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D

ear Cuba Standard subscriber,
Welcome to the 2017 Cuba Standard Resource Guide, the second annual
compilation of our best articles with a longer-term view, as well as recent
features from our “By the Numbers” section. This section is put together mainly by
map and stats wiz Armando Portela, a Havana-born and Soviet Academy of Sciences-trained geographer. “By the Numbers” — the most recent samples can also be
seen in the “Data & Maps” section on the homepage of www.cubastandard.com — is
one of our most useful segments, and we thought it should be made accessible in a
more systematic fashion.
The Resource Guide — a $150 value — will be available every year to Silver and
Gold Members of Cuba Standard, at no additional cost.
Use it as a reference and first orientation — browse, brainstorm, and begin to plan!

Johannes Werner
editor
Cuba Standard
johanneswerner@cubastandard.com

I

n a nutshell: Our maps and geography-inspired stories allow you to get a grasp on
where the economy is moving.
To mention just a few of the stories published over the past 12 months, we had
a close look at key infrastructure projects, including hotels, railroads, ports, mining, alternative energy and wi-fi reach in the island. We also highlighted some of
the most urgent geographic problems Cuba is facing, such as water resources and
management, a sector dragged down by large superfluous capacities and waste that
— ironically — create a chronic water deficit in the island. In February, we looked
in depth at the dependency ratio of the population, a tremendous challenge for the
next administration in Cuba. And we made a balance of the aftermath of tcategory-4
Hurricane Matthew, which devastated Cuba’s eastern tip in October 2016.
Also, we investigated a little known industry — albeit one with big potential. Cuba has vast deposits
of marble and decorative stones, ready to supply the ever-growing U.S. construction industry just across
the Florida Strait.
Probably no event has triggered a higher sense of urgency than Venezuela’s turmoil and its implication
for the Cuban economy and future. We looked at trade data and analyzed relations between both countries from their heyday five to 10 years ago to the present.
We are proud to say that the maps and graphics we created are completely original. There’s no equivalent available to the public.
Armando Portela
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Foreign investment:
Playing second fiddle in tourism
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

Rendering courtesy Grupo Gaviota
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Next on Grupo Gaviota's to-do list: The Packard hotel on the margins of Old Havana. The state company is leading Cuban efforts
to add 100,000-plus hotel rooms — with very limited foreign funding. Cuba's most lucrative projects were not on the table at a
recent hotel investment conference in Havana.

D

uring a hotel investment conference in May at the Meliá Cohiba
in Havana, Cuban tourism officials pitched a whopping 114 projects to
a crowd of potential foreign investors —
but by far most of the opportunities were
hotel management contracts that don’t require
what the audience was most eager to hear about:
equity and debt investment.
“There are many people talking about projects,”
a European financial services executive in Havana
told Cuba Standard, asked about the 225 foreign

businesspeople at the South American
Hotel Investment Conference (SAHIC)
— which included executives of U.S.
chains Marriott, Hilton, Hyatt, Choice
and Wyndham. SAHIC Presiu
dent Arturo García Rosa fueled
the desire even more by predicting that Cuba

Off-limits
for investors
See map of the Havana
hotels Grupo Gaviota
plans to build
• Page 6
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Tourism investment (cont’d)
will soon become Latin America’s second
tourism destination, exceeded only by
Mexico.
However, talking is the best most wouldbe investors can do, for now.
Cuban authorities have not released any details
about how they plan to fund growth, but if the
“portfolio of opportunities” — the country’s wish
list to foreign investors — is an indicator, they expect state companies to provide an estimated 70%

of the funding for the 100,000-plus new hotel rooms needed in the next decade-andhalf. What’s more, the remaining 30% will
go to joint ventures that are majority-controlled by state companies. In other words,
foreign investors are playing just a substitute role,
and — not surprisingly — the most lucrative joint
venture construction projects were not on the table at SAHIC-Cuba 2017.
This, in turn, leaves some observers
u

5

TOURISM

Beyond Havana: Cuba boosts urban destinations

I

n an effort to diversify
the Cuban urban tourism
market, authorities announced
the creation of what could
become another “hot
destination”.
At this year’s FITCuba
tourism fair, May 3-6 at
Playa Pesquera in eastern
Holguín province, the
Tourism Ministry heavily
promoted the small seaside
town of Gibara, a “National
Monument” since 2004 and the
seat of an annual film festival,
as a new destination. Cuban
authorities five years ago began
a comprehensive renovation of
Gibara.
At FITCuba, officials also
announced the addition of
a dozen boutique hotels in

... the Ordoño hotel, ...

Creating a new destination: Gibara, with ...

Trinidad, Cienfuegos and
Camagüey, and construction of
six new city hotels in Villa Clara
province, while handing over
management of nine historical
hotels in Gibara, Camagüey,
Trinidad and Cienfuegos to two
Spanish hotel chains.
Tourism Minister Manuel
Marrero announced that Spain’s
Iberostar Hotels and Resorts
will assume management of
three historical boutique hotels
there, as company President and
founder Miguel Fluxá looked on.
Iberostar will operate the
Plaza Colón (12 rooms), Ordoño
(24 rooms) and Arsenita (12
rooms) hotels, all owned by
state company Cubanacán.

Not to be outdone by its
competitor in city hotels, the
other hotel industry patriarch
from Mallorca — Meliá Hotels
International President Gabriel
Escarrer Juliá — personally
signed two agreements
at FITCuba with state
companies Gran Caribe and
Islazul, covering 931 rooms,
among others to operate six
boutique hotels in the cities of
Camagüey and Cienfuegos.
In Cienfuegos, Meliá will
assume management of the
historical San Carlos (56 rooms)
and La Unión hotels (49 rooms);
in Camagüey, the Gran Hotel
(72 rooms) and the Colón (58
rooms). It will also remodel and
take over operations of the Hotel
Camagüey (142 rooms), built

u

... and the Arsenita
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Tourism investment (cont’d)

doubting whether Cuba will be able to meet
its ambitious plans for construction of new
hotels and resorts to accommodate an expected tripling of tourism by 2030.
Cuba's growth plans
Building hotels and resorts in Cuba — and in-

vesting in those projects — is a no-brainer: 14.5% more visitors flocked to Cuba last
year than in 2015, exceeding the 4 million
mark. This year is on track for 15% growth.
And thanks to U.S.-Cuba normalization,
there’s a lot of upside: The number of U.S. travelers
u
has been skyrocketing at

Gaviota hotel projects in Havana

6

u

Graphic: Armando Portela/CS

—Hotel Rates, from previous page
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three-digit rates this season, with 2 million
additional tourists expected to visit the island every year by 2025, according to a recent Boston Consulting Group survey (see
page 10). All this virtually guarantees double-digit growth rates in Cuban tourism for good
part of the next decade.
Planning for this kind of growth, the Tourism
Ministry would like to add more than 100,000 hotel rooms to the 67,000 existing ones by 2030 —
20,000 of them by 2020.
However, according to an estimate by Richard
Feinberg and Richard Newfarmer in a recent-

ly published Brookings Institution paper,
Cuban authorities plan for 70,000 of the
100,000-plus new rooms to be financed
with domestic funding — temporarily supplemented with mid-term international
loans — leaving only 30,000 to foreign investors.
Change in Cuban tourism?
To get this kind of accelerated construction underway, something has to change — and it’s not
just U.S. observers who believe Cuba must open
up tourism more to foreign investors. As economic
analyst Ariel Terrero pointed
u

—City destinations, from page 2

in the 1970s outside the city,
and of the Jagua complex in
Cienfuegos (total 173 rooms),
consisting of the 1959-built
Hotel Jagua, and two historical
mansions, the Palacio Azul and
La Perla.
Meliá will also renovate and
take on management of the
279-room María Aguilar resort
on the Ancón peninsula, eight
miles from the historical city of
Trinidad; that property will be
renamed the Meliá Trinidad.
Finally, Meliá will manage a
new 102-room hotel under
construction near the tip of the
Ancón peninsula.

At the end of May, the
Tourism Ministry also
announced that state companies
will build two boutique hotels in
the city of Santa Clara, and four
more in Villa Clara province,
in the cities of Camajuaní,
Remedios, Caibarién, and Sagua
la Grande.
The new hotels and the
engagement of Iberostar and
Meliá not only expand city
tourism options in the island,
but they are also an effort by
Cuban authorities to revive
the presence of state-owned
hotels in high-demand historical
destinations, which have been

Assuming management of 11 city hotels: Fluxá, Escarrer

left largely to the private owners
of casas particulares.
Even so, Marrero highlighted
the importance of the private
sector in accommodating the
flood of tourists, saying there
are now more than 21,000
private homes that rent rooms
and more than 2,000 privately
owned restaurants.
Meliá Hotels International
— Spain’s largest hotel
management company and
the market leader in Cuba
with 35 hotels — is facing
rising competition as Iberostar,
which now operates 17 hotels,
is raising its profile in Cuba.
Recent moves by Fluxá include
the opening of a hotel supply
import company at the Mariel
Special Development Zone, and
funding the renovation of —
and managing — the Riviera
hotel on Havana’s Malecón.
FITCuba attracted some
2,000 participants to the remote
province of Holguín, according
to official daily Granma,
less than half the number
anticipated by the organizing
Tourism Ministry.		

—Johannes Werner
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analysts doubt that state-owned
tourism enterprises and the rest
of the state-run economy will generate enough capital to shoulder
70% of that cost — particularly if
the needed indirect investment in
airports, cruise facilities, marinas,
electric infrastructure and roads
is considered.
“Investment of the whole economy — and savings to finance it
— would likely have to rise substantially to build the industry
as the government would like,”
Lining up for a 30% slice of the cake:
Feinberg
and Newfarmer write in
Foreign executives, listening to SAHIC
President Arturo García Rosa in
their report. “The government canHavana.
not afford to double the industry’s
share of national investment at the
expense of other badly needed sectoral investments.”
Who could implement this kind
out in a recent piece published by Communist Par- of change is not clear. For now, officials are showty daily Granma, since the beginning of the tour- ing signs of flexibility.
ism boom in the early 1990s, Cuba has managed
During SAHIC, Deborah Rivas, director of forto build only some 2,000 new hotel rooms every eign investment at the Ministry of Foreign Trade
year. That includes 2015 and last year, even though and Investment, said that while Cuba is not aspirplans called for more than twice as many.
ing 100% foreign-owned projects, it is not out of
“The resources for the first projects are
the question either.
calculated and negotiated,” Terrero says
“We’re not promoting this in tourism,
about current construction. “But the comwe want to make sure the largest share is
ing targets are multiples, encouraged by a
owned by Cuban companies,” Rivas said.
providential perspective. To a large degree,
“But it is possible to have a wholly fortheir execution will depend on the capacity
eign-owned company to do business in the
of the Cuban tourism industry to generate capital, tourism sector,” she immediately added.
or to negotiate it with companies from other coun“We are willing to consider any concept,” said
tries.”
Daniel Alonso, investment director at the Tourism
Feinberg and Newfarmer calculate the total Ministry, later during the conference.
capital investment needed by 2030 at $33 billion.
While 30% would be a significant increase from Gaviota vs. Cubanacán and Gran Caribe
the current percentage of foreign funding, the U.S.
One thing is sure: Don’t look for change coming
from Grupo Gaviota. Although mostly state-controlled, the Cuban tourism industry is not a monolithic block. While an estimated 59% of hotel
'We are willing rooms in the island belong to state companies that
to the Tourism Ministry (Mintur) — Gruto consider any concept'. report
po Cubanacán, Gran Caribe and Islazul — most of
the highest-value assets
u
Photos courtesy SAHIC
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are run by Grupo Gaviota, which
Cuba's 2030 plan: Invest $33.3 bln in hotels
is separate and part of the armed
forces-controlled GAESA holding. Gaviota is the most assertive
player in the Cuban scene, thanks
to its fast growth, efficiency and
profitability; since it took over
Habagüanex and its 14 boutique
hotels in Old Havana last year,
the company is in charge of the
lion’s share of hotels in Havana. Probably the most liquid of
the state companies, Gaviota has
turned down offers from foreign
investors; most recently it has
vestors are resorting to an intermediate type of
been using its internal cash flow to fund the three funding arrangement for aging properties: Tourhighest-profile new hotel projects, the Kempins- ism authorities are increasingly turning to manki Manzana, and the nearby Packard and Prado y agement contracts that include an infusion of
Malecón.
mid-term credit, typically in the $30 million-$50
In contrast, Cubanacán and Gran Caribe are million range, for three to five years, bearing interworking in joint ventures with some foreign in- est of about 8%. Two 1950s hotels in high-profile
vestors. Cubanacán, for instance, is in the process locations on Havana’s Malecón seaside boulevard
of setting up nine joint ventures with for— the Deauville and the Riviera — recently
eign hotel chains to build 4,000 rooms in
found new management companies under
new resorts at Santa María del Mar near
such terms.
Havana, and Santa Lucía in Camagüey. But
That said, the promise of growth makes
these processes do not always work out to
the island a natural target for investors, and
both sides’ satisfaction. Feinberg says that,
one way or another, Cuba will want to acunnerved by constant delays by Cubanacán, a for- commodate that.
eign investor backed out of a 50-room hotel con“If Cuba is to hit the 150,000-room target by
struction project in Trinidad last year, leaving the 2030, the nation will have to accept more foreign
site unfinished.Armando hotel projects for inves- equity investment,” Feinberg told Cuba Standard.
tors Havana
“Yes, the major state-owned enterprises, especially
Gaviota, do appear to be generating sufficient cash
Other limitations
flow to fund new investment projects, but not at
In addition to Cuban reluctance to let foreign the pace required to hit the target.”
capital take a major role, other issues are keeping
Relying more on foreign investment would alaway foreign investors. For one, approval processes so free much-needed resources for other sectors,
are fraught with red tape, slowed by bureaucrats Feinberg and Newfarmer argue in their paper.
with no incentive to speed authorizations. Also,
“Rather than seek to fund these investments
international banks still treat Cuba like a pariah, through the internal cash flow of the tourism secdue to a mix of fear of U.S. retribution and dis- tor, it would make more sense — from a national
trust in Cuba’s ability and willingness to respect interest perspective — to welcome greater foreign
financial agreements. Finally, many properties in equity and debt financing, and to extract some
Havana are burdened with claims by previous U.S. sectoral resources to nance other national needs,
owners, which makes equity ownership tricky.
including building much needed infrastructure
Maybe this is why both Cuba and foreign inCalculation by Feinberg/Newfarmer / Brookings Institution
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and upgrading social services.”
Making do with 27 joint ventures
For now, foreign investors have to make do with
27 tourism joint ventures — a few of them already
formed, most in the making — with Cubanacán,
Gran Caribe, and CubaGolf, the subsidiary
of state company Grupo Extrahotelero Palmares that has been put in charge of golf
real estate developments. At SAHIC, state
company executives laid out plans for 21
joint venture projects, ranging from all-inclusive
hotels at brand-new beach resorts — such as the
totally undeveloped Ramón de Antilla Peninsula
in the Holguín province, where Cuba would like
to build a whopping 19,000 rooms, Cayo Cruz in
Camagüey, and Cayo Paredón in Ciego de Ávila —
to an airport hotel and three city hotels in Havana.

