the Spaniards. Cuba gained its independence from Spain during the War 
ofIndependence of 1898. From the tum of the century until the late 1950's the U.S. 
government played a large role in the economy and political landscape of Cuba. The Cuban 
revolutionary forces, led by Fidel Castro among others, entered Havana in 1959 enacting 
various changes to the government including the agrarian reform law, which nationalized 
one third of all arable land in Cuba. 

4. Socialist slogans: The primary governmental body of Cuba is known as the Asemblea 
Nacional del Poder Popular, or the National Assembly of Peoples Power. This 589 member 
body is directly elected every 5 years by universal suffrage and secret ballot. Prior to 1992, 
the assembly was elected indirectly by Communist Party Committees of each municipality. 
Half of the candidates are nominated by mass organizations and the other half is chosen by 
elected municipal delegates among their ranks. Mass organizations are groups of citizens 
which meet regularly to grapple with the economic difficulties which grip the country. Some 
of the most influential mass organizations are the Confederacion de Trabajadores Cubanos 
(a trade union confederation), Associacion Nacional de Agricultures Pequeiios 

(a small farmer association), Federaci6n de Mujeres Cubanos (a women's federation) and 
Union de J6venes Comunistas (a student group). The Cuban National Assembly in tum 
elects the 31 member Consejo de Estado, consisting of the president, vice president and a 
cabinet of other appointed officials equivalent to the U.s. cabinet. There is only one party in 
Cuba, the Partido Communista de Cuba (PCC); however in 1993 1/3 of those elected to the 
National Assembly were not from this party. Cuba claims the high voter turnout rate of 
98.8%. The Cuban Assembly is made up of 22.7% women, a rate achieved elsewhere in the 
world only by Scandinavia. 
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5. Five young kids: Cubans have an excellent education system, which has proven to be one 
of the greatest successes of the 1959 revolution. Prior to the revolution, 25% of all Cubans 
were illiterate and 10,000 teachers were under employed. In 1959 all private schools were 
nationalized and education became free and universal through the university level. Former 
rural military garrisons were converted into schools and 250,000 students and teachers were 
recruited from urban schools to teach reading and writing in these rural areas. Presently, 
Cuba boasts a literacy rate of 94.5% and education to the 9th grade is compulsory. To make 
rural education financially possible in this developing nation, Cuba combines agricultural 
production with schooling by dividing rural students' time between farm work and study. 
Student room and board is paid for by the government. Cuba has 47 institutions of higher 
learning. While this advanced training is without cost, political stigmas or political power 
can hold the same clout in securing a place in a university as wealth does in the U.S. 

6. Pharmacy: Health care is considered another success of the Cuban revolution. Life 
expectancy rose from 60 years in 1959, to 75 years in 1994. Infant mortality decreased from 
60+ per thousand in 1959 to 9.4 per thousand in 1993. The "Family Doctor" system, 
instituted in 1984, assigned one doctor to approximately every 600 persons. Each doctor 
serves the community in which s/he lives. 

7. Important post-revolution dates: Two important dates to remember following the 1959 
revolution include 1961, when the U.S. government broke all diplomatic relations and ended 
all trade with Cuba; and 1989, when the eastern socialist trading bloc collapsed, drastically 
reducing imports to the island. The fall of the eastern bloc critically influenced the 
economy of Cuba because the country relied upon the socialist trading bloc for various 
imports after the U.S. embargo was initiated in the early 1960's. 

II Havana and Urban Lifestyles during the 'Special Period' 

8. The 'Special Period': Following the loss of trade with the Soviet Union and other eastern 
socialist countries, Cuba entered an economic crisis known in the country as the 'Special 
Period'. The Cuban government devised an austerity plan to deal with the crisis that focused 
on three areas: energy conservation, increased tourism, and increased food production. 

9. Street scene with Russian car: After 1959, and the end of normal trade relations with the 
U.S., most new vehicles in Cuba were no longer American models. Russian Ladas such as 
this became more common as trade with the former Soviet Union increased. 

10. People getting into "camelback" bus: Fuel shortages and lack of spare parts as a result of 
the loss of trade with the socialist bloc in 1989 made it necessary to conserve energy and cut 
back bus service available in Cuba. However, the unique semi-trailer metro busses known as 
"camelbacks" are still a primary form of transportation for Cubans. Within Havana bicycles 
are the most common form of transportation. Most bikes are Phoenix or Flying Pigeon 
brands assembled with parts imported from China. Bikes such as these are given only to 
Cubans who have demonstrated an exlemplarary work ethic. Cuba is the only Caribbean 
nation with functioning railroads, boasting over 4881 Km of rail linking all 15 provincial 
capitals. If a Cuban isn't lucky enough to have their own form of transportation, yellow clad 
government officials known as amarillos can be found at designated locations along major 
highways who will arrange for you to receive a ride in a government vehicle. 
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All government vehicles are required to give rides to those who are waiting and will be fined 
if this law is not followed. 

11. Close up of gray old American car (Dodge or Plymouth): If a Cuban is lucky enough to 
own a private vehicle, or cacharro, it is likely to look like this. These American relics of the 
period of U.S. involvement in Cuba are filled with parts from every kind of vehicle 
imaginable, and rumors abound of other more interesting replacements that have been used 
in place of authentic car parts, such as beer cans for pistons. Gasoline in Cuba isn't cheap; in 
1995 it was reported as going for $3.40 a gallon. This obviously restricts the use of these 
vehicles by the average Cuban. However, the owners of these cars are proud to have their 
cacharros and would not trade them for much in the world. 

