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Executive Summary 
The break up of the Soviet Bloc in 1989 plunged Cuba into the worst economic crisis of its history. Cuba lost 85 
percent of its trade, including both food and agricultural inputs. The conventional system of agriculture was highly 
dependent on imported pesticides, fertilizers, and farming equipment, and without these inputs, domestic production 
fell. This decline in food production, coupled with a drastic reduction in food imports, led to an estimated 30 percent 
reduction in caloric intake in the early 1990s. Cuba was faced with a dual challenge of doubling food production with 
half the previous inputs. 

Cuba responded to the crisis with a national call to increase food production by restructuring agriculture. This 
transformation was based on a conversion from a conventional, large scale, high input, mono-crop agricultural system 
to a smaller scale, organic and semi-organic farming system. It focused on utilizing local low cost and 
environmentally safe inputs, and relocating production closer to consumers in order to cut down on transportation 
costs. 

Urban agriculture has been a key part of this effort. By 1994 a spontaneous decentralized movement of urban 
residents joined a planned government strategy to create over 8,000 city farms in Havana alone. The success of these 
gardens has significantly contributed to the easing of Cuba's food crisis. In 1998 an estimated 541,000 tons of food 
were produced in Havana for local consumption. Food quality has also improved as citizens now have access to a 
greater variety of fresh fruits and vegetables. Although the program still faces many challenges, urban gardens 
continue to grow, and some neighborhoods are producing as much as 30 percent of their own subsistence needs. 

The growth of urban agriculture is largely due to the Cuban state's commitment to making unused urban and suburban 
land and resources available to aspiring urban farmers. The issuing of land grants of vacant space in the city has 
converted hundreds of vacant lots into food producing plots. New planning laws place the highest land use priority on 
food production. 

The opening of farmers markets and the legalization of direct sales from farmers to consumers dramatically increased 
production incentives for urbanites. Deregulation of prices combined with high demand for fresh produce in the cities 
has allowed urban farmers to make two to three times as much as professionals. 

The government also encourages gardeners through an extensive support system including extension agents and 
horticultural groups that offer assistance and advice. Many gardeners were inexperienced in the type of small-scale, 
organic cultivation necessary for urban production. The extension services helped to educate gardeners and spread the 
word about new biologically based pesticides and fertilizers and agroecological techniques. Seed houses throughout 
the city sell seeds, gardening tools, compost, and distribute bio-fertilizers and other biological control agents to small 
farmers at very reasonable rates. 

New biological products and organic gardening techniques are developed and produced by Cuba's agricultural 
research sector, which had already begun exploring organic alternatives to chemical controls. This emphasis on 
alternative methods of pest and disease control has enabled Cuba's urban farms to become completely organic. In 
fact, a new ordinance prohibits the use of any pesticides for agricultural purposes anywhere within city limits. 

Cuba now has one of the most successful urban agriculture programs in the world and continues expanding urban 
production with the goal of putting 100 percent of arable land under cultivation, increasing irrigation potential with 
new wells and water tanks, and maintaining high standards of quality in all aspects of production. While many 
believed that when the economy recovered urban farming would disappear, quite the opposite has occurred. In spite of 
increased food availability and increasing economic recovery, the urban agriculture movement is stronger than ever 
and growing rapidly. Both the public and private sectors are investing resources in urban agriculture, a sign that it will 
continue to be part of the urban landscape for years to come. 



I. Introduction: The Benefits of Urban Agriculture 

The importance of urban agriculture as a social movement has gained increasing 
recognition in recent years. But in fact, city farming is an ancient practice. It was only 
with the development of modem industrial agriculture that rural areas became the sole 
providers of foodstuffs. When cities began to specialize in the production of industrial 
goods and services, all food began to be imported from the countryside (Smit, 1997). 
Many fertile agricultural areas on the borders of cities were paved over, and agriculture 
was marginalized both geographically and in the modem consciousness (Rees, 1997). 