The latter — a $100 million, 400-room airport
hotel, and three new city hotels in joint ventures
controlled by state enterprises, ranging from $18.5
million for 100 rooms to $83.2 million for 450
rooms — probably caught most attention among
the foreign crowd, because hotels in Havana tend
to enjoy higher occupancy and profit margins than all-inclusive beach resorts.
But the four projects in Havana are only small slices, with most of the cake going
to Gaviota. Havana hotel projects offered
to foreign investors total only 1,250 rooms, while
planned construction for hotels that will be solely
owned by Gaviota totals 6,590 rooms, most of it
in high-profile locations (see maps and graphics on
page 3). 
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Trump to U.S. business:
Cuban armed forces-controlled companies off limits
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Graphic: Armando Portela/CS

Pending regulations, Donald Trump prohibits U.S. travelers
and companies to do business with Cuban armed forcescontrolled companies — first and foremost all entities that
belong to the GAESA holding, which is headed by Gen. Luis
Alberto Rodríguez López-Callejas, Raúl Castro's son-inlaw. A wide range of activities could be banned, from
booking rooms at Gaviota-owned hotels, to filling the
tank at Servi Cupet service stations, eating a meal at
a Habagüanex restaurant, renting office space
from Inmobiliaria Cimex, to buying a sixpack at
a TRD Caribe store or an Abdala Studio record,
hopping on a Transgaviota bus, to flying to
provincial Cuba on AeroGaviota. The State
Department is expected to publish a list of offlimits entities.
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German company plans marina
real estate project in Cienfuegos
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

A

subsidiary
of
Berlin-based
Con-Impex Group signed a letter
of intent to form a joint venture
with CubaGolf that plans to build a marina-centered real estate development in
the city of Cienfuegos.
Company officials did not respond to
inquiries by Cuba Standard.
Con-Impex Touristik says on its website it hired a Spanish architect to design
the Complejo Turístico Inmobiliario
Residencial Punta Gorda in Cienfuegos.
Con-Impex is run by the Apel family,
with a presence in Cuba since 1992.
In 2004, Con-Impex expanded the Renovated by Con-Impex in 2004: The historical yacht club in Cienfuegos.
old marina in Cienfuegos, renovating the The company now plans to build condos nearby.
historical yacht club building and adding
a yacht charter building. Jointly with Spain’s Albo- as a beach promenade” at a 10-minute walk from
ran Charter S.L., Con-Impex has been operating the the historical center of the southern seaport, acAlboran-Bluesail yacht charter at the location since cording to the company’s website.
then.
The agreement was signed by Con-Impex PresNow, the company is planning to add a “hotel ident Klaus Apel and CubaGolf General Director
compound with club character, a modern apart- Raudel García during the FITCuba tourism fair in
ment complex (for purchase by foreigners), as well Playa Pesquero. 

TRANSPORTATION

Cuban official: Ferries 'not a priority'

A

fter more than two years
of waiting for a Cuban
response to their bids to
establish ferry service between
Florida and Cuba, a halfdozen companies reacted with
disappointment, a shift of plans,
and defiant optimism to a
Cuban official’s statement that
ferries should not be expected
anytime soon.
Asked by a Tampa Bay Times
reporter during a recent visit to
Tampa about the status of ferry

plans, the Cuban ambassador
in Washington, José Ramón
Cabañas, said that ferries were
“not a priority” and that Cuban
authorities are instead focusing
on facilities for cruise ships.
“I’m not saying we will not
ever have ferries,” Cabañas
said, according to the Times.
“We were saying two years ago
we were not building hotels in
Havana, and now we are.”
One of the first ferry
applicants already decided

to expand to another line of
business.
“I have been operating
under that assumption for the
past year or so,” said Bruce
Nierenberg, who set up a
Florida-based ferry company,
United Caribbean Lines, and
received U.S. permission to
offer service to Cuba more
than two years ago. Nierenberg
expects no movement on ferries
by Cuba until the U.S. lifts its
u
embargo, which severely
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limits the option of taking
vehicles and cargo on full-size
ferries.
“They don’t want to worry
about ferry traffic and logistics
until the embargo is no longer
in play. Otherwise, they would
be spending their valuable time
on allowing nice fat ferries full
of Cuban Americans to return
and that’s not what they are
interested in. Frankly I can’t
argue with that position.”
Instead, Nierenberg — a
cruise industry veteran — set
up Victory Cruise Lines, whose
smaller shallow-bottom vessels
would circumvent Cuba’s
logistical restrictions and allow
access to small ports. Cuba has
not responded to his application
for cruises either.
"Cruising is the best and
fastest way to increase tourist
traffic and the infusion of
foreign currency, as it’s not
dependent on hotel construction
or enormous infrastructure

change,” he
said.
José Ignacio
Fernández,
whose Havana
Ferry Partners
also received
U.S. approval
two years
ago, remains
defiantly
optimistic,
offering to
begin with
passengeronly fast-ferry
service first.
“As one of
the first entities
to receive the
OFAC license
approval in
May 2015,
Havana Ferry Partners remains
well-poised to start its fast-ferry
passenger service the minute
Havana gives us the green
light,” Jorge Ignacio Fernández
told Cuba Standard. “As I have
shared with many, if you do not
have patience, passion, respect
and persistence, you have no
business in doing business with
Cuba. We remain optimistic that
the ferry service to Cuba some
day soon will be a reality.”
The Cuban American
entrepreneur has proposed fastferry service from Key West to
Havana, as well as full-size ferry
service from Port Everglades
and Port Manatee.
Baleària, a Spanish operator,
has also said it wants to offer
passenger-only Key WestHavana fast ferry service. Other
candidates include Germany’s
FRS GmbH, Greece’s Attica
Group — in conjunction
with Nierenberg — France’s
Unishipping, Dutch cargo

shipping line Nirint, and
Norway’s Norled AS.
Some operators have
suggested passenger service
could start immediately at the
site of the former container
terminal on the south side of
Havana Bay, by importing
mobile ramps and bridges
and containers and scanners
for customs and immigration
processing of passengers. But
establishing service for full-size
ferries that can carry vehicles
and cargo — a mainstay in the
ferry business — will require a
dedicated facility.
In November 2015, Cuban
authorities added a multi-modal
facility at the Port of Havana
to its “investment portfolio”
wish list to foreign investors.
Baleària President Adolfo Utor
has proposed to build a €35
million ($38 million) multipurpose terminal and establish
commuter service in Havana
Bay on electric boats, and FRS
has offered financing for an
unspecified project.
Even though they would
like to, U.S. ferry operators
are unable to fund necessary
construction, a Cuban official
said last year.
Cuba removed a major
legal obstacle last year, by
abolishing a law that prohibited
Cuban citizens from entering
and leaving the island by ship
without special permit. 
—Johannes Werner
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Biomass:
Key to Cuba’s clean-energy plans

B

iomass is key to a master plan to raise the
share of renewables in Cuba’s electricity
mix six-fold, to 24%, by 2030. Cuba plans
to add 2,100 mw in clean-energy projects, and
biomass-fueled electrity is expected to take up
the lion’s share of the new clean energy. Nineteen
plants with a total of 755 mw are open for bidding
by foreign investors in a first round; the final number should be 950 mw in 25 plants, according to
officials.
“Biomass has the highest priority,” said Rosell
Guerra, director of renewable energies at the Ministry of Energy and Mining.
One of the reasons is the technology’s flexibility.
“Biomass is dispatchable; the bagasse can be set
aside to be activated in moments of peak demand,”
Rosell said.
The state of negotiations over bioelectric plants
is “advanced”, Guerra told the crowd at the recent
Energy & Infrastructure Summit in Havana. Five
of the projects — at the Ciro Redondo, 5 de Sep-

Maps and graphics: Armando Portela/CS
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tiembre, Jesús Rabí, Hector Rodríguez and Uruguay sugar mills (see map) — have already secured
funding, he said.
Five projects awarded to BioPower S.A. — a
“traditional” 51-49% joint venture between a subsidiary of state sugar holding Azcuba and London-based Havana Energy (see next page) are the
keystone in Cuba’s biomass infrastructure.
The ambitious bio-electric plans are mostly a
byproduct of Cuba’s long history with sugar, but
they also take advantage of large quantities of marabú, an invasive plant that has overgrown an estimated 1 million hectares of fallow land in Cuba.
All the bagasse — the pulpy residue of processed
sugarcane — of the sugar mills will go to electricity production at the attached power plants, in
addition to the bagasse from 15 other sugar mills,
which will ship their pulp to the biomass power
plants. This is expected to guarantee 270 days of
operations per year by the power plants, according
to Omar Irola Valera, an executive with Azcuba.
During off-sugar harvest season, the biomass
plants can also be fueled with marabú. The Ciro
Redondo power plant, for instance, can run not
only on the 192,000 tons of bagasse per year
the sugar mill produces, but with 2.3 million
tons of marabú within 10 miles
of the plant, which should be
enough for at least 50 years
of supply. 

More information:

Azcuba
Barbara Hernández Martínez
barbara.hernandez@

Cuba Standard Monthly

Energy

15

Wind energy:
$800m worth of projects up for grabs

C

uba has opened the bidding process for an
estimated $800 million worth of wind energy projects, and some foreign investors are
answering the call.
Seven wind parks for a total of 322 megawatts,
all located along the north coast of eastern Cuba
and at the eastern tip of the island, have already
been awarded. Now, INEL, the construction subsidiary of state utility Unión Eléctrica (UNE), is
working to include eight more wind parks — totaling 295 mw — into Cuba’s investment portfolio.
The wind parks are part of Cuba’s drive to generate 24% of its electricity with renewable energy
by 2030, a six-fold rise. Sixty percent of Cuba’s ex-

pected electricity consumption increase in that
period should be covered with renewables, Cuban
officials said during the Energy & Infrastructure
Summit Sept. 1-2 in Havana, which attracted some
130 foreign businesspeople and more than 70 Cuban senior officials.
Cuba is planning with investments of $3.5 billion in the coming years on clean-energy projects,
with the intent of driving down the cost of electricity from $21.10kW in 2013 to $17.90kW by 2020.
“We have to lower that cost, to be competitive in
the region,” said Rosell Guerra, renewable energies
director at the Ministry of Energy and Mining.
Current wholesale electricity costs in
4

Maps and graphics: Armando Portela/CS
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Cuba are higher than in Europe and the
United States, making renewable energies all the more attractive.
Five bidders, three commitments
At least five companies have participated in the
first round of bidding on wind parks. Three of the
seven projects already have firm commitments
and secured funding, executives with bidders for
the projects told Cuba Standard.
However, funding is hard to arrange, due to
continuing U.S. sanctions that have particularly
targeted third-country banks recently (see below).
The combined value of the seven projects is at
least $700 million, based on the usual international
cost of $2 million per megawatt. The cost for some
of the Cuban projects may be higher, due to difficult-to-access locations and the need for investors
to install electric lines to connect to the national
grid.
100% foreign ownership
Cuba offers these projects under 100% ownership by foreign investors, as build-operate-own
(BOO) contracts. The investors, in turn, seek manufacturers and builders to work with INEL, the
construction subsidiary of UNE. UNE is the sole
buyer of the electricity these wind farms generate,
at an agreed price.
None of the largest companies in the business
are likely among the first round of bidders, one of
the contenders said. Another observer said Cuba
has shown “little flexibility” regarding pricing.
Meanwhile, three additional wind parks already
under construction for a total of 101 mw will be
operated and owned by UNE itself, using loans
from China and India.
Gamesa, Eolectric
Spain’s Gamesa, one of the leading manufacturers in the world whose turbines have been deployed in Puerto Rico, Jamaica and Mexico, as well
as some at a pilot project at Gibara in Cuba, hopes
to see its turbines go up at all wind park projects in
the first round.
“We want all seven wind parks”, said Manuel
Garmendia Zarandona, clarifying the interest is

about supplying generators, and that Gamesa will
not be an investor.
The Spanish government’s recent re-launch of
an export guaranty program will help Gamesa,
Garmendia said, leveling the playing field with
German, French and Chinese competitors, who
enjoy similar backing from their respective governments.
Cuba has also used turbines made by France’s
Vergnet and China’s Goldwing and Heng
4