12. Garbage along street with "newer" apartment buildings: After the revolution, rents on 
Cuban housing were reduced by 50%, and then in 1962 rent was limited to 10% of the 
family's income. The Urban Reform Law of 1960 converted rent payments to mortgage 
payments, creating millions of homeowners out of those who were previously renting the old 
Spanish mansions of Havana. Sale of these homes is prohibited; however, trading is legal 
and can be conducted at designated locations within the city. There has been very little new 
construction in the city of Havana since 1959 due to efforts to revitalize the rural areas of the 
country. However, apartment complexes have replaced many ofthe slums which were 
located on the outskirts of the city. These complexes were built by brigades of workers who 
were given one of the units upon their completion. Despite the stable housing situation in 
Havana, many of these homes are in disrepair and thousands of residents have had to be 
evacuated due to safety problems. Pollution is also a problem, from large industries located 
on the Havana harbor, and deteriorating sewage and waste disposal systems left over from a 
day long gone. 

13. Street musicians as example of increase in tourism: In recent years the largest source of 
foreign exchange has switched from sugar cane to tourism. Most tourists come to Cuba from 
Canada, yet their total numbers are only one tenth that oftourists to some other smaller· 
Caribbean countries such as the Bahamas. In 1995, Cuba earned over $1 billion from 
tourism. This slide shows a group being entertained by street musicians in old Havana. 

14. Ag field: Since the collapse of the eastern bloc in 1989, Cuba has increased its emphasis on 
food production in a search for ways to provide enough food for its people without the fuel, 
pesticides, fertilizers, and machinery that its agricultural system had come to depend upon 
from the Soviet bloc. 

15. Group picture with bus: Efforts to increase food production, in conjunction with reduced 
imports, led Cuba to become somewhat of an "experiment" in sustainable agriculture. As a 
result, the number of groups visiting the island nation to see examples of alternative 
agriculture has increased. This group of students and organic farmers from Minnesota who 
visited Cuba in March of 1997, were the source of much ofthe information presented in this 
course packet. 

16. Minnesotan and Cuban farmers shaking hands: The 1997 Minnesota trip provided an 
opportunity for Cuban and U.S. farmers to share ideas and exchange information on issues of 
sustainable agriculture that are important to both groups. 
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III History of Cuban Ae;riculture 

17. Text Slide, History of Cuban Agriculture: 1500 years ago, the island that is now Cuba 
was inhabited by the Arawak indians who farmed using methods such as leguminous green 
manures, periodic burning to release nutrients, and companion planting of crops utilizing 
different growth patterns and root systems to minimize competition for soil and moisture. 
The Spaniards invaded around 1492, virtually erased the agricultural system of the Arawak, 
and brought with them wheat, citrus, cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and slaves to run the large 
plantations which they set up upon arrival. These large plantations remained as a mainstay 
in Cuba until land reform was instituted as a result of the revolution in 1959. 

In the beginning of the 19th century sugar became an important commodity in Cuba 
when a successful slave rebellion in neighboring Haiti opened a window into which Cuba 
could increase its comer on the market. By the time of the Cuban revolution more than 60% 
of the land under cultivation was being utilized for sugar cane production and 59% of all 
agricultural land was owned by only 9% of the population (Rosset and Benjamin, 1994). 

The revolution brought many changes to Cuba including two land reforms. The first 
agrarian reform in 1959 nationalized all farms over 400 hectares into what were known as 
state farms, while the second land reform of 1963 nationalized all remaining farms over 63 
hectares. These state farms were the main productive agricultural units in Cuba until 1992 
when the government of Cuba began increasing private land control into units that are now 
known as "cooperative farms", or Unidos Basicos de Production Cooperativas (UBPCS). 
These UBPC's remain today as the main unit of production for domestic food consumed in 
Cuba. 

18. Text Slide, Factors Leading to a New Agriculture in Cuba: The Cuban agricultural 
system, as it was under the Societ bloc, was highly mechanized and quite advanced, utilizing 
many of the same farming implements and chemical inputs as in the Central Valley of 
California. It is this reliance upon the Soviet bloc's agricultural products that contributed to 
a switch in Cuba's agricultural system from one which was dependent upon eastern bloc 
imports to make it function, to one which maintained ths same production level without the 
inputs. With the collapse of the soviet trading bloc in 1989, Cuba lost more than 80% of the 
agricultural imports on which it relied for its food production and was forced to find another 
way to feed its popUlation. The embargo on trade with the United States also contributes to 
Cuba's problems, as they cannot receive any imports from the country which would most 
logically be the island's closest trading partner. 

19. Comparison of Imports: This slide shows the great loss of imported agricultural products 
Cuba faced with the fall of the soviet bloc in 1989. 

20. Sugar cane field: With more than 60% of agricultural land in sugar production, Cuba was 
faced with the crisis of finding a way to jmeetin the food needs of its population of 11 
million without the ability to trade sugar for fuel, pesticides, fertilizer and animal feeds. 

21. Classical vs. Alternative agricultural models: This slide outlines concepts relevant to the 
strategy used for development of specific agricultural projects in Cuba during the 'Special 
Perod'. The concepts on the slide are taken from a chart circulated by Cuba's Ministry of 
Agriculture to its planning staff. 
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The 'Classical Model' refers to concepts relevant to the period up to 1989, whereas the 
'Alternative Model' refers to concepts given greater consideration during the 'Special Perod'. 
Important contrasts between the two models include external dependence at various scales, 
heavy reliance on technology and agricultural inputs (pesticides, fertilizer, animal feed, oil), 
and rural to urban flight under the Classical Model; vs. local dependence at various scales, 
heavy reliance on ecological/systemic understanding and natural energy sources, and 
increased urban to rural migration under the Alternative Model. 