Beginning in the 1970s, this trend began to reverse. Urban food gardening spread 
throughout the world and today an estimated 14 percent of the world's food is produced 
in urban areas (Smit, 1998). Today there are over 1,000 gardens in New York City and 
over 30,000 gardens in Berlin (Smit, 1998). In some cities of the developing wodd, a 
third to a fifth of families are engaged in agriculture, and some have no other source of 
sustenance or income. In Kathmandu, Nepal, 37 percent of food producers meet all their 
household vegetable needs and 11 percent of animal product needs through their own 
labor (Rees, 1997). In Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, over 67 percent of families are engaged 
in agriculture, and Cairo reports 80,000 head of livestock located within the city (UNDP, 
1996). In densely populated Hong Kong, 45 percent of local vegetable needs are met 
through intensive cultivation on only six per cent of the land area (Garnett, 1996). 

Urban agriculture has many benefits: 
• Increasing community food security 
• Providing local jobs 
• Greening and beautifying cities 
• Recycling nutrients 
• Treating waste 
• Empowering urban people 
• Localizing food production 
• Bringing the products closer to the market 
• Improving freshness and variety of produce 
• Involving city residents in the cultivation of their own foodstuffs. 

(Nugent, 1997) 

The return of farms and gardens to the cities also cuts down on the expense of 
transporting food over long distances, with the additional benefits of lowering the final 
cost of many goods and reducing transport related pollution. 

Local production also helps to close the nutrient cycles associated with human food 
production and consumption. Urban agriculture can play an important role in municipal 
waste management (Nelson, 1996). Instead of putting wastes into landfills, much organic 
waste can be turned into compost and returned to nearby gardens and farms. This 
produces numerous ecological and economic savings. 
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Urban agriculture also enhances biological diversity. It encourages the continued 
production of rare varieties of fruits and vegetables, which are adapted to local soils and 
climate. Small-scale gardeners tend to grow a wider variety of fruits and vegetables than 
large-scale growers, conserving unique cultivars that might otherwise die out (Garnett, 
1996). This increased diversity of urban crops in tum attracts a variety of bird and animal 
life that would otherwise not survive the urban landscape. 

Urban agriculture significantly affects the city economy and supports new industries and 
opportunities for employment. These include fanning and gardening, supply of seeds, 
tools and other needed inputs, compost making and supply, marketing, and distribution
including fanners markets and sale of prepared foods. Urban farms and gardens also 
support fanner-consumer cooperatives, exchange and barter systems, and encourage 
community participation and increased local control over food production (Rees, 1997). 

Urbanization and Agriculture 

These social and environmental benefits are desperately needed by cities as the world 
faces an unprecedented process of urbanization-the largest migration in human history. 
By the year 2025, 80 percent of the world's people will live in cities (UNDP, 1996). 

T bl I P t f "d ts th t b ized, by region and year. a e . ercen age o res1 en a are ur an . 
Country 1970 1995 2025 projected 

Less Developed 
Africa 25.1 37.0 57.0 
Asia (except Japan) 21.0 34.6 54.0 
Latin America 57.4 73.7 84.7 
Oceana except Australia 18.0 24.0 40.0 

More Developed 

Australia-New Zealand 84.4 84.9 89.1 
Europe 64.4 73.3 83.2 
Japan 71.2 77.5 84.9 
North America 73.8 76.1 84.8 
(Source: UN World Urbanization Prospects, 1994) 

An increasing number of poor families move to cities, and many of those not poor upon 
arrival become poor after moving (UNDP, 1996). Can there be an integrated strategy to 
combat the social and environmental problems created by this rapid urbanization, one 
that provides a healthy living environment for current and future urban residents? 

A pressing issue is how to provide the increasingly urban planet with enough to eat. In 
developing countries, urban populations are growing much faster than agricultural 
production, distribution, and marketing networks (UNDP, 1996). At the same time, neo
liberal globalization processes are widening the gap between rich and poor at 
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unprecedented rates and pushing countries to focus on export agriculture at the expense 
of increasing national food security (Lappe et al., 1998; Bello 1994). To begin to solve 
these problems more food must be produced in the urban centers where it is consumed. 

Today urban producers around the world have different primary reasons for growing 
food. In developed countries, home and community gardens are most common among 
middle income