Finance

U.S. sanctions still
stand in way of funding

S

till looming over the desire of foreign investors to
help launch Cuba’s ambitious renewable-energy
program are U.S. sanctions.
Citing fear among European financiers and banks
of yet another billion-dollar penalty by U.S. sanctions
watchers, Scottish entrepreneur Andrew Macdonald says
it wasn’t easy to put together funding for a $165 million
biomass power plant run by his BioPower S.A. joint
venture.
In a groundbreaking deal, he
was able to secure financing, most
likely from China. He wouldn’t
disclose the source of funding,
due to concern about U.S.
enforcement.
“The trade embargo ... has, to
be frank, caused the joint venture
costly delays,” Macdonald said.
Macdonald
“Renewable energy and
biomass is very much in demand
in Europe. The returns and potential revenue are fine.
The stumbling block is the threat of North American
fines.”
“I hope with the thawing of relations, normal project
finance with normal international banks will become a
thing of normal business,” he added, speaking about
U.S.-Cuba normalization.
“The reality is this: the perception is that the blockade
is dismantling, but we haven’t felt that on the financial
side yet. It’s disappointing, quite honestly. I did not think
that restrictions would still be in place, and if you had
asked me a year ago, I thought it would be different
today. But if you go to any high street in the UK and ask
a UK bank to transfer £10 to Cuba, they can’t do it.” g
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feng in previous projects.
Canada’s Eolectric, which has a few
wind park projects in Mexico under
its belt, is one of five pre-qualified bidders for the seven wind parks in the first
round.
“We have talked to three European manufacturers that can work in Cuba”, said Alfredo Betancourt Chavero, Mexico representative of Eolectric.
His company, he said, has been bidding for four
wind parks at the eastern tip of the island.
He would not reveal what kind of funding sources Eolectric is trying to tap for its Cuba projects.
In Mexico, the company has worked with Mexican commercial banks, the Mexican development
bank, and Canadian funding.
Suppliers and investors believe Cuba could
build even more wind parks in eastern Cuba. But
in order to do that, more investment in strengthening the electric grid will be necessary.
“I think they can absorb them,” said Gamesa’s
Garmendia, asked whether Cuba’s grid can cope
with the 718 planned megawatts of the first two
rounds of projects in eastern Cuba. “The grid in
the zone is a bit weak, and demand is elsewhere.

However, we believe that many more megawatts
could be installed in the zone, if they were to install a much more potent line. It would be really
good to install more.” g

More information:

INEL
Delice Moreno Garcia
Director of INEL and the Cuban Wind Power Program
dmorenog@inel.une.cu
Tel. (537) 837 8154
Andrés Raúl Espino Ares
Director Renewable Energy INEL
espino@inel.une.cu
(537) 837 8162
Unión Eléctrica (UNE)
Pedro Barbachán Báez
Business Director
Unión Eléctrica
E-mail: pedrob@oc.une.cu
Tel. (537) 879 0268
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Solar energy:
$300m in projects under negotiation

C

uba is amid negotiations with foreign investors for the construction of 150 megawatts
of utility-scale photovoltaic projects, and
another 200 mw may be up for grabs eventually,
Cuban officials announced.
According to the standard of $2 million per mw
Cuba uses in its investment portfolio, the total cost
of the projects currently under negotiation would
be $300 million.

All these solar farms are to be owned 100% by
the foreign entity under build-own-operate (BOO)
contracts, with state utiliy Unión Eléctrica (UNE)
as the sole buyer of the electricity, paying a fixed
negotiated rate.
The utility-scale projects are part of an effort to
install 700 mw of photovoltaic farms by 2030.
Some 150 mw are currently under negotiation,
and there is a total potential of more than 200 mw
for foreign investors, said Miguel Pérez Rodríguez,
general director of EDIFRE, the state engineering
company in charge of building solar farms. The
results of the negotiations are expected to be announced at the 2016 Havana International Fair, Pérez told potential
investors during the Energy &
Infrastructure Sum
4
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mit last fall in Havana.
Hive Energy: It’s a done deal
UK-based Hive Energy already announced it will build a 50 mw solar
farm at the Mariel Special Development Zone.
Using the international standard of $2 million per
mw, the total cost is estimated at $100 million.
The Mariel project will consist of three different locations with at least 15 mw each; completion
is expected for 2018. Hive could not disclose the
project cost because it is still finalizing terms with
UNE, Bernardo Fernández, Hive Energy’s Mexico,
Central America and Caribbean director of operations, told Cuba Standard in June.
10 more parks up for bidding
According to the most recent foreign investment portfolio, UNE is also seeking foreign investors to build and operate 10 photovoltaic parks totaling 100 mw in Cuba’s western provinces under
BOO contracts, for an initial investment of $200
million.
“Hive has also expressed interest in these projects and will be tendering them as soon as the official tender documents are published,” Fernández
said in June.
Other projects
The foreign investment projects join more than
150 mw in solar parks currently under construction by EDIFRE. They will be owned and operated
by UNE (see map on previous page).
Using a loan from the Export-Import Bank of
China, EDIFRE is planning to build 40 solar farms
totalling 100 mw. Construction of 21 mw is already
underway.
Also, EDIFRE is building an additional 15 mw
worth of solar farms using other funding. In October last year, the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development
(ADFD) provided a $15 million concessionary loan
to build solar farms in four provinces for a 10 mw
total.
Finally, Cuba has secured funding from the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA),
for a total of 10 mw in four photovoltaic parks.
Top priority are sites in isolated areas such as

Cuba to allow private
entities to feed into grid

C

uban individuals and private entities — both Cuban
and foreign — with renewable-energy devices will
eventually be able to feed power into the grid, a Cuban
electricity policy maker said during a conference in
Havana, in a nod to distributed-energy concepts.
Ramsés Montes Calzadilla, Director of Electricity
Policy and Planning at the Ministry of Energy and Mining,
said that could include Cuban entities such as agricultural
cooperatives or building owners with large roof surfaces.
“For the sale of electricity, the participation of the
private sector is foreseen,” Montes said during the
Energy & Infrastructure Summit at the Meliá Cohiba Sept.
1. “That will include residences and families, or any other
entities.” g

islands with tourism infrastructure, as well as the
Mariel Special Development Zone, and other areas
that can easily plug into existing power lines, Pérez
Rodríguez said. The state company is also developing battery-based, off-grid photovoltaic projects to
electrify 20,000 buildings in isolated areas.
EDIFRE, the Spanish acronym for “Investment
Development Company for Renewable Energy
Sources”, was created in March 2015 and belongs
to the Ministry of Energy and Mining. The state
company provides engineering, design and consulting services, and is in charge of negotiating
with investors bidding for solar farm projects.
EDIFRE says it is using as much as possible Cuba’s existing photovoltaic panel manufacturing capacities; a state-owned plant in Pinar del Río will
add a second assembly line, boosting capacity from
15 mw of panels per year to 65 mw per year. Projects are also encouraged to use Cuban-made metal
structures. g
More information:

EDIFRE
Miguel Pérez Rodríguez, General Director
mperez@oc.une.cu, Tel. (537) 8775031 ext. 30504.
Unión Eléctrica (UNE)
Pedro Barbachán Báez, Business Director
E-mail: pedrob@oc.une.cu, Tel. (537) 8790268
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Cuba agrees with U.S., Mexico to fill 'donut hole'
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER
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mere
48 hours before the inauguration of the next
U.S. president, the
Obama administration signed a maritime border treaty
with Cuba that fills the
eastern “donut hole”, the
last gap in the otherwise
partitioned Gulf of Mexico.
On Jan. 18, the U.S. Department of State announced
in a terse media release that the
United States and Cuba signed a
bilateral treaty in Washington to
delimit their maritime boundary in
the eastern Gulf of Mexico, assigning
"economic exclusive zones".
Simultaneously, Cuba signed a corresponding maritime border treaty with Mexico
in Havana. Mexico already has a maritime boundary treaty with the United States.
The treaties, which may have long-term — but
no short-term — effects on oil and gas production,
came after two rounds of talks between the United
States, Cuba and Mexico that began in July.
According to international law, areas that are
more than 200 nautical miles from any country’s
shores are considered international waters, but
when areas overlap, as they do in the “Eastern Gap”

of the Gulf, bordering countries have to agree on
partitioning the area.
The treaty opens up most of the newly partitioned waters to oil and gas exploration. However, the U.S. Senate, which is controlled by the
Republican Party, must first consent.
“The treaty is consistent with the longstanding
U.S. goals to resolve our outstanding maritime
boundaries and promote maritime safety and protection of the marine environment,” the State Department release said.
No immediate prospects
Much of the U.S. side of the Eastern Gap is
off-limits for oil exploration, due to restric

u
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tions sought by Florida.
Moreover, the Cuban part covers only an estimated 8% of the gap, and drilling there is a long
shot, cautions oil expert Jorge Piñón.
“There are no proven resource estimates within
the Eastern Gap, as it is an area that has not been
explored at all due to its depth and complexity, and
only a handful of exploratory wells have even been
drilled in the surrounding area,” Piñón told Cuba
Standard in an email message. “This means that lots
of geological work and then exploratory drilling will
have to be done in order to determine its resource
potential and location — an expensive 3-7 years

process.”
Piñón, who is associate director of the Latin
America and Caribbean Program of the University of Texas’ Center for International Energy and
Environmental Policy, added that he belives the oil
industry’s priorities right now are in areas offering
prospects with a much shorter development period.
“Yesterday, Exxon paid $6.6 billion for 250,000
acres in the Permian Basin, where shale fracking offers quick return,” he said Jan. 18, referring to Exxon
Mobil Corp.’s doubling of holdings in the west Texas and New Mexico area, the largest oil field in the
United States. 

The 'Eastern Gap'
Some facts:
•The average depth in the 7,720 square-mile area formerly
known as Eastern Gap is 11,100 to 11,500 feet (3,400 to 3,500
meters).
•It is located in a geological (structural) zone called the
“Mexican Basin”, sandwiched between the Florida Escarpment
and the Yucatán Escarpment.
•All three geological zones are potential holders of oil reservoirs, and far enough from U.S. coasts to avoid any drilling
ban. The Gulf of Mexico Basin holds 100 billion barrels of discovered oil, largely on Jurassic horizons (also younger close to
U.S. shores). The U.S. Geological Survey estimates potential oil
reserves in the Cuban Exclusive Economic Zone (the yellow section of the map, not including the Eastern Gap) at 4.6 billion
barrels. Cuban estimates are much higher, but that seems to be
part of an effort to attract investors. So far, no oil has been recovered, most recently in 2011-12 from half a dozen deep wells
drilled by the Scarabeo-9 platform in Cuban waters relatively
close to the shoreline. Deeper waters off Cuba have not been
tested.
—Armando Portela

Jorge Cabañas, Cuban ambassador in Washington, and Mari
Carmen Aponte, Acting Assistant Secretary, Bureau of Western
Hemisphere Affairs, sign the treaty in Washington. 		
					
Photo: MINREX
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Cuba's water crisis:
It's not all due to climate
||

by

ARMANDO PORTELA

C

uba has one of the largest water reservoir systems in the Hemisphere, per capita and territory. When compared to the overall
water runoff in the island, Cuba's artificial reserves are nothing
less than impressive: nearly 30% of the average rainfall in the country
gets trapped by the system before reaching the sea.
In numbers, this means that the island receives during an average
year 32.2 billion cubic meters of rainfall, while the reservoirs hold
up to 9.128 billion cu. km. That makes the equivalent of an Olympic
swimming pool for every three Cubans.
Conceived for a state-planned economy that no longer exists, Cuba’s current water reservoirs largely exceed the needs of the country.
Ironically, there is a chronic water deficit for consumers and in almost every economic sector.

Graphic: Armando Portela/CS
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The spillage problem
Official accounts customarily blame droughts, rainfall-pattern
shifts, aquifer salinization, and climate change for the shortage, but
statistics show that the island extracts more water per capita than
most countries in the hemisphere — double the amount of water per
capita drawn by Israel. Even if, in the now frequent dry spells, water
reserves are down to 60% of the norm, that's still 5.5 billion cubic km
in the reservoirs.
It’s evident that not the weather, but infrastructure neglect and inadequate management are the biggest cause for the persistent thirst.
Since public assessments are rare and superficial, it is hard to seize
the magnitude of the problem. However, some facts are alarming.
Due to the poor condition of the network, water spillage is widespread. According to official reports, Havana loses 60% of the water
delivered from all sources to the city before it reaches the consumer,
through massive spills in water mains or at the consumer’s faucet
(earlier reports put losses at 70%). This volume of spilled water in Havana alone would be enough to cover the needs of 3 million people.
Water spilled by the Zaza irrigation system, in Sancti Spíritus
province — roughly 50% of all delivered water — would be enough
to produce 46,000 tons of rice that potentially can feed
u
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730,000 people with the daily
Cuban consumption norm.
Fixing the spillage problem,
which is widespread across the
country, seems beyond the reach
of the government, not because
of the physical work involved, but
primarily because it demands to
redefine the water system itself.
In its present condition, Cuba’s water supply system (nearly
250 reservoirs and thousands
of kilometers of canals, culverts
and aqueducts) is largely unsustainable and remains in part
idled. Fortunately, today authorities seem more concerned with
plugging the leakages than with
building more infrastructure.
This can be felt in official media
reports, usually prompt to hail
the grandeur of new waterworks,
but now also covering the banal,
yet urgent repairs to the existing
infrastructure.
Cuba's water demand
Water demand depends, of
course, on how the economy
evolves; large farming investments, for instance, would demand more water. On the same
token, water demand would increase if demographic growth
resumes.
As Cuba has walked away
definitely from sugarcane, citrus, or large-scale dairy farming in favor of much less water
demanding sources of wealth
(tourism, professional services,
nickel, cash remittances, export
of pharmaceuticals), water needs
have shrunk, making part of the
water reserves not just superfluous, but also an unnecessary environmental
u
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liability.
It seems unlikely that the economy will ever depend again on sugar and other traditional crops.
There are neither enough mills nor lands for a
quick rebirth of the industry, while international
markets are supplied by more efficient and diversified producers. On the other hand, it would be
easier, cheaper and environmentally safer to buy
rice abroad rather than sustain large water-gusher
state farms in the island, at least with the present
production structure.
A regionally integrated economy, less dependent on large-scale agricultural exports would
need much less water and less waterworks, even
with more farming. In any case, the hydraulic development strategy should leave behind gigantism
to focus on usage efficiency and regulation of water
resources, as well as on environmental preservation.
Subsidizing 93%
According to official media, the cost of one cubic meter delivered to a Havana consumer is 0.56
CUC (some $0.60 at the official exchange rate). But
only 4% of Havana residents have a water meter,
and they’re charged just one Cuban peso ($0.04)
per cubic meter (1 US cent per 66 gallons of water).
The difference — 93% of the real cost of water — is
subsidized by the state.
In Ciego de Ávila province, water authorities