22. Close-up ofa Cuban farmer: Cuba's transition from a highly mechanized agricultural 
system (Classical Model) to one which could produce enough to meet the country's needs 
without the agricultural imports to which it was accustomed is an astonishing feat worthy of 
closer examination. This new Alternative Model of agriculture is heralded as the world's 
largest experiment in sustainable agriculture. 

IV Agricultural Practices 

23. Text slide, Agricultural Practices: This slide outlines the three major areas of focus within 
the next section of the slideshow related to Cuban agricultural practices - Vegetable 
Production, Livestock Production, and Rotational Grazing of Dairy Cattle. 

VEGETABLE PRODUCTION 

24. Potato field: Agrochemicals were introduced into Cuba in the 1940's and remained a vital 
part of Cuban agriculture until 1989. In order to maintain it's large scale of food production 
needed to sustain the country, such as the monocrop of potatoes seen in this slide, Cuba 
needed to find other ways to control crop pests, reduce weed competition and maintain 
fertility without chemical inputs. This effort has actually been in place in Cuba since the 
early 1980's, however it became a primary issue in Cuba when the crisis period began in 
1989. 

25. Oxen: Another problem that Cuba faces is the tilling of soil, which was previously done by 
tractors. With reduced imports, the country was unable to get spare parts and gasoline 
needed to keep tractors running. This stimulated the return to using oxen to plow fields. 
Oxen reduce compaction of the soil, relative to compaction caused by large tractors, while 
producing a valuable source of soil fertilizer - manure. The downfall of replacing tractors 
with oxen is the cost in term of manual labor and hours spent plowing a field. Tractors are, 
however, still used sparingly in Cuba. 

26. Irrigation pipe in field: A large portion of the limited amount of fuel available in Cuba is 
conserved for pumping groundwater to the surface from aquifers as deep as 50 meters below 
the ground. Fuel is also conserved for irrigating crops through above-ground pipes, such as 
the one shown here. 

27. Group in cabbage field: To replace some of the imported foodstuffs lost as a result of the 
collapse of the Eastern trading bloc, Cuba has diversified its crop production by increasing 
the amount and types of vegetables grown on the island, such as cabbage shown in this slide. 
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28. Companion planting of garlic I beans: Companion planting is the practice of mixing 
certain crops in a field which have been demonstrated to produce a beneficial result such as 
pest resistance. Modem research substantiates the effectiveness of some companion plants 
in repelling pests or attracting pest predators and parasites. However, the mechanisms that 
cause a plant to repel or attract pests remain largely unverified, and many companion 
planting practices continue to combine folklore and fact. In this type of cropping system, 
each crop often utilizes a different soil nutrient niche as well as different spatial patterns 
within the field. Here we see garlic and beans being grown in the same field. 

29. Close-up companion planting of garlic I beans: In this companion planting of garlic and 
beans, the beans are harvested first, leaving the nitrogen rich plant matter of the leguminous 
beans to fertilize the garlic. Legumes are often inter-cropped with other crop species to 
utilize their N-fixing ability. 

30. Companion planting of cassava I beans: Cassava is a perennial tuber crop which can take 
up to 3 years to mature. The beans can be replanted numerous times, and with each harvest 
the plant matter will be left on the soil to decompose. Cassava, or "yuca" in Spanish, is one 
of the many tuberous crops which has become increasingly important in the Cuban diet over 
the past 7 years. Other traditional crops which officials have been encouraging Cubans to 
consume include taro (similar to sweet potatoes), potatoes and plantains. 

31. Pole in bean field (pheromone trap): One of the more interesting methods of pest control 
in Cuba includes the use of biological chemical "attractants" that insect pests produce to 
communicate with each other during reproduction. The use of insect chemical attractants, or 
pheromones, to control pests greatly decreases the amount of synthetic chemicals 
(pesticides) used and reduces the area over which pesticides are applied. Cuban scientists 
were able to identify the pheromone used by the weevil pest of bean plants and use it to 
control weevil population levels. The pole depicted in this slide marks a location in a bean 
field where weevil chemical attractants are applied to control insect pests. This method of 
pest control is called a 'pheromone trap'. 

32. Close-up of pheromone trap: The pheromone trap works by first applying a small amount 
of pesticide to a limited area of soil near the pole (white powder on the soil). The 
pheromone produced by the male weevil is then applied to a rubber stopper attached to the 
pole near its base (bottom, right-hand comer of slide). The male pheromone attracts female 
weevils to the area, which in tum attract more males. In this way, a large number of insect 
pests are controlled by a small amount of pesticide. The potential for the pesticide to drift, 
or move into other areas by wind and water, is also reduced because the pesticide is applied 
to a limited and concentrated area rather than to an entire field. 

33. Tools in front of raised beds: Vegetables are grown in raised beds (background) by labor
intensive methods. Hand tools (foreground) are used for planting and harvesting to eliminate 
dependence on fuel; weeds are mechanically controlled, eliminating the use of herbicides; 
and insect repelling plants such as basil are used in place of insecticides. 
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34. Raised beds and shade covering: However, because the amount of vegetables produced at 
an organoponico can be quite large (as depicted by the number and length of raised beds 
shown in this slide), human labor is necessary to maintain a high level of production while 
eliminating the use of agricultural inputs such as fuel and pesticides. The black mesh 
hanging above the beds in this slide filters the light and protects the plants from direct rays 
of the hot Cuban sun. 