charge $1.30 per cubic meter (or half a cent per
gallon) delivered to the hotels in the Cayo Coco
tourist hub, a price that surely covers the cost, plus
a margin. Some 100 miles to the South, in neighboring Sancti Spíritus province, the same authority
charges 5 CUC per 1,000 cubic meters of water delivered to the rice paddies near the Zaza reservoir.
That’s equivalent to 2 centavos per cubic meter, or
1.5% of the rate at the Cayo Coco resort.
These rice paddies averaged 84,000 tons per
year from 2009 to 2014, worth $33 million at the
prevailing world market price for these years. According to official reports, the Sur del Jíbaro rice
producing enterprise now uses between 16,000
and 17,000 cubic meters per hectare, down from
28,000 cubic meters. At the old usage rate, it means
this state enterprise used on its 1,250 hectares of
rice harvested in those years some 35 million cubic
meters per year, That would have cost $45.5 million, well above the value of all rice it produced.
Even after cutting down water use, the bill must
have been some $27 million, too close to the value
of the whole harvest.
Sooner or later, Cuban authorities will need to
take bold decisions about the idled water reserves.
If they cannot be integrated to the economy, they
may have to be undone to restore the environment.
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Cuba expands North-Central port

uban authorities are investing close to $40
C
million in Nuevitas, making it the secondlargest port on Cuba’s northern coast, official

media reported.
The expanded port, known as Puerto Angola,
will include two cargo and a cruise ship pier.
Puerto Angola serves the city of Camagüey and
nearby beach resorts.
Local tourism officials said they are planning to
offer cruise passenger tours to the historical center
of Camagüey and the nearby Santa Lucía beach
resort.
Cruise-related facilities also include a solidwaste incinerator, and a human waste treatment
plant.
The cargo facilites will have a capacity of
750,000 tons per year, including renovated

warehouses
See project details next page
offering 75,000
tons of capacity.
The expansion will require dredging of the
access canal, and improvements to roads and
railroads, local officials said.
Nelson Perdigón Rodríguez, director of
operations of state company Grupo Empresarial
Marítimo Portuario (Gemar), said a centrally
located cargo port makes sense from a
distribution standpoint.
“It’s strategic to move cargo through the center
of the country — our archipelago is long and
narrow — so distribution can be done in shorter
distances, benefiting the economy,” he said,
according to Radio Nuevitas. 
—Johannes Werner

Official expects cruises to triple in 2017

T

he head of Cuba’s largest
inbound tour operator says
that cruise tourism to the island could triple this year.
In 2016, Cuba welcomed a
modest 88,000 cruise tourists;
just during the first two months
this year, 55,000 cruise passengers visited the island, for a projected total between 200,000 and
300,000 in 2017, said José Manuel Bisbé York, president of stateowned Grupo Empresarial Viajes
Cuba.
In comparison, the neighboring Bahamas receive more than 4
million cruise passengers per year,
Cozumel 3 million, St. Maarten
2.5 million, U.S. Virgin Islands 2
million, and Cayman 1.5 million.
Growth has been capped by
limited berthing in Cuban ports
and other logistical challenges,
as well as the U.S. prohibition of
tourism.
The number of cruise passengers in Cuba peaked at 100,000
in 2005 and dropped when Miami-based Carnival Corp. took

over Pullmantur, ending the
Spanish cruise line’s Cuba sailings. Fidel Castro at the time declared that cruises don’t contribute to the tourism economy. This,
in turn, led to years of abstention
from cruise business.
However, that attitude has
shifted 180 degrees since U.S.-Cuba normalization prompted Miami-based industry giants to begin offering Cuba cruises. Cuban
tourism authorities now plan to
build infrastructure that would
accommodate
1.2 million cruise
passengers and
1,000 port calls
per year, generating revenues
of $139 million.
Bisbé York
Cuba can currently accommodate 21 cruise ships per week,
at facilities in Havana, Santiago,
Cienfuegos and Isla de Juventud,
Bisbé said.
For now, authorities seem to

aim at bigger vessels. Cuba could
begin receiving ships carrying
more than 2,000 passengers this
year, Bisbé said. Santiago and
Cienfuegos will see particular
growth in arrivals of cruise ships,
he predicted.
U.S.-based Carnival launched
Cuba cruises last year, joined by
Royal Caribbean Cruises, Norwegian Cruise Line, and Pearl Seas
this season, for a total of a dozen
cruise companies with ships exceeding 1,000 passengers using
Cuban ports of call.
Cuba’s largest cruise terminal,
the aging Sierra Maestra facility in
Havana, offers three berths. Elsewhere, progress is slow. Since an
announcement of plans to build
a cruise terminal in Cienfuegos
two years ago, there have been
no news. The small port of Nuevitas, on the North-Central coast,
will get a cruise pier and other
facilities, as part of a $40 million
renovation (see aobve).
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Russian company expects to upgrade
1,100 km of Cuban rail tracks
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

I

what is one of the largest pending infrastructure
projects in Cuba, an executive of a Russian turnkey rail construction company says he expects to
sign an agreement in November for an overhaul of
the island’s main railroad lines and construction of
a new line to Varadero.
The agreement with RZD International LLC,
the infrastructure subsidiary of Russian Railways,
would include the upgrade of more than 1,100 km
of tracks, Deputy CEO Oleg Nikolayev said in interviews with news agency TASS and on Cuban state
TV.
A joint study about track reconstruction and signaling with Cuban state company Unión de Ferrocarriles de Cuba has been completed.
According to Nikolayev, Cuba plans to invest
$1.054 billion in the refurbishing of its rail grid
through 2030.
The project, which includes work by Cuban state
companies whose employees will be trained by
RZD, will be implemented in segments. RZD will
refurbish the Central Line from Havana
u

RZD track upgrade project in Serbia

Photo: Courtesy RZD; map: Armando Portela/CS

Take the train to Varadero — or fly to Matanzas

The existing Central Railway between Havana Central
Station and Matanzas station is 56 miles long. It was partially
redesigned and rebuilt in the late 1970s and early 1980s to
increase track safety, speed and capacity. In the 1990s, the
Central Railroad fell into serious disrepair, but it has recently
been refurbished.
Speed in the Havana-Matanzas segment reaches 62- to
70 mph in open spaces but is much lower near settlements.
Travel time between Havana and Matanzas should take just
under two hours.
A new 21-mile tract between Matanzas and Varadero (17

miles to be built) would likely have a stop at Juan G. Gómez
International Airport, the entryway for over 2 million international tourists per year (and growing) to Varadero Beach.
Shuttling these 2 million tourists by bus requires a large fleet
and 50,000 round trips per year.
The new railroad could also relieve the bottleneck at José
Martí International Airport in Havana, giving travelers the
option to land at Matanzas/Varadero and travel the 77 miles
to Havana through the picturesque Cuban hinterland.
—Armando Portela
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to Santiago, the Santa
Clara-Cienfuegos line, as
well as all the tracks in and around Havana.
Cuba’s plans also include construction of a “rapid
rail” link that will connect Havana and beach resort
Varadero, Nikolayev said. From Havana to Matanzas, the trains would use the existing Central Line;
from Matanzas to Varadero, new tracks would have
to be built.
RZD is also planning to open an office in Havana, Nikolayev said.
More rail business for Russia
The most specific proposals during a meeting
of the bilateral economic and trade commission
in Havana in September centered on rail projects,
ranging from track refurbishing, to supply of rolling
stock, and maintenance infrastructure.

In
July,
a
subsidiary
of Moscow-based
Sinara Group agreed to sell Cuba’s Unión de Ferrocarriles 75 locomotives, repair Soviet-era locomotives and modernize the engine depot in Havana.
The €168 million, five-year deal, set to begin in 2017,
is funded by Russia’s Eximbank and fully backed by
export credit agency EXIAR.
In 2013, Unión de Ferrocarriles signed an agreement with Sinara to buy 300 two-car diesel shuttles for suburban passenger rail, including the new
Havana-Mariel route. The first 17 sets were planned
to be supplied from Russia, with the remaining 283
trains to be assembled in Cuba. 
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Booming events prompt
plans for new fair venue
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

C

onferences and fairs in Cuba are booming, as
interest in the Cuban market is reaching alltime highs. Most of the growth is fueled by
Cuban efforts to attract foreign investors, with new
types of events taking shape as state institutions are
now working with foreign conference organizers to
establish specialized business events.
In February, in addition to the mainstay Havana
Book Fair and Habanos Festival, the Cuban capital
hosted Cuba PacGraf, a packaging industry exposition organized by Fira Barcelona, and the Cuba
Oil & Gas Summit 2017, organized by Britain’s IRN.
The two new events continue a run of a half-dozen
groundbreaking conferences organized by foreign
businesses that began last year — including two
events in Havana organized by Fira, a renewable-energy conference by Miami’s New Energy Events, a
conference about remittances by Miami-based
IMTC World, and a conference on stem cell therapy
organized by Florida-based Regenestem.
The rising demand is prompting plans to expand
Cuba’s event infrastructure. State company Grupo
Palco, together with Fira Barcelona, are planning to
build a new fair compound, hotel included, near the
Havana airport, Palco Director
Abraham Maciques said.
“We have outgrown this venue,” Maciques told Cuba Standard during PacGraf, which took
place at Palco’s 60,000-square
meter PabExpo compound in
west Havana.
Neither Maciques nor Fira
Maciques
Barcelona provided any details
about the project (see map).
A Spanish connection
The foreign business most vested in Cuba’s conference boom is Fira. The Spanish fair specialist
last year formed a joint venture with Grupo Palco,

Armando Portela/CS
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a state enterprise that has been in charge of events
at two venues in west Havana, to bring a new generation of specialized business events to Cuba. Fira
already hosted two events last year, and is planning
three this year, including PacGraf.
“Cuba is very important for us,” said Andoni
Alava, marketing director of Fira Barcelona. Asked
about his company’s goals in Cuba, he said he considered as a success the fact that three events had
actually taken place.
“In the fair business, you begin small and you
grow,” Alava said.
The first edition of PacGraf drew the participation of 41 foreign companies, 20 of them from Spain
and nearly all European.
4
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Fira Barcelona was creattention focused on the Inated in 1932 as a public
ternational Havana Fair, held
entity that hosted fairs in
every year in November, makBarcelona. Since then, it has
ing it one of the largest busimorphed into a privately
ness events in the hemisphere.
managed entity that seeks
Asked about what the new
profitability, while being
policy means for the Havaowned by public shareholdna Fair, Maciques said it will
ers — the municipality of
continue to be Cuba’s banner
Barcelona, the provincial
event.
government of Catalonia,
“We have already turned
and the Barcelona Chamber
the International Havana
of Commerce. A big part
Fair into one of the biggest
of Fira Barcelona’s drive
business events in the hemito profitability includes a
sphere,” he said. “We will conglobal expansion, in part
tinue with that. But now we’re
by hosting its Smart City
expanding into more events
World Expo in places such
beyond that.”
as Casablanca, Istanbul, The first edition of PacGraf at Pabexpo drew 41 forDespite competition from
companies, 20 of them from Spain and nearly all
Montreal, Tokyo, or Me- eign
CubaIndustria
2016, a new
European.			
dellín. Fira also manages a
manufacturing industry fair,
venue in Doha, Qatar, and
the cavernous ExpoCuba fairprovides conference consulting services.
grounds southeast of Havana were bursting at the
seams during the most recent Havana International
The future of the Havana Fair
Fair in November. As the 25,000 square meters of
Until last year, business fairs and conferences in indoor exhibition space were not enough, the orgaCuba were organized and hosted exclusively by state nizers had to move some exhibitors outside one of
institutions, ranging from the Cuban Chamber of the 25 pavilions and into tents. 
Commerce to government ministries and state
enterprises. By far most of the state resources and
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Projects in Cuba face
uphill struggle for funding
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

N

o matter how sound their business plans
are, European investors in Cuba, competing for a $500 million Havana airport
project and more than $1 billion worth of
renewable-energy projects, are facing an uphill struggle to obtain funding. That’s due to
a toxic mix of European banks’ fear of U.S.
sanctions and Cuba’s rock-bottom debt rating,
which makes any borrowing costly and complicated — if not outright impossible.
Although the French government apparently
played a key role in getting Cuban authorities to sit
down with construction giant Bouygues and Aéroports de Paris to talk about managing and expanding Havana’s José Martí International Airport, as
well as building a cargo airport west of Havana, a
successful outcome for the French consortium is
far from guaranteed, a close observer says.
“It’s based on a simple letter of intent,” a European diplomat who closely follows the project said
about the airport talks. “The negotiation is still
open to competitors, and the proposals have not
been completed.”
The biggest obstacle is funding — specifically,
French banks’ reluctance to get involved, according to several observers who declined to go on the
record.
“The consortium is still searching for financing,
and the project is far from being tied up, because
practically all French banks are declaring their fear

Graphic:: Ann Wuyts/CS
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of Uncle Sam’s big stick,” the diplomat told Cuba
Standard. He added that French banks are going
“even beyond the letter of OFAC regulations”, referring to the U.S. agency
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in charge of enforcing financial sanctions.
According to observers, the consortium could use a combination of
a debt-to-projects conversion fund
the French and Cuban governments
are about to set up, and fresh midterm credit by France’s export guaranty agency or long-term loans from
French development agency AFD. But the availability of French government-backed funds for
the project apparently makes no difference for the
commercial banks.
Cuba, the outcast
Fear of Uncle Sam’s big stick aside, commercial
banks also have a long history of treating Cuba as
an outcast. Cuba has been serving sovereign debt
religiously for the past eight years, recently settled
with governments that hold defaulted Cuban debt
dating back as far as the 1980s, and Moody’s earlier
this year replaced the ‘stable’ with a ‘positive outlook’ for its Caa2 junk rating of Cuban debt. The
country, which has been excluded from any inter-

national finance institutions, is also
making steps towards engaging with
multilateral lenders such as CAF-Development Bank of Latin America (see
sidebar, page 5). But bankers — not
surprisingly — want to be on the safe
side and take a wait-and-see attitude,
continuing — at worst — to charge
Cuban borrowers 100% interest for any
loan longer than one year, or trying to get a hold
of revenue streams originating outside of Cuba as
guarantee for any loans at best.
Renewable-energy projects in Cuba, even
though they may be 100% owned by foreign investors, are not likely to obtain any loans from commercial banks, predicts a European businessman
familiar with banks and the island, because the
only revenue stream these investors have at their
hands is from the Cuban state utility.
“That’s the reality we’re still dealing with in Cuba,” the businessman told Cuba Standard. “That
is, unless someone at the top makes the strategic
decision to take a risk and lend with a long-term
perspective,” he said about banks.
4
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Burned banks
If a €32 billion (revenues) multinational corporation such as
Bouygues Bâtiment is having a
hard time putting together project
finance in Cuba, the challenge is
daunting for small, entrepreneurial companies. In the case of a $165
million biomass power project in
Villa Clara province, Scottish entrepreneur Andrew Macdonald was forced to take an unusual route to obtain funding — he had to go all the
way to Shanghai, and give up control of his startup
company, Havana Energy.
“Renewable energy and biomass is very much
in demand in Europe,” Macdonald said during a
recent conference in Havana about investors’ interest. “The returns and potential revenue are fine.
The stumbling block is the threat of North American fines.”
Even though the Obama administration recently
amended U.S. sanctions regulations, allowing U.S.

'If you go to any High Street in the
UK and ask a UK bank to transfer
£10 to Cuba, they tell you they
can't do it.'
financial institutions to clear “u-turn” dollar transactions involving Cuban entities and third-country
banks, most European financial institutions won’t
touch Cuba, according to many sources. Particularly British, French, Swiss and German banks are
abstaining from doing any business — no matter
whether in US dollars, euros, Swiss francs, or British pounds.
“If you go to any High Street in the UK and ask
a UK bank to transfer £10 to Cuba, they tell you
they can’t do it,” Macdonald said.
European banks’ abstention is corroborated by
Cuban government sources. Cuba’s most recent
annual report about the impact of U.S. sanctions,
which was released in September, indicates that at
least two British banks, as a general policy, refuse

any transactions involving Cuba. The
report also says that three Italian banks
refused to serve an Italian importer of
Cuban products; and that two Spanish
banks rejected Cuban diplomats and a
Spanish company doing business in Cuba as clients.
An old story
The fear of British, French and German banks
has its roots in a story that began in the middle
of the past century. After World War II, the United States opened a “eurodollar” mechanism under
the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe, leading to
wide use of dollars among West European banks
in business with third countries, and the development of a separate, less regulated market for the
deposit of those funds. But after the Cold War
ended, the United States tightened controls and
told European banks they now had to route any
dollar transfers through U.S. financial institutions.
“The European banks interpreted that as just
a technical measure, without realizing that the
Americans expected Europeans using U.S. dollars
to respect U.S. laws, including their embargos,”
a European businessman told Cuba Standard.
“That’s why BNP Paribas hid their transactions —
naively because they didn’t understand the degree
of surveillance new technologies allowed, and naively because they were not aware of the Americans’ propensity to impose their law on the whole
world,” he added, referring to the French bank that
settled multiple U.S. investigations in 2014 by paying a jaw-dropping fine of $8.9 billion.
The bank’s alleged violations included $1.74
billion of dollar transactions involving Cuba from
2004 to 2010. As part of the settlement, BNP Paribas agreed to stop doing business with Cuba altogether, no matter in what currency.
BNP Paribas was just the most spectacular in
a half-dozen enforcement actions against European banks spanning the Obama administration
(see graphic on page 2), including after President
Barack Obama’s Dec. 17, 2014 normalization announcement. As recently as October 2015 — amid
the ongoing U.S.-Cuba normalization pro
4
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cess — U.S. federal and state agencies fined France’s Crédit Agricole
SA and its investment bank subsidiary CACIB $787 million, in part over
Cuba-related dollar transactions. That
was preceded in March 2015 by a $710
million settlement with Germany’s
Commerzbank; early this year, Commerzbank “communicated to Cuban
banks it would cease its operations in the coming months, as a result of the fine imposed by the
United States,” the Cuban government said in its
annual report about U.S. sanctions.

At a press conference in Havana in
March, Foreign Minister Bruno Rodríguez emphasized the importance
of the dollar-depenalization measure,
but said that for foreign banks to feel
legally and politically safe enough to
engage with Cuba, OFAC will have to
issue “numerous legal clarifications.”
“Without doubt, it concerns a significative aspect of the blockade,” he said about the
u-turn amendment. “However, for this measure to
be viable, there will have to be political declarations at the highest level of the U.S. government.”
“The banks will have to understand whether
What's prompting banks to stay away
this measure, in effect, means that in the near fuIf close observers are correct, it is mostly legal ture the financial persecution against Cuba ceases.
insecurity over dollar-transaction skeletons in the The intimidating effects accumulated during debanks' closet that continue to prompt European fi- cades will have to be reverted, particularly in the
nancial institutions to abstain from Cuba.
recent period during which sanctions were applied
"Since the banks understood that the 'big ears' against international banks — in other words, forhave copied it all, they've been asking themselves eign banks from third countries — for more than
what the U.S. could accuse them of, should they be $14 billion just for relating in a totally legitimate
investigated," the European diplomat said. "Almost way with Cuba.”
all of them know they've made a lot of dollar opWhen asked in the recent past by Cuba Stanerations five to 10 years
dard, U.S. sanctions
ago. But none of them
officials declined to
'The
fear
of
an
undetermined
knows to differentiate
say whether they
those that would fail, sanction is even more effective stopped Cuba-related
and those that would than that of a precise sanction.' enforcement against
be passable under U.S.
third-country banks,
sanctions if tested, bebut hinted that all recause the records have been filed without having cent enforcement actions against foreign banks are
been analyzed from this angle. The fear of an un- about transactions that date back to before nordetermined sanction is even more effective than malization.
that of a precise sanction. All banks — or almost
Meanwhile, Obama administration and Cuban
all of them — prefer to abstain even from euro officials have held two joint workshops for finance
transfers to Cuba, Sudan or Iran, or accepting euro executives this summer — one in Havana and one
funds from those countries, in order to avoid being in New York — offering clarifications of what is
visible, to stay out of sight."
and what isn’t possible under new U.S. regulations.
"That's not courageous, but who said that the
“We’ve issued frequently asked questions and
banking profession requires courage?", he added.
talked at a number of banking workshops, and
talked about all the availability and all the great
Seeking 'highest-level declarations'
many authorizations we’ve introduced, so that
Cuban officials warmly welcomed Washington’s Cuban financial institutions can engage and can
"u-turn" amendment in March — while pointing offload any surplus of dollars they may have accuout continued enforcement against foreign banks mulated through different trade,” a senior Obama
and suggesting that more needs to be done.
administration official said in a conference
4
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call with reporters in October.
However, all of the clarifications
have been aimed at the concerns of
Cuban and U.S. banks, according to
participants in the workshops, not
third-country banks.
What's more, increasing the insecurity, a new president will be in the
White House in January, and his or
her day-to-day practice in regards to
enforcing U.S. sanctions with third-country banks
is yet to be known.
Obama issued a new presidential policy directive (see page 14) that lays out a more cooperative
approach for national security policy towards Cuba. But it could be rescinded very quickly by his
successor, Cuban officials have pointed out.
Handing control to Chinese partners
In the meantime, most European banks refuse
to touch Cuba, and Andrew Macdonald — even
though his company features a former UK energy
minister as chairman of the board — saw himself
forced to seek funding in a country that is less vulnerable to U.S. enforcement actions.
In May, five years after founding Havana Energy Ltd. and three years after forming the BioPower
joint venture with Zerus S.A., a subsidiary of state

sugar holding Azcuba, the Scottish
entrepreneur announced he obtained
funding and an Engineering Procurement Construction (EPC) agreement
in China. The deal with Shanghai
Electric Co. Ltd. allows the joint venture to go ahead with construction of
a $165 million biomass power plant
connected to the Ciro Redondo sugarmill in Central Cuba. The main financing contracts have been signed with Shanghai
Electric, and the process is about to be wrapped
up.
“We are in the final stage of finalizing guarantees, and the Banco Nacional de Cuba is about to
implement them,” Zerus President Francisco Llaó
Martínez said in September.
Macdonald refused to reveal any details about
the arrangement with his Chinese partners, citing
fears about the U.S. “financial blockade”. He later
confirmed to Cuba Standard he sold a majority
stake in his company to Chinese partners.
Macdonald said that the Ciro Redondo project
is only the first of five similar power plants offered
by Cuba to BioPower S.A. In total, the joint venture
hopes to build a capacity of 310 mw, at an estimated cost of $825 million.
The design of the power plant at Ciro
4
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Cuba approached by another regional development bank

C

uban Central Bank President
Ernesto Medina Villaveirán paid
a visit to the office of the Banco
Centroamericano de Integración
Económica (BCIE) in San José, Costa
Rica to "analyze the possibilities" of
relation between the two institutions,
official media reported.
Medina was invited by the BCIE.
The 55-year old regional
development bank, which is planning
to lend $8.8 billion in 2015-2019, has
members outside Central America,
including the Dominican Republic,
Mexico, Colombia, Argentina, Taiwan,
and Spain, and is planning to add
more members.

On Sept. 1, Medina signed a
memorandum of understanding
that paves the way for Cuba to
become a member and shareholder
of CAF - Development Bank of
Latin America, with eventual access
to loans for infrastructure and
environmental projects.
The $32.4 billion (assets) CAF
BCIE headquarters in Tegucigalpa
is Latin America's second-largest
last year. “The involvement of large
multilateral lender.
international development agencies
“We believe it could become an imin Cuba could serve as an important
portant source of funding and technicatalyst for attracting private investcal assistance for projects within Cuba,
ment flows into the Cuban economy,
in line with CAF’s mission to promote
as multilateral financing tends to pull
economic development and regional
integration,” a Moody’s report said in private investment.” g
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Redondo will be
"quickly" replicated
in plants 2,3,4 and
5, Macdonald said.
Asked whether Havana Energy will
have the capacity to
secure enough fundMacdonald
ing for the additional
power projects, he said it does.
“In the absence of banks, there is an opportunity for frontier investors,” said the European businessman familiar with banking in Cuba, asked
about the Shanghai Electric deal. “No doubt.”
Spanish, Canadian banks to the rescue?
Short of seeking investors such as Shanghai
Electric, or “burned” European banks returning to
doing business in Cuba, there may still be an alternative within reach.
Several foreign banking sources in Cuba suggest
that Spanish and Canadian banks might be in a
position to fill some of the gaps left by their French,
British and German competitors. Spain’s Bankia,

Banco Sabadell, Santander and BBVA
enjoy a more robust presence in Cuba,
because they have not been exposed
to the eurodollar system, and because
they have long been doing considerable business throughout Latin America. Thanks to that, they have been
more aware of the limits imposed by
the hegemonic power to the North,
these sources say.
Similarly, National Bank of Canada, Royal Bank
of Canada, and Scotiabank could start with a relatively clean slate vis-a-vis U.S. sanctions enforcers.
“Spanish and Canadian banks have behaved
more like Latin banks,” the European businessman
said. “They have learned how to deal with the hegemonic power. They have always been very aware
to not cross that fine line with U.S. authorities.”
In addition, banks from non-traditional countries, such as National Bank of Qatar — the Persian Gulf region’s largest lender — Panama’s Multibank, and another Latin American bank are in
the process of opening representative offices in
Cuba. g
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Cuba's trade dependency:
Not as bad as in the 1980s
||

by

ARMANDO PORTELA

C

uba is facing today its worst economic challenge since the fall of the Soviet bloc in the
early 1990s. With increasing political and
social unrest in Venezuela, the main trade partner
and source of oil and fuel to the island, it’s worth
taking a look back at the facts that led to the loss
of 37% of the GDP within just three years (19911994) to ponder how vulnerable the economy is
now.
In the late 1980s, Cuba was proud to exhibit
what was then considered a model of trade relations with the former communist bloc. Eighty-five
percent of the total trade was linked to a handful of political allies, basically trading sugar, citrus and nickel for oil, technology, massive investments, credits and mutual political support.
When the tightly-knit system suddenly failed,
Cuba was exposed to an alien world ruled by demand and supply, with no available niche in the
harshly competitive free market to put its uncompetitive sugar, citrus or nickel, and with no money
to buy oil.
The immediate result was the longest and deepest economic crisis in Cuba's history –the Special
Period – and in the long term, a whole and lasting
transformation of the island’s economy, society
and even the physical and cultural landscapes.
A quarter of a century after the crash, tourism, professional services export and remittances replaced traditional exports, while the nickel
industry became more competitive. Also, Cuba’s
international trade is less dependent on a sole provider-benefactor, even as the export capacity of
the island dwindled and the import bill has been
chopped down in recent years.
But Cuba is far from totally recovering from the

collapse. Oil is still the pending subject. In spite
of onshore findings at home – neglected in Soviet
times – Cuba’s dependence on imported oil is high
and makes the economy greatly vulnerable.
Today’s apprehension about Venezuela is largely
due to oil. Bilateral trade between both countries
is shrinking. In 2015, the share of Venezuela in
Cuba’s overall international trade was 21.1%, down
from 44.2% in 2012. Most likely in 2016 and in the
first half of 2017 (no official figures provided yet)
the share is even smaller.
Given Cuba's lack of hard currency, there is no
alternative in sight for Venezuelan oil. Replacing
Venezuelan imports could cost Cuba no less than
$2 billion a year. That’s equivalent to all annual income for tourism or for five sugar harvests.
If Cuba loses its ally then the door could be
opened for U.S. crude or for the return of Russian
tankers. Even if this Venezuelan crisis passes, the
next Cuban president (just nine months from assuming power) will have solid reasons to move
ahead with reforms. 

u
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Cuba's big demographic challenge:
The dependency ratio
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uba faces one of the biggest population challenges in its history as the number of working-age people drops, senior citizens steadily
pile up, and women hesitate to give birth. Cuba’s
ratio of working-age people compared to the overall population ranks amongst the lowest in the
world.
The growing dependency ratio (the number of
unproductive people, children or elderly per 1,000
inhabitants) amid low labor productivity has been
a constant concern for decades.