35. Vegetable stand: This slide shows an example of the econ~mic reforms implemented 
during the Special Period to allow for limited private enterprise. A portion of the vegetables 
produced at the organoponico is sold directly to the public at this roadside stand, located 
immediately adjacent to the ra!sed beds. 

LIVESTOCK PRODUCTION 

36. Oxen: In addition to vegetable production for consumption by the Cuban people, livestock 
are raised for meat and dairy products at both private and state cooperatives. 

37. Fish drying on truck bed: As a result of the economic crisis and a reduction in the amount 
of imported animal feed, the Cuban people have developed innovative techniques for 
maintaining sources of protein and nutrition in the diet of its livestock. Instead of being 
thrown back, fish that are caught but are too small for human consumption are taken from 
nets on the coast and brought to farm cooperatives. 

38. Close-up of drying fish: The unwanted fish are dried in the sun on truck beds at the 
cooperative, as shown here. 

39. Mill for grinding dried fish: Once dried, the fish are then ground in mills such as this for 
use as livestock fodder. 

40. Hogs in barn: The resultant feed provides a source of protein for cattle and hogs raised on 
the farm cooperative. 

41. Close-up of sow with young: Another example of livestock fed by the ground fish meal. 

42. Bus with chicken: Poultry production has drastically declined since 1989 because of the 
reduction in imported feed. A few 'stragglers' can still be seen around the cooperatives. 
(Note: the bus in the background carried the 1997 MN Sustainable Agriculture delegation to 
its stops. The bus was brought to Cuba from the U. S. in 1993 as part of a Pastors for Peace 
friendshipment caravan that carried donated computers to the island. The bus was detained 
by U.S. customs on the Mexican border at Brownsville, Texas where delegates staged a 21-
day hunger strike before they were allowed to cross the border and continue to Cuba.) 

ROTATIONAL GRAZING OF DAIRY CATTLE 

43. Livestock in field: In response to shortages of imported animal feed, Cuba implemented a 
large-scale system of rotational livestock grazing in 1991 called Voisin Rational Pasture 
Management (named after a French agronomist who developed the system in the 1960's). 
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Under rotational grazing, large pastures are subdivided by fences into smaller areas called 
paddocks. Cattle are rotated from one paddock to another, giving each paddock a 'rest 
period' between grazing events. 

44. Pasture with fences: The grass-based Voisin system reduces the amount of pesticides and 
fertilizers that are needed to produce animal feed. Rather than concentrating manure in one 
area, manure is widely distributed across the pasture and fertilizes the soil. As a result, 
pollution problems that are often symptomatic of feedlot situations can be avoided. 

45. Water tower: More research is needed to answer questions related to pasture nutrition, 
paddock layout and fencing, pasture recovery periods, and stock rate. It is interesting to note 
that rotational grazing is being implemented by dairy and beef cattle farmers in the 
midwestern U.S. as well as in Cuba. NOTE: the watertower in the background depicts the 
method of water storage used in Cuba seen across the island. Water is pumped from 
underground aquifers when fuel is available, stored in these above ground tanks, and then 
distributed by gravitational force to wherever it is needed. 

46. Fencing with leguminous trees: A recent development in rotational grazing that Cubans 
are optimistic about is the use ofa leguminous tree imported from Venezuela called 
"Leucaena" (Leucaena leucocephala). This leguminous tree provides nutrients to cattle that 
graze on it, while fixing nitrogen in the pasture soil. Leucaena also acts as a companion 
legume to glycine (Neonotonia wightii), a leguminous vine native to Cuba that survives only 
because it can climb the leucaena trees and avoid being trampled by cattle. 

47. Area for cows waiting to be milked: Another interesting technique used by Cuban dairy 
farmers is the "waiting room" that cows are brought to before being taken to the milking 
parlor (shown here). The "waiting room" is a living structure made of shade plants. Cool 
temperatures are maintained in the structure through evaporation. We were told that cows 
produce better when first allowed to spend time in "waiting rooms" such as these. 

48. Cow being milked by hand: Although Cuba has the machinery to use mechanical milking 
techniques, cows are milked by hand at the first detection of mastitis (inflammation of the 
udder caused by infection), which can be a severe problem even in the most advanced 
milking system. There is a tradeoff in the amount of labor necessary to milk by hand, but the 
bottom line according to Cuban dairy farmers is that a healthy cow that produces less is 
better than an unhealthy cow that does not produce at all. 

49. Cows in pasture: Rotational grazing is employed on over 300,000 acres of pasture in Cuba. 
Efforts are underway to plant leucaena (the leguminous tree) and glycine (the native 
companion vine) in pastures across the island. However, as this slide shows, this is a new 
technique that will take some time to implement on a large scale. 

V Agronomy Innovations and Education 

50. Text slide, Agronmy Innovations and Education: This slide outlines the importance of 
Cuba's agricultural research program in combination with locally run, rural centers where 
biological control agents are produced and tested. 