A shrinking birth rate, extended life expectancy, graying population, and fast pace of emigration
(mostly of working-age people) are the main demographic developments in Cuba over the past
25 years. Very soon, only two out of five Cubans
will be in condition to work, having to sustain and
advance themselves along with three other fellow
citizens, either too young or too old to work. Besides providing their unproductive fellows with education, healthcare, pensions, housing, leisure, and
more, those two Cubans also bear on their shoulders all state-related expenses, from public services to infrastructure growth and maintenance,
foreign debt, defense and a vast
inventory of other duties.
In only four years, Cuban
baby-boomers (those born
1961-1975) begin their massive
arrival to retirement age, with
a whopping wave of 2 million
workers ready to get their benefits, but with only 1.3 million
new workers to face this demographic tsunami.
Unlike other nations facing
a similar challenge, in Cuba
the productivity of the average worker is low and salaries
squat, while the necessary rapid
change of this situation remains
elusive after more than a decade
of economic reforms.
Many countries in the world
face a workforce squeeze, but
some
4
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how Cuba is an exception.
A glance at other countries
shows Cuba ranking last in
the Americas, well behind
Argentina, the United States,
Canada, Mexico, Uruguay or
Venezuela. Only the oil-rich
Persian Gulf economies that
depend on a massive imported workforce, the demographically stunned countries of the
former USSR (many of them
also oil-wealthy), and some developed Asian economies have
ratios of working-age people
comparable or lower than Cuba.

42

Measures
The most effective measure
so far has been
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the extension of the pension threshold in 2008,
raising the retirement age by five years to 60 years
for women and 65 for men. This rule added 0.62
million people to the workforce. This solution is
now exhausted.
Recently, in hopes to raise the depressed birthrate, some extra incentives to parental leave have
been granted, including even some grandmother
benefits. The effectiveness of this last measure has
yet to be proved, as the low birthrate has more to
do with the hardships of daily life (housing, income, food, public services, daycare) than with already generous parental leave rules.

cannot be ignored. If the figure is correct, the number of working-age people in 2015 should be closer to 5.7 million rather than 5.03 million. In turn,
the dependency ratio would be 493 dependents per
1,000 people instead of 560, similar to Puerto Rico,
an island that has also lost a large part of its workforce due to emigration to the United States.
This gain may not be very significant, but the
contribution of Cubans abroad may have a larger
effect on the economy than the formal number of
involved workers. When remittances are compared
to the salaries paid in Cuba, the effect on the economy of those extra 600,000 workers multiplies.

Cubans abroad
However, there is a key issue customarily ignored in all dependency ratio estimates.
Cubans living abroad, especially those that remain tightly attached to the families they left behind, could ease the burden of their fellow workers
in the island, even more so as they get increasingly
involved in the emerging private sector. Encouraging their participation in Cuba’s economy would be
a faster way to reduce the dependency ratio instead
of an incentive to raise the birthrate.
According to the Pew Research Center, in 2013
there were 1.98 million Cubans living in the United States, 57% of them — 1.135 million — born
elsewhere. The same source reports that between
2014 and 2016 fiscal years another 124,000 Cubans
arrived in U.S. ports of entry, before the wet-foot/
dry-foot policy was suspended by the Obama administration Jan. 12. That would have raised the
number of foreign-born Cubans in the United
States to 1.26 million.
Emigration figures released by the Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas in 2009 show that 80% of
33,177 émigrés that year were in the working-age
bracket of 15 to 64 years old. It is very likely that
most of these are sending money and goods back
home from the United States, besides traveling
regularly to the island.
It is safe to assume that more than 600,000 Cuban workers in the United States can be added to
the equation to calculate the island’s dependency
ratio. These workers do not pay taxes in Cuba but
the power of their remittances in cash or goods

Dependent central Cuba
In the accompanying map, the distribution of
the dependency ratio is a function of aging population, birth rate and internal migration, often tied
to local job opportunities.
Central Cuba, with more than 600 dependents
per 1,000 inhabitants, shows the highest dependency ratio (orange and red), mainly in the Villa Clara province, spreading to the neighboring
Sancti Spíritus and Cienfuegos provinces. Not surprisingly, central Cuba is home to the largest elderly groups and source of emigrants. Havana, a
preferred destination for young immigrants from
the countryside, shows a lower dependency ratio.
A below-average dependency ratio is also found in
the rural Ciego de Avila, Camagüey, and the eastern provinces. 
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Cuban decorative stones:
Untapped resource for U.S. construction
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C

uban decorative stones are varied and beautiful,
they have proven durable, and they have vast
potential if normal trade with the United States
resumes.
A fraction of peak production
Output has been recovering over the past decade,
more than doubling to 10,700 tons in 2014, after only
4,400 tons in 2004. Nevertheless, production is still a
far cry from the industry’s heyday in the late 1980s.
Current output is just a bit more than 6% of what it
was three decades ago, when it neared 200,000 tons
per year, according to figures by the Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas (ONE). In fact, some quarries have
been abandoned or are working at a minimal pace.
According to the website of Roca Real (www.rocareal.cu), the state-owned company that centralizes
all operations, there are a dozen known deposits of
marble and limestone quarries nationwide, but only
five of them are currently under production. Some of
them, such as the Capellanía quarries west of Havana,
have been idle for more than 40 years. The lack of investment and of market keeps most rocks in reserve.
As for nearly all sectors of the Cuban economy, the
island’s marble industry was badly hit by the collapse
of the Soviet bloc in the late 1980s and the sudden loss
4
of its clients. During the 1990s, neglected
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infrastructure and lack of fuel
forced the state to shut down or
mothball quarries and equipment throughout the island,
halting exports.
Moderate recovery
In recent years, Cuba managed to acquire modern equipment to restart some works,
including large block diamond
saws, polishing machines and
transport equipment, allowing a
modest rebirth of the sector. Unspecified volumes of marble have
been exported lately to China

and Uruguay while some is used
in new hotels in Varadero and
Holguín, for restoration projects
in Old Havana, in public buildings, and in some monuments.
Those improvements, however, seem not enough to spur a
dramatic change in the fate of a
sector that recently saw its output at zero.
Lifting sanctions to Cuba
would lead to reopening some
abandoned quarries, retooling existing ones with modern
equipment, and opening to the
large and demanding U.S. construction sector a nearby source
of cheap, nice decorative
stones Americans were familiar with half a century
ago.
Rich in marble
Cuba’s diverse geology,
with twisted metamorphic
rocks and young coral lime
deposits spread throughout
the territory, is particularly
rich in marble and other decorative stones. It is safe to say
that today’s handful of active
quarries are just the tip of
the iceberg of the vast array
of quality stones that can be
found in the island.
Little attention has been
paid to other existing rocks,
including amphibolites and
gneiss in Villa Clara, quartzite in Pinar del Río, peridotite in Holguín, and granite
in central Cuba, all of them
strikingly beautiful. There is
even a soft ochre to cream
marl in Matanzas province,
which is quarried by local
people by hand to build their
houses with large slabs of

rock.
There are five active marble
and limestone quarries in the island located in the Isle of Youth
(Sierra de Casas), Artemisa (Jaimanitas stone), Cienfuegos (Real
Campiña), Sancti Spíritus (Cariblanca) and Granma (Jiguaní).
Each of these quarries produces
one or more types of stone. Cuba
has over a dozen types of marble
distinguished by color, texture,
resistance and reserves. It is
hard to keep track of all marbles
produced in the island as their
commercial name may change
depending on region or with
time. Production of some brands
might be currently halted.
Best-known brands
One of the best-known brands
produced in Cuba is the Gris Siboney, quarried since mid-19th
century in the Isle of Youth,
where the reserves are immense.
This marble can be found in floor
tiles, walls, facades, sculptures
or furniture all over the island
and in many Eastern European
cities. The gigantic José Martí
memorial at Havana’s Plaza de la
Revolución is sculpted out of this
marble.
The Rojo Campiña and Bouquet Campiña stones from Cienfuegos province are currently
the leading exports, according to
official sources. Rojo Escambray
and Cream Escambray, both
quarried in Cariblanca hill, show
the fastest growing production
in the sector, with proven reserves of 2.2 million cubic feet.
The industry waste is poorly
used. It could be easily converted
into a value but the lack of adequate equipment impedes
4
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using cuttings to make other
products. Marble is so abundant
in the Isle of Youth that historically, roads, driveways, con-

crete, or any other filling work
are made with crushed marble.
It’d be not exaggerated to say
that some quarries could operate

profitably for some time just processing their residues instead of
cutting new blocks. g
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Public WiFi hotspots:
Reaching almost every corner of Cuba
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hances to connect to public WiFi
service in Cuba are growing fast. The
feverish enthusiasm to get connected,
the crowds of absorbed people with happy faces
glaring at their smart phones that recently became a commonplace in Havana are spreading fast
to other parts of Cuba.
If in 2013 there was no public wireless access at
all, today (according to the latest accounts of state
telecom ETECSA) there are 314 hotspots throughout the island where 100,000 to 150,000 people get
connected daily. By the time that this article goes
to press, maybe these stats are history.
Despite the good news, Cuba still is one of the
worst-connected places on Earth. When you combine ETECSA stats with the demographic stats by
the Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas, the long road
ahead becomes evident.

If the Cuban population were equally distributed, there would be roughly 35,800
people per each of the 314 public WiFi
hotspots, an astronomical average, considering that, in addition to public hubs, there are
probably only about as many private or business-operated WiFi hotspots.
The map below shows how the service reaches
almost every corner of Cuba. This makes apparent
that WiFi coverage is not driven by demand, but
rather by an effort to equally serve everyone. Havana, for instance, home to every fifth Cuban, has
only 12% of existing hotspots. With 53,100 people
per hotspot, the capital — no matter the larger
concentration of users — shows the highest number of people per outlet, well above the national average of 35,800. In some Havana districts, as 10 de
Octubre, Arroyo or Boyeros, the pro-rated number
of potential customers is around
u
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Next step: Moving Internet access to the privacy of users' homes. Web surfers in Havana.			

100,000, among the lowest in the country.
In contrast, some sparsely populated rural
municipalities with marginal economies enjoy a better ratio. In Caimanera, adjacent to
the U.S. naval base at Guantánamo, there are 5,500
people per WiFi hotspot, 10 times better than in
Havana or almost 20 times better than in 10 de
Octubre, the municipality in Cuba with the highest population density.
Not surprisingly, eastern Cuba shows the lowest
reach of WiFi service. At the end of the availability
scale are, of course, those territories with no service at all (five municipalities, all of them in Holguín). However, in half of the territory of all five
eastern provinces — from Las Tunas to Guantánamo — the access ratio is above 40,000 people per
hotspot. In Palma Soriano, a town of 70,000 near

Photo: Doreen Hemlock

Santiago de Cuba, there are 125,000 people for
one single hotspot. In Holguín, the third-most
populated province (1.04 million) if you choose
to connect via WiFi you'll find that another
86,400 people may want to do the same.
Public hotspots exist in most main towns at every municipality. That would leave outside at least
the 23% of the population officially labeled as rural.
In a major departure from customs, ETECSA
recently took steps to go beyond street corners,
parks, cafes, and other public locations and open
some room to the privacy and comfort of connecting to the Internet at home. Some customers in
Havana were chosen (no details on how they were
chosen other than the requirement to having a
land-based phone line) to install an experimental
wireless pilot program.
Connection prices are still a major deterrent.
One hour of WiFi costs 8% of the average salary
of a state employee, feeding a thriving business in
Miami and other cities with Cuban migrant communities for Cuban cell phone recharge plans,
along with remittances.
The ETECSA website says that cellular coverage extends to the entire island in 900 Mhz as
GSM and in 3G. It’s available for roam
u
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ing in some hubs along
the northern shoreline
(Havana, Varadero, and
from the Villa Clara to
the Ciego de Ávila keys). The state
telecom also provides limited GMS
coverage at 850 Mhz in Havana,
Varadero, Ciego de Ávila, Cayo Coco, Cayo Guillermo, Guardalavaca
and at the Holguín International
Airport. 

Maps: CS/Armando Portela
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Miracle at La Rampa

More information:
http://www.etecsa.cu
ETECSA WiFi statistics
http://www.etecsa.cu/internet_conectividad/areas_wifi/

W

hen the rich guy enters the room, the average income of
everyone working inside dramatically jumps. Nobody gets an
extra penny though.
Something similar may be happening to the population that depends
on public WiFi hotspots due to the privileged Havana district of La
Rampa.
While the number of citizens per hotspot in the Plaza de la Revolución
municipality nears 16,300, (three times better than the capital’s average
of 53,100), around La Rampa, where big hotels, official buildings and
eateries dominate the urban landscape, the figure must be in the low
thousands. These hotspots serve basically a floating population of
tourists, white-collar workers, college students and lots of people from
underserved parts of the city.
La Rampa, with five WiFi hotspots aligned along one-third of a mile
(including the new Hola-Ola technology center, a public facility to surf
the Web and play videogames a couple of blocks to the east), is the only
street in the island with continuous Internet coverage.
—ARMANDO PORTELA
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State telecom expands at-home
Internet access in Havana
||

by

JOHANNES WERNER

E

xpanding a pilot project, the Cuban state
telecom annonced it will offer Internet
access to an additional 38,000 homes in the
capital.
ETECSA launched the pilot project in December, covering 858 buildings in Old Havana after
having installed fiberoptic cable; China’s Huawei
Technologies Co. Ltd. provided hardware.
The “Nauta Hogar” plan for at-home service
will be limited to 30 hours per month, at a cost
between CUC 15 and CUC 105 (equivalent in US
dollars) per month, depending on speed, which
ranges from 128 kb to 2 mb. Each additional hour
costs CUC 1.50.
Nauta Hogar project leader Amarelys Rodríguez said that ETECSA is aware of the high price,
according to official website Cubadebate, but that
the company has to make those charge to fund
the deployment costs.
As of mid-March, 358 of the estimated 2,000
free pilot-project participants signed up for the
for-pay service. Of those, 183 chose the basic 15
CUC plan at 128 kb.
An ETECSA official told reporters at-home
service will eventually be available to all households in Havana and the rest of the country. No
information was immediately available how much
ETECSA is spending on installing fiberoptic cable
for the Nauta Hogar program; Cuba Standard
reporters have seen street work in neighborhoods
of Centro Habana and other districts in the capital recently that neighbors said was for fiberoptic
cable.

"My hope is that Cuba regards
efforts like home DSL as
temporary stopgap measures
while waiting for next-generation
technology."

Very small trials with a dozen households each
have also started in Bayamo, Las Tunas and Santa
Clara, according to Larry Press, a University of
Southern California professor and author of The
Internet in Cuba blog.
In his blog, Press describes ETECSA’s at-home
connection project as an “interim measure aimed
at bringing slow DSL connectivity to small businesses and self-employed people in the most affluent parts of selected cities”, expressing his hope
that Cuba won’t “spend a lot of money upgrading
copper telephone wires and central office equipment”, leapfrogging instead to yet-to-be-developed wireless connectivity.
“My hope is that Cuba regards efforts like
home DSL, WiFi hotspots, Street Nets and El
Paquete as temporary stopgap measures while
waiting for next-generation technology,” Press
wrote, referring to different ways of providing
access to Internet content and communications.
Nauta Hogar leader Amarylis Rodríguez, according to Cubadebate, said that ETECSA, while
using fixed-telephone lines for the last feet to
customers’ homes, is installing fiberoptic infrastructure, in addition to investments in fixed-line
and mobile telephony infrastructure.
ETECSA is “not discarding” the option of
deploying fiberoptics into customers’ homes for
broadband service, Rodríguez added.
More public hotspots
ETECSA also said it plans to install 180 more
public Wi-Fi hotspots this year. This includes
hotspots at 42 parks in Havana, making for a
total of 100 public spots in the capital. There are
currently 327 public Wi-Fi hotspots throughout
Cuba.
The company also said that in April it will reduce Internet access fees at public WiFi spots and
Internet cafés from 25 cents per hour to
u
10 cents, as part of a continuous effort to
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lower prices.
This is the first time at-home Internet service
is available to a wider public in Cuba. The quarter
or so of Cuba’s population with access to the net
does so mostly from work, school, Internet cafes,
or public WiFi spots.
In 2015, a Cuban website leaked a ministerial
report that lays out Cuba’s plans to expand broadband Internet access, including providing fast
Internet service to nearly 2 million households
by 2020, and increased coverage of mobile broadband service to 95% of urban areas, and 90% of
Cuba’s countryside.
The government wants to achieve all this while
guaranteeing that broadband access won’t cost
more than the equivalent of 5% of the average
Cuban household income.
Forty-one percent of Cubans believe the lack of
Internet access is among the most serious problems facing the country, according to a recent
independent survey of 840 Cubans by NORC at
the University of Chicago. 
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Hurricane Matthew:
$5 bln-plus damage to eastern Cuba
||

by

ARMANDO PORTELA

I

t’s hard to imagine the
damage inflicted by a Cat.
4 monster storm like Matthew. Shearing 150 mph winds
lasting for hours and rotating
in all directions, combined
with one foot or more of rain,
leave few things intact on the
ground.
To make things worse,
Matthew moved very slowly.
For six endless hours, the hurricane battered Cuba's eastern
tip during the night of Oct.
4-5, making it more destructive.
Pictures from the impacted zone show the catastrophic damage spread over 1,000
square miles, with weaker
homes obliterated and even
well-built structures severely damaged, suffering loss of
most of the roof and some exterior walls. Palm trees are left
standing like wet mops and
thick forest is shaved off, leaving behind bare tree trunks.
The asphalt was peeled off
roads along the shoreline and
at least four bridges collapsed.
Mile after mile of electric
power transmission lines and
poles were knocked down.
4
And

A United Nations report cites
an estimated damage of $1.7
billion just for agriculture in
the municipality of Baracoa;
damage in the entire region
could exceed $5 billion. The
costliest losses were to the
area's housing stock, followed
by agriculture; this year's
coffee, cocoa and coconut
harvests are a near-total loss.
The nickel mining operations
in nearby Moa were largely
unaffected.
Maps: Armando Portela

Cuba Standard Monthly

Hurricane Matthew (cont’d)

53

in agriculture, everything has been lost, at least
temporarily, until some crops can be replanted.
A U.N. Country Team report issued on Oct. 12
mentions that “the agricultural losses amount to
35,000 million pesos CUP in the municipality of

Baracoa alone”, without providing specifics. That
is about $1.7 billion at the official exchange rate. A
similar figure could come out from the rest of affected zones for the agricultural losses. When the
losses in housing and infrastructure
4
Hurricanes: The cost
of business in Cuba
Twenty-four killer storms in little
over a century is a lot. It’s about
one devastating blow every 4.5
years, not to mention a swarm of
“milder” hurricanes not shown in
this map.
Cuba has plenty of reasons to
keep a close eye on the skies
during hurricane season, from
June through mid-November. Also
it needs is to keep a good emergency stock of everything needed
to cope with a calamity, from food
to shelters and fuel. Historically,
the reserves have been used twice
every decade.
Sometimes, the impact in two or
three days is so severe it drags
down the annual GDP performance, as in the nightmarish
2008, which brought two of the
costliest storms in history (Gustav
and Ike), or Hurricane Flora in
1963, the second-largest catastrophe in terms of human deaths
(1,150), only behind the 1932
hurricane at Santa Cruz del Sur
with 3,030 casualties.
A glance at the map shows a
conspicuous detail: the majority
of these storms hit western Cuba,
due to the geographic position
of warm seas and land masses in
the Caribbean. Eastern Cuba, in
contrast, remains relatively free
of visits.
Why 107 years instead of a clean
century? We didn’t want to leave
out two infamous villains that hit
the tobacco zones of Pinar del Río:
the storms of 1909 and 1910, each
leaving $10 million in damages
($256 million in today’s dollars)
in a very small economy and the
sparsely populated areas of western Cuba. The figure was roughly
equivalent to one-third of all
tobacco exports for those years.
Graphics & text: Armando Portela
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Left: Destroyed road in Cajobabo, homes in Maisí. Right: 90% of the 32,500 homes in Baracoa were seriously damaged or
reduced to rubble. 									
Photos: Radio Baracoa/Juvenal Balán, Granma

(roads, bridges, communications network, power
lines, aqueducts) are added, the final figure could
be well in excess of $5 billion, making Matthew
one of the costliest storms on record.
Thankfully, and most importantly, though: No
lives have been lost.
But the area, which features unique landscapes,
customs, products and foods that depart from the
rest of Cuba, has been severely damaged.
“It was very sad” said Noel Mosqueda, the head
of the Popular Defense Council — the organization
in charge of protection and recovery from natural
disasters — in Maisí, the municipality of 28,566
that was most devastated by Hurricane Matthew.
Housing and agriculture suffered the most in
the hardest hit municipalities — Maisí, Baracoa,
Imías and San Antonio del Sur — with devastation
of unseen scale.
There are no conclusive figures, probably because the sparsely populated mountain rainforest

terrain is hard to reach even in normal times; reportedly some areas were cut off from the rest of
the province by floods. In Maisí, 94% of all houses were destroyed or severely damaged. In Baracoa municipality, home to 81,821 people (40,000
of them live in the lovely main city, also Baracoa)
over 80% of houses were seriously damaged or destroyed. Half of the 6,756 homes at Imías, a sparsely populated municipality, are gone. In some villages, such as Cajobabo (1,200 residents; 315 houses),
Maisí (1,180; 357) or El Diamante (230; 75), only a
handful of homes stood firm.
There are some 32,500 houses in Baracoa and
Maisí combined. This means that nearly 30,000
houses rank anywhere from seriously damaged to
gone. Alejandro Hartmann, the official Baracoa
historian told official daily Venceremos, that “94%
of the total number of buildings in Baracoa is exposed to the sky."
4
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"We have the city almost completely under the
stars”, Hartmann said.
Of the 14,000 housing units in Imias and San
Antonio del Sur, 50% are gone or badly damaged.
The number of people left homeless in the entire
impacted zone can be safely estimated in the dozens of thousands. At present, there are still people
living in natural caves at Maisí.
All hotels in the area have been damaged, according to local reports, but they will be repaired
by Nov. 1, Hartmann said. Flights to the Baracoa
airport have resumed.
To speed up reconstruction, the government
announced it will fund 50% of the cost of construction supplies sold to persons whose homes suffered damage during the hurricane. Based on the
experience with Hurricane Sandy, which wreaked
havoc on Santiago de Cuba in 2012, local defense
councils will assess the damage to each home and
determine the amounts of work and supplies needed. Owners of damaged homes can also apply for
low-interest bank loans, an article in official daily
Granma said.
Agriculture
Coffee is gone for this season. In Maisí — the
largest coffee producer in Cuba, accounting for 2025% of annual output — all 12,207 acres in production were damaged. The current harvest was
not impressive. Some 88,000 cans of coffee beans
were lost in the groves, which is equivalent to some
217 tons of green coffee. Only 150 tons could be
saved, between warehouses and fields. Coffee trees
are devastated, and worst, the much-needed tree
canopy to give them shade is on the ground.
“There won’t be much Cuban coffee this year,”
one foreign observer of the Cuban coffee industry
said, on condition of anonymity.
The good news is that replanting in those coffee
groves was well overdue; ironically this is a chance
for replanting everything, sparing just a small percentage of undamaged young trees. It means coffee
plantations will be productive again in a few years,
which is the time when management reforms
could be introduced.
All of Cuba’s cocoa and coconut at industrial scale is produced in these mountains. All is

gone. The trees were knocked down or broken and
all fruit lost, including the stocks in warehouses.
Cocoa and coconut from Maisí and Baracoa also
serve as exotic attractions for tourism.
As farmers are beginning to re-plant, ironically,
drought continues to be a concern.
“Despite the heavy rains brought by Hurricane
Matthew, water reservoirs have not increased as
expected in the provinces of Guantánamo and
Santiago. Hence, the intense drought affecting
these territories still represents a threat to the agricultural sector,” a United Nations report said.
Mining
Meanwhile, nickel mining operations in nearby
Moa have been only minimally affected. On Oct.
12, Toronto-based Sherritt International Corp. said
in a press release that the Moa joint venture mine
and its acid leach operations in eastern Cuba “have
resumed operations with minimal damage after
Hurricane Matthew”, after a gradual ramp-up.
Production at the mine was impacted by the
one-week shutdown and by delayed shipments
when vessels were unable to dock at the Moa port,
but the company did not reduce its forecast of
33,500-34,500 tons for the year.
“The Cuban Civil Defense, our joint venture
partner Cubaníquel, our Moa employees, and
members of the surrounding communities are to
be commended for their exemplary emergency
preparedness and response,” said Sherritt COO
Steve Wood in a statement. “Their efforts and
actions prevented what could have been a much
more severe loss of production and most importantly, we have no reported fatalities or injuries on
or off-site.”
—Johannes Werner contributed to this report g
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Crises in Venezuela, Brazil put Cuban
healthcare exports to the test
by

||

VITO ECHEVARRÍA

A

s he arrived in Santa Clara on the first U.S.
scheduled flight in more than half a century, Transportation Secretary Anthony
Foxx announced the U.S. government finalized
its selection of airlines to offer scheduled flights to
Havana.
The Earning the equivalent of $8 billion a year,
medical services are Cuba’s No. 1 export.
Photo: Roberto Filho Stuckert/Presidencia
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Under different types of arrangements, Cuba
has provided thousands of doctors to Venezuela
and Brazil, and hundreds more to far-flung countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia, Honduras and
Guatemala, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, Angola, South
Africa and Portugal. Cuban medical brigades have

Brazil’s interim government granted three more years, but the glory days are over. Rousseff thanks Cuban doctors in 2015.