Si Se Puede: A Teaching Packet on Sustainable Agriculture in Cuba 

51. Quote from Fidel Castro: This quote from Fidel Castro, Cuba's national leader, points out 
the role of Cuba's strong educational system in its overall ability to deal with the economic 
and food production crises faced during the Special Period. Cuba has relied upon its highly 
educated people to see the country through the crisis period. Many suggest that the crisis has 
strengthened the country by forcing it to develop its own model of self-sufficiency and 
sustainability. A nested hierarchy of research and production exists through the 
collaboration of technical experts and local farmers on the one hand; and the combination of 
large-scale level planning by the government and farm-specific adjustments on the other. 

52. Agricultural Sciences Institute of Habana: At the Agricultural Institute of Havana 
(Instituto de Sciencias Agriculturas de la Habana) located an hour outside of Havana city, 
scientists are doing research in the areas of animal health, alternative vegetable production 
techniques, and innovative methods of pest control. 

53. Library: However, as a result of the U.S. embargo on trade with Cuba and the economic 
status of the former soviet bloc, access to recent scientific literature is limited. 

54. CREE autoclaves: One of the more fascinating management efforts in Cuba today is the 
decentralized production of biological control agents at over 200 Centers for the Production 
of Entomophages and Entomopathogens (CREEs). Entomophages are predators or parasites 
of insect pests; and entomopathogens are insect pest pathogens. Both attack insect pests and 
thus serve as biological pest controls. For example, tiny wasps ofthe genus Trichogramma, 
which parasitize the eggs of insect pests and control their numbers, are reared at the CREE 
shown in this slide. The most intersting aspect of the CREEs is that the technical methods 
were developed by scientists at the University in collaboration with farmers at the 
cooperatives. Local farmers actually produce the biocontrol agents, implement their use, and 
monitor their effectiveness in an agricultural field setting. The facilities were modest, but as 
you can see, contained a number of pieces of technical equipment (4 autoclaves lined up 
against the wall for sterilization purposes). 

55. Fungi / bacterial control agents: Numerous insect pest diseases such as bacteria and fungi 
are also produced at the CREEs and later dispersed in fields as pest control agents. In this 
slide, a farmer who leads biocontrol agent production efforts at the Agosto Cesar Sandina 
cooperative displays a fungus (Beauveria bassiana) reared at the cooperative's CREE. The 
fungus spores are applied to the cooperative's surrounding fields and sold to neighboring 
cooperatives to control the sweet potato weevil. The biocontol agents produced at a CREE 
vary depending on the region, each producing those that are specific to the region of origin. 

VI FOOD DISTRIBUTION: 

56. Text slide, Food Distribution System: The first concern of the country after the 
dissolution of the Soviet bloc in 1989 was how to feed the country. Over 60% of Cuba's 
production was in sugar cane, and with no country willing to purchase that sugar the country 
was left with virtually no way to feed its people. The government attempted to reach this 
goal by using the system of food rationing which had been in place since 1959 and by the 
conversion of the state farms to farming cooperatives. 
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At one type of cooperative known as the "UBPCs" (Undidades Basicos de Produccion 
Cooperativa), permanent usufruct rights are given to the the collective, which owns the 
machinery and whatever its members produce, but the state owns the land. At the "CPAs" 
(Cooperativa de Produccion Agricultura), the cooperative actually owns the land. 

57. Text slide, UBPC Food Distribution: The government supplies most of the food for public 
institutions such as retirement communities, schools, hospitals and some work places. Most 
Cuban citizens receive their daily meals through ration cards that allow citizens to purchase 
food staples such as beans, rice, eggs and milk from local distribution centers for a set price. 

58. Truck outside market: A majority of the cooperative's, or UBPC's, production is 
purchased by the state to be distributed to the population via the ration card system. 

59. Back of truck with eggs: Food is transported from the cooperatives to state run "stores" 
where food is acquired by Cuban citizens, who are issued a ration card by the government. 

60. Farm workers under trees at lunchtime: After the state has purchased what is necessary to 
feed the urban population, whatever is left is used to feed those who live and farm on the 
cooperatives. 

61. Lunchline at the coop: Everyone receives a common meal of rice, beans, tomatoes and 
whatever else is in season regardless of whether one lives in the UBPC permanently, or is 
visiting on one of the many brigades of woman and school children who come from Havana 
during times of labor shortages. 

62. Roadside Market: Whatever is left after the government has its take, and the cooperative 
has fed its workers, is sold to the public for a profit in farmers markets. 

63. Inside of farmer's market with sign: These farmers markets were established in 1992 as a 
result of the economic crisis in Cuba, to encourage limited free-market enterprise. Other 
economic reforms established in this year included legalization of the American dollar as a 
form of currency as well as legalization of various small private in-house businesses such as 
restaurants and repair shops. 

64. Flower stand: With the arrival of the farmers markets, there has been an increase in the 
amount of luxury goods that are seen in Cuban society. An example of this type ofluxury 
goods is fresh cut flowers, only available to those who have the currency to buy them. 

65. Paladar: Another economic reform was the legalization of small private enterprises in 
1994, such as this small restaurant ('Paladar' in Spanish) located within someone's home. 
Restaurants such as these have only 4 or 5 tables and are used by tourists and Cubans alike 
for dining out on special occasions. 

VII Urban Food Security: 

66. Text slide, Urban Food Security: This slide outlines the major aspects of Cuba's system 
for providing a secure food source for its citizens - The National Food Program, Food 
Production, and Food Preservation - each of which is covered in the following section. 
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NATIONAL FOOD PROGRAM 

67. Urban Garden: The strengthening of food security through urban agriculture is part of a 
larger governmental program called the National Food Program. Other facets ofthis 
initiative include teaching the general public about alternative foods to the imported products 
to which many of them were so accustomed. Some of these foods included plantains, taro, 
cassava and sweet potatoes which were all referred to as viandas. 

68. Box of chicks: The government also strived to increase meat production within Cuban 
households by giving away free chicks that could be used for egg production as well as meat. 
Chickens also could be easily maintained by feeding them kitchen scraps instead of the 
expensive feed of most larger meat producing animals. 

69. Milk canister: Until 1992, Cuba guaranteed that all children under the age of 13 years 
would receive 1 Liter of milk per day. With the fall ofthe Soviet trading block, Cuba lost a 
large percentage of its milk production and changed this guarantee to only children under the 
age of7. 

70. Planting along Havana boulevard: Another benefit of food production within the urban 
environments is the conservation of gasoline in transport from the UBPCs to the city. Gas is 
not very plentiful in Cuba, and for those who had the vehicles it was expensive. 

URBAN FOOD PRODUCTION 

71. Home for the elderly and organic field: Since the fall of the soviet bloc, Cuba has made 
an effort to increase food security within urban environments in case a situation should arise 
where the food supply is cut off from the urban population. This has been reasonably well 
accomplished by establishing urban gardens and farms such as this home for the elderly 
which grows all of its own organic produce, as well as some for a neighboring hospital. 

72. Elderly woman tour leader and group: This particular home for the elderly utilizes the 
organic farm to increase the residents access to fresh produce, while the actual act of 
working the land is thought of as being therapeutic for those who participate. 

73. Sign in background with elderly worker: This sign states that "The Old Folks Can Do It 
Too". 

74. Vermicomposting and Vermiculture: A novel way in which Cuba is dealing with the lack 
of fertilizer is to utilize worms for their ability to tum food scraps into a high nutrient 
compost in very little time. This home for the elderly has a bathtub of food scraps and 
worms located right next to the field. 

75. Close-up of worms: Thousands of worms are needed to compost the large amount of food 
scraps produced by the home for the elderly. 
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76. Home's raised beds: When the worms have completed their task, the vermi - or worm -
compost is mixed with the irrigation water to be applied as "fertigation" to the raised beds of 
vegetables. In 1994 Cuba was reported as having over 172 large-scale vermicomposting 
centers which produced a total of over 93,000 tons of worm compost annually. 

FOOD PRESERVATION 

77. Sign outside community building: One organization in Havana is taking the ideas of food 
security into its own hands. This grassroots organization, called Conservacion de Alimentos 
Condimentos y Plantas Medicinales, is dedicated to teaching Cubans the methods and 
benefits of canning and preserving food and reducing wastes. 

78. Dr. Vilda with posters and preserved food: Two medical doctors are in charge of this 
community project and organize teaching clinics offered free of charge to people who would 
like to learn the methods of food preservation. They also offer brochures about nutrition, 
educational videos, and demonstrations. 

79. Table with preserves: Here are examples of the wide array of food preserves that can be 
created using the methods of Dr. Vilda and her organization. These include sauces made 
from fruits and vegetables, fruit marmalades, dried fruits and vegetables, flour made from 
cassava, smoked fish and medicinal dried herbs. 

80. Food drying rack: Some ofthe methods used to create these food preserves include sun 
drying, vinegar preserves, canning, fermentation, and conservation with sugar and salt. 

VIII Green Medicine in Cuba 

81. Group of medical doctors at lab: In Cuba, medical care is socialized and free. Considered 
by many to represent the greatest success of the revolution, the Cuban health care system is 
regarded by many as one of the best in the developing world. Before 1989, Cubans enjoyed 
the highest per capita number of trained health care providers, and the lowest child mortality 
rate, in Latin America. As a result of its generally high-quality health care delivery, Cuba has 
an average life expectancy rate (75 years) which is seven years higher than that for Latin 
America as a whole (68 years) according to UNICEF (1996 data). The infant mortality rate 
was only 94. deaths for every 1000 live births (in contrast to the regional average of38). In 
large part, these successes can be attributed to the fact that the average number of inhabitants 
per physician in Cuba is only 203, meaning that, on the average, for every 203 Cubans, there 
is one trained doctor. By contrast, the same value for Jamaica is over 6000 and for the 
Bahamas is over 8000 (World bank Statistics, 1997). 

82. Medical lab with a display of medicinal qualities of selected plants in background: 
As with agriculture, however, the successes of the revolution have been challenged by the 
shortage of many basic materials required to provide health care. The loss of subsidized 
resources from the era of special relations with the USSR has severely affected the capacity 
of Cuban health care providers. As a result, Cuba has been forced to develop innovative 
approaches to provide free medical diagnosis and treatment in face of shortages of 
medicines, spare parts for medical technology, and other fundamental resources of medical 
care. 
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One of the approaches adopted by the Cuban government entails the use of so-called green 
medicine, or the intensive manufacture of plant-based medicines as a substitute for imported 
chemical-based drugs. In these slides, we can see the delegation visiting a small factory in 
Havana where pharmacists are preparing tinctures of herbs which will be prescribed by 
doctors. 

83. View oflab facilities: To a certain extent, these adaptations have involved learning 
inexpensive medical methods developed elsewhere, such as China, where 'alternative' (by 
Western standards) medicine has been practiced for centuries. Cuban doctors are now 
expected to study both traditional western medicine and a set of nonwestern methods, and 
then integrate the systems in their practices. For example, the Chinese healing art of 
acupuncture has been studied by Cuban doctors for use in the place of pain-killing drugs. 