E

arning the equivalent of $8 billion a year,
medical services are Cuba’s No. 1 export.
Under different types of arrangements,
Cuba has provided thousands of doctors to Venezuela and Brazil, and hundreds more to far-flung
countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia, Honduras
and Guatemala, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, Angola,
South Africa, and even Portugal. Cuban medical
brigades have earned worldwide praise when they
went to West Africa to combat the Ebola epidemic,
or to neighboring Haiti to help with the aftermath
of a devastating earthquake and more recently a
cholera outbreak.
According to official daily Granma, there are
currently 55,000 Cuban healthcare professionals working in 67 countries, including more than
25,000 doctors. Brazil and Venezuela still take up
71% of Cuban medical professionals overseas, with
10,987 doctors out of 10,994 Cuban medical staffers in Brazil, and 8,764 doctors out of 28,351 Cu-

ban medical staffers in Venezuela (see map page
16).
Cuba provides many of these services for free as
part of a legacy of developing-world solidarity. But
the cash and bartered goods from the export of
healthcare services have become a lifeline for the
Cuban economy, surpassing tourism more than a
decade ago as the No. 1 hard-currency earner.
Now, the future of Cuba’s medical teams in
Venezuela and Brazil is clouded. Venezuela is going through a crippling economic crisis, which
has already resulted in significant cuts to oil shipments going to Cuba, and the political opposition
has gained the majority in recent parliamentary
elections. Thus, the two countries’ long-standing
arrangement to provide cheap Venezuelan oil in
return for Cuban professional services, as well as
Venezuela’s role as a sponsor of Cuban medical aid
to third countries remain uncertain.
Meanwhile, the strong political rela
4
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tions forged between Brazil and Cuba are under
attack by politicians in Brasilia opposed to funding the expansion of the Mariel Special Development Zone, as well as the Mais Médicos program
which brought more than 11,000 Cuban doctors
to underserved Brazilian communities within just

three years. Interim President Michel Temer first
announced his intention to cut the number of Cuban doctors operating in the country to 3,000, but
then he agreed to continue the program (see sidebar below).
A Canadian observer of Cuba’s medical
4

Cuban doctors in Brazil get three more years

I

n a nod to the efficiency and
popularity of Mais Médicos and
Cuban doctors, Brazilian legislators
and the conservative placeholder
president agreed with a coalition
of local governments and health
administrators to extend through
2019 the program that has brought
11,400 Cuban doctors to Brazil.
According to the health ministry,
the Brazilian congress passed a bill
that guarantees the continued stay
of doctors trained abroad for three
years in the municipalities they were
assigned, and de facto President
Michel Temer signed it into law.
Temer’s move comes after
he first announced the number
of Cuban doctors could be cut
back to 3,000.
The three-year old program
turned Brazil into the secondlargest market for Cuban healthcare
exports, generating at least $560
million per year in revenues for the
island, three-quarters of which end
up in government coffers. An end to
the Cuban participation would also
have been a hit to the family finances
of the Cuban doctors, who earn more
than $1,000 a month, putting them
into the top income bracket in the
island.
Temer was recently confirmed
as president by the Brazilian
senate, which deposed elected
President Dilma Rousseff Aug. 31,
after a lengthy and controversial
impeachment process Cuban
authorities have denounced as a
“coup”. It is not clear yet when the
next presidential elections will be

held, but they may occur as early as
October.
“We were working for the
approval of the law,” said Health
Minister Ricardo Barros in a
statement, “because a departure of
these doctors in the pre-electoral
period from the municipalities
could bring about a lack of medical
attention to patients. Moreover, these
doctors act in needy and remote
areas.”
The measure was presented by
a powerful alliance of municipalities
and health administrators, including
the Frente Nacional
de Prefeitos (FNP), the
Associação Brasileira
de Municípios (ABM)
and the Conselho
Nacional de Saúde
(CNS).
“According to these entities,
many cities depend on the exchange
doctors to maintain basic health
services to the population, which
makes their continued stay essential,”
the health ministry statement said.
“The proponents also believe that the
considerable achievements of these
professionals justify the extension of
their time of activity.”
The move of the interim
government ends the uncertainty
surrounding the Cuban program, by
confirming a provisional order issued
by Rousseff in May that extended
the program by another three
years. During a ceremony in Brasilia
four months ago with the interim
minister of health and the Cuban
ambassador, Rousseff highlighted the

presence of Cuban doctors.
The program could be renewed by
another three years in 2019, after the
current period expires, Rousseff said
during the ceremony, adding that
the presence of foreign doctors will
still be necessary while Brazilians are
being trained to join the program.
Mais Médicos was created
three years ago by the Roussef
administration to cover Brazil’s
primary-care gaps in rural and
poor areas. Today, it includes 18,240
doctors — most of them Cuban — in
more than 4,000 municipalities and
special indigenous health districts,
caring for more than 63 million
Brazilians.
In connection with Mais
Médicos, Brazilian authorities have
planned to invest $1.84 billion
in the construction, expansion
and renovation of 27,000 Basic
Health Units (UBS) throughout the
country. Health authorities are also
expanding medical training for
Brazilians, by boosting the budgets
of medical schools in the nation’s
public universities, with emphasis on
primary-care training.
Brazilian physicians’ associations
have attacked the presence of foreign
doctors, but few Brazilians have
volunteered to practice medicine in
neglected areas.
“In Porto Alegre, the program
allows attention to 360,000 persons
in the poorest periphery of the city,”
said the city’s mayor, José Fortunati,
in May. “If the contract was to end,
it would be chaos, because we can’t
rely on qualified workers.” g
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internationalism says that the outcome of the political turmoil doesn’t necessarily mean an end
to Cuba’s healthcare services to
these countries.
“Brazil is currently in the midst
of a political meltdown, with widespread corruption — especially
among Dilma Rousseff’s critics —
and tremendous political uncertainty,” said John Kirk, professor of Latin
American Studies at Canada’s Dalhousie University and author of a 2015 book
on Cuban medical Internationalism, in an
email to Cuba Standard. “It is still too early
to forecast the impact of a change of government
on Cuba’s role in the successful Mais Médicos programme. Indeed, there have been contradictory
claims from opposition politicians, some of whom
have threatened to end the Cuban participation,
while others — fearing a political backlash — have
said that it would be maintained. As in the case
of Venezuela, a change in government does not
mean the automatic end of Cuba’s medical services
there.”
Kirk feels that any possible setback would be

temporary, since Cuba has earned an international
reputation for its healthcare, and its medical
professionals can eventually be
placed elsewhere.
“The bottom line is that Cuba
has a wealth, for some a surplus, of
human capital — and this could
continue to provide a significant financial contribution for
the state,” said Kirk. “There are
undoubtedly possible obstacles
— the opposition of medical associations, for example — but the
potential for increased exportation of
medical services to non-traditional markets should not be discounted.”
One such non-traditional market is oil-rich Qatar, which currently pays for 462 Cuban healthcare
professionals, including 95 doctors. Cuba’s most
conspicuous presence in that Persian Gulf country
is a state-of-the art public facility locals refer to as
“The Cuban Hospital”, which was opened in 2012
as a joint project of the Cuban and Qatari governments. The majority of Cuban doctors, nurses and
technicians active in Qatar work in that
4
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The “Cuban Hospital” in Qatar

hospital. Services range from comprehensive dentistry, dermatology, diabetes, gynecology, ENT and
audiology, to emergency services for children and
adults, and general medicine.
Kirk notes that Cuba is now in a position to promote its medical services to a variety of markets.
“While Cuban personnel, through the Henry

Reeve Brigade, have indeed assisted in dozens of
countries afflicted with natural emergencies such
as hurricanes and earthquakes, the larger missions
have been reduced under Raúl,” he said about the
Cuban government led by the younger Castro.
“Medical cooperation is still provided, mainly to
developing countries, but increasingly on a basis
of charging for those services-, on a sliding scale.
When countries — such as in sub-Saharan Africa — are poor, they are expected to pay little, but
when they have the financial capacity to make a
significant contribution, they do.”
One of those well-paying clients is Saudi Arabia.
Amid the trouble in Venezuela and Brazil, Cuban
authorities have been in talks recently with Saudi
officials to increase the number of Cuban healthcare workers in the Middle Eastern country from
currently 224. Another government that is looking
at Cuba’s healthcare system is that of the — much
poorer — Philippines. g

Politics

USA: A market for Cuban healthcare exports?

O

ne potential mass market for Cuban medical services
is the United States.
Dr. Bill Frist, who’s both a heart and lung transplant
surgeon and a former U.S. Senate majority
leader, foresees U.S.-Cuban medical
collaborations in the future.
“As we rapidly move toward
normalization of relations with
Cuba, we have much to learn from
its effective primary-care model
successfully implemented under
severely constrained financial
resources,” the Republican
politician was quoted by Forbes
magazine last year. “Part
of Cuba’s success can be
attributed to having the
world’s largest number of
physicians per capita.”
The United States would
not be the first wealthy country
receiving Cuban doctors; oil-rich
Middle Eastern countries and
Portugal are already on Cuba’s
Dr. Bill Frist
client list.

If Cuban authorities are interested, they most likely will
want to send doctors under a government-to-government
agreement. But, among other obstacles, Washington
would have to remove one of its policies before that can
happen.
In an effort to encourage Cuban healthcare
professionals to defect to the United States, in 2006
the Bush administration enacted the Cuban Medical
Professional Parole Program. The CMPP targets
medical professionals working in third countries —
such as Venezuela — under the auspices of the Cuban
government.
Unlike Washington’s “wet foot dry foot” policy for
Cubans, which forces migrants to set foot on U.S. soil
before being legally admitted to the country, Cuban
medical professionals are able to walk into any U.S.
embassy and apply for the CMPP program.
This policy is still in effect under Obama.
“While 2-3% of Cuban medical personnel working
abroad have taken advantage of this program, it is clear
that it has been both a propaganda victory and failure,”
said John Kirk, professor of Latin American Studies at
Canada’s Dalhousie University and author of a 2015 book
on Cuban medical Internationalism. “Lost in the analysis
has been the fact that the main losers
4
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—USA, from previous page
of the program have been the doctors’ patients in
poor countries, many of whom had been receiving the
first medical care for many years. That has now gone. I
suspect that Obama is embarrassed by this program, and
that Washington is doing little to promote it. It should be
abolished, if U.S.-Cuban cooperation is to be meaningful.
It would also be easy to do so.”
Those like Frist and Kirk see potential in Cuban doctors
actually being able to practice medicine in the United
States.
“As the economic relationship between Cuba and the
U.S. continues to grow, a long-term, pragmatic approach
would consider amending the rules in order to allow

Cuban medical personnel to practice in the U.S.,” said Kirk.
“I recognize that much of this is wishful thinking, but I live
in hope that common sense might at some point prevail.”
So far, few Cuban doctors who already came to the
United States under the CMPP program had the resources
to take medical licensing exams.
“Some take the board exam in order to practice
medicine in U.S.,” said Carmelo Mesa-Lago, an economist
at the University of Pittsburgh who has examined the
marketing of Cuban medical services overseas. “Most of
them are doing paramedic and nursing work. There are
not enough trained paramedics and nurses in America.” g
—Vito Echevarría

If your organization is sponsoring an upcoming
event, please let our readers know!
Send details to Cuba Standard Monthly at
johanneswerner@cubastandard.com

S e p. 1 9 -2 1

D e c . 11 -15

International Salon on Energy, Water,
and Energy Storage. Organized by
Fira Barcelona. PabExpo, Havana.
Claire Gracia, +34 93 233 2000,
cgracia@firabarcelona.com

congress on research, development
and technological innovation in the
pharmaceutical industry. Palacio de
Convenciones, Havana. (537) 208
6176, mireya@palco.cu

Energías Renovables — First

IDIFARMA — 4th international

S e p. 1 9 -2 1

M a r ch 19 -2 3 , 20 1 8

International Meeting on Security
Systems and Emergencies. Organized
by Fira Barcelona. PabExpo, Havana.
Claire Gracia, +34 93 233 2000,
cgracia@firabarcelona.com

largest annual conference and
fair of information technology
and sciences, hosted by the
Ministry of Communication. Focus:
Information technology and
sustainable development. Palacio
de Convenciones and ExpoCuba,
Havana. www.informaticahabana.cu,
(53) 78828504, informaticahabana@
mincom.gob.cu

SecurTec Cuba — First

S e p. 27-2 9

Cuba Energy, Oil & Gas
Conference — Hosted by Cupet,

CEOG 2017 features networking
sessions and site visits. Meliá Cohiba
hotel, Havana. www.cuba-energy.
com. Paul Gilbert, +44 1737 784950,
pgilbert@gep-events.com

UPGRADE!
cuba
standard

Informática 2018 — Cuba’s

Economic
Trend Report

Add it to your
subscription
for just $400
Go to
www.cubastandard.com
or ask
johanneswerner@cubastandard.com
to find out how.

N o v. 13 -17

Biomanufacturing Challenges
of Immunotherapy 2017 —

O c t . 3 0 - N o v. 3

FIHAV — 35th International Havana

Fair. Largest annual business event in
Cuba, and one of the largest in the
hemisphere. ExpoCuba, Havana. (537)
697 4284. octavio@palco.cu
D e c . 3 -9

Medicc 20th anniversary
conference — A Healthy Cuba,

Healthy World: Linking Culture,
Community & Cooperation.
Meliã Varadero Hotel,
Varadero. http://medicc.org/ns/
healthycubahealthyworld, cvigil@
mediccglobal.org, (510) 350-3054

monthly

International conference. Palacio de
Convenciones, Havana. (537) 208
5199, ext. 1510, aliciagarcia@palco.cu
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