84. Pharmacy: Cuban scientists have not only adapted 'green medicine' methods from other 
places, but have also researched new cures for diseases and health problems from the natural 
resources available to researchers on the island. Here, we see a Cuban pharmacist giving a 
patient a free prescription underneath a sign that says "Our effort is not to sell more, rather to 
distribute better." 

IX Impact of ecotourism on Cuba 

85. "Las Terrazas" ecotourist complex: Faced with declines in earnings from agricultural 
exports, the Cuban government has promoted nonagricultural sectors which show prospects 
for generating foreign exchange. One sector which has received a great deal of state support 
under the special period is tourism. The government of Cuba has worked to establish 
partnerships with foreign hotel and travel companies to increase the number of tourists who 
visit Cuba each year. 

86. Hilltop view of Las Terrazas community: Presently, Cuba is the most popular tourist 
destination in the Caribbean for travelers from Canada, and a popular destination for 
Europeans. A few hotel companies based in the United States have realized that the Cuba 
tourism market is so hot that they have tried to establish business relationships within Cuba. 

87. Waterfall with tourists: Cuba's expansion as a tourist destination comes at a time when 
ecotourism is becoming increasingly popular. Broadly defined, ecotourism refers to tourist 
ventures which involve natural features or environmental activities, where the attraction of 
tourists is linked to the conservation of the land. As such, ecotourism represents, for many 
developing countries, one sector of the economy which may represent a mode of sustainable 
development. In Cuba, some of the expansion in tourism has been focused on Cuba's 
beautiful natural features, including its forests ... 

88. Beach: ... beaches and reefs 

89. Deforested hillside: Forested area on the island was reduced from 90% prior to European 
colonization, to around 14% by the early 1900's. 
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90. Reforested hill: The reforestation program at Las Terrazas represents one of the heralded 
environmental successes of the revolution. Since 1959, the total forested area has increased 
to approximately 19%. However, the species planted as part of the reforestation program are 
not all native to Cuba, which some ecologists believe will not be ecologically sustainable 
over the longterm. "Las Terrazzas" refers to the planting of trees in terraces to reduce 
erosion. 

91. - 96. The last six slides are examples of urban life in Havana: a set of pillars at the 
university, a street scene in old Havana, a group of men playing dominos at a local cafe, a 
baseball game, rollerblading in a square, and two men waving as they ride their horse drawn 
carriage on a four lane highway. 
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.. Role .,JaYing Acti~ity> 
.... .. . .... ·30 Minutes . 

• In this activity, everyone in the room is assigned a character from whose viewpoint 
they will consider and answer several questions concerning how the crisis period and 
agricultural changes have affected their lives. 

• Students can choose from the list as to which character they would like to portray. 

• Each student is given time to respond to the questions on paper and then is asked to 
present their answers "in character" (e.g.: "My name is ... ") to the rest of the group. An 
oral discussion can then take place based on the group's response. 

• Examples of characters include: 
Farm 
cooperative farm owner / member 
cooperative farm part time employee 
cooperative farm board of directors member 
extension agent from Havana 
member of student delegation from Havana 
member of woman's delegation from Havana 
farmer's market salesperson (produce) 
farmer's market salesperson (fresh cut flowers) 
sugar cane harvester 

City 
exclusive hotel bell boy 
tourist taxi driver 
cook in tourist restaurant 
salesperson from black market food store 
mother of 4 children in Havana 
factory worker 
paladar restaurant owner 
watch repairman 
newly married couple 
doctor 
child, age 10 
apartment building dweller 
school teacher 
pharmacist 

QUESTIONS 

• 
• 
• 
• 

Tell us a little about yourself including name, profession and lifestyle. 

In what ways has the crisis period affected your day to day life in Cuba? 

What have been the changes in the food system that have most affected you? 
What advantages can you see to the changes in the food system? Disadvantages? 



Wllikatiouti\.ctivity 
45 minutes 

The "Walkabout" activity is designed to help students of all levels assimilate the 
infOImation with which they have just been presented in the Cuba lecture or series of 
lectures. Questions which pertain to the lecture material are included in the teaching packet, 
or the instructor can create his or her own appropriate questions. It is designed to last about 
45 minutes, but can be adjusted to fit the needs of the instructor. The activity is organized 
as follows: 

• Student are arranged into groups of about 4-6 students apiece. Group numbers will 
vary depending on class size. 

• Students will then be assigned a table or area of the room in which they will meet to 
discuss an open ended question relating to the Cuba material and which requires some 
forward thought and demonstration of understanding of the material. Each group 
receives a different question which has been written on large pieces of flip chart paper 
prior to the class by the instructor. Space is left on the remaining portion of the paper 
for the students to brainstorm answers to the questions. Sample question are found in 
Appendix A. 

• Students will then be given 15-20 minutes to discuss and write answers to the 
questions on the flip chart paper. Creativity is encouraged - anything goes! 

• The papers are placed on well-spaced walls of the room with tape, and students then 
walk in their groups from paper to paper, looking at how other groups have answered 
their questions. Each group has a marker and should discuss and comment on the 
given answers, and add any further answers that they think the other groups have 
forgotten. 

• After each group has visited each of the other groups papers, the whole group 
reconvenes. The class then walks around from paper to paper and spends from 3-5 
minutes discussing what they felt were the best answers, the "hot-topics" which 
received many debatable comments, or other interesting points which they may have 
picked out from the activity. 



Appendix A 
Sample Walkabout Questions 

1. If the embargo were to end tomorrow, what would happen to Cuba's newly developed 
effort to create sustainable farming methods? What could they do to encourage retention 
and use of some of these methods? 

2. What are your feelings on the United States position against Cuba? How have your 
opinions on Cuba changed, if at all, from before you came into this class? 

3. If you would be placed inside of a Cuban citizen's life for one day, what would you 
choose to do or see in the country and why? 

4. If you could meet anyone person out of Cuban history who would it be and what 
would you most like to ask them? 

5. Do you feel that United States citizens should be better informed about Cuba? If you 
feel we need to do more to inform U.S. citizens, what should be done? 

6. What works well in the Cuban system (economic, agricultural, social, etc.)? What 
doesn't? 

7. Sustainable agricultural methods are employed at an increasing rate in Cuba and in the 
U.S. How do the factors influencing this increase differ between Cuba and the U.S.? 

8. Cuba and the U.S. have very different political and governmental systems. Compare 
and contrast the barriers to large-scale implementation of a sustainable agriculture model in 
the two countries. 

9. Could any of the alternative agricultural methods used in Cuba today be widely 
implemented in the U.S.? Are there any that could not be widely implemented? If not, 
why? 
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Websites: 

Links WWW - Cuba en la Red 
Cuba Web 
LatinoLink: News of Cuba 

Additional resources: 

Global Exchange 
2017 Mission Street, Rm. 303 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
(415) 255-7296 
FAX (415) 255-7498 

http://hispanocubana.orgllinks.html 
http://www.cubaweb.cu 
http://www.latino.com/news/0915ncub.htm 

Global Exchange is a membership organization promoting grassroots 
internationalism through alternative trade, socially responsible tourism, 
partnership projects and a variety of educational programs. The organization 
organizes monthly educational seminars in Cuba to examine topics such as public 
health, sustainable agriculture, women's issues, and the political and economic 
situation. 

Resource Center of the Americas 
317 17th Avenue SE 
Minneapolis, MN 55414-2077 
(612) 627-9445 
FAX (612) 627-9450 

The Resource Center promotes education and understanding about a number of 
issues related to human rights, politics, economics, and the environment in 
Central and South America. The center produces and distributes "Connection to 
the Americas", a 10-issue per year newsletter on Latin American issues. A 
resource library contains a valuable collection of books, articles, and other 
materials on Latin America. In addition, adult education classes, Saturday 
morning coffee hour presentations and community events are sponsored by the 
center on a regular basis. 

Interreligious Foundation for Community Organization - Pastors for Peace 
P.O. Box 408130 
Chicago,IL 60640-8130 
(773) 271-4817 
FAX (773) 271-5269 

Pastors for Peace is an ecumenical organization that critically examines U.S. 
policies in Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. Formed in 1988 as a 
program of the Interreligious Foundation for Community Organization, Pastors for 
Peace educates U.S. citizens about the impact of U.S. policies, and sponsors 
material aid and education trips to countries in these regions. 
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Closing notes 

If this packet met its goals, you should have learned about the unique experiences that 
have transformed Cuba in the past decade and its relationship to agrarian change. Although we 
believe that this story has important lessons for people outside of Cuba, it is not our intent to 
romanticize the state of agriculture in Cuba today. Indeed, the present era is marked by great 
uncertainty about the future for Cuban agriculture. There is no reason to assume that the 
successes which have been made in organic agriculture will radically transform agriculture 
outside of Cuba. For example, some have argued that the prospects for even wider change 
within Cuba agriculture after 1989 were stunted when China agreed to purchase some of Cuba's 
surplus of sugar. In the final analysis, the Cuban conversion in agriculture must be regarded as 
an experiment which has been largely successful to date, but is nonetheless a fragile moment 
held in balance by forces which are likely to change. 



Sf, Se Puede! 
(Yes, it can be done!) 

A Teaching Packet on Sustainable Agriculture in Cuba 

Evaluation 

The objective of "Sf, Se Puede!" is to educate audiences about the activities related 
to sustainable agriculture occurring in Cuba today. We hope to raise awareness on the 
factors that led to a major transition from an industrial, petrochemical-based system to one 
that uses alternative methods of food production. We would like to promote discussion 
about how changes occurring in Cuba apply to other global food systems, including that of 
the United States. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

What was your initial impression of the packet? 

Was the "Test Your Knowledge of Cuba" quiz too easy? Did it stimulate interest in 
Cuba? 

Was the interpretive text easy to understand from a instructor's standpoint? Was it easy 
to coordinate the text with the slides? 

Were there enough slides and accompanying text? Too many slides? Were the 
important issues related to sustainable agriculture covered in the material? 

Was the ~nde presentation fl~libI'e'~~ougW~oaHowinstr~rto omit~ctions of the 
text in'order to create their Own IJEsentati'~lftom the giveilhlaterial? . 

Wer~tjte int~ractiveexercise~:&to fol,low anq lead? Wer~ they su£cessfut:in ~ng 
the cT~s to dlscuss;~e matenal\::overed In the slIde presentatIon?V)] 

• Di~ t~(,~ferences",pro;~,ae useful bijb~ound reading '~ut Cuba? Arethen~ any IF 
,tOpICS you would hke~tt-;see coveredlJlthe referenc~ sectIOn? 

~ -, ~, 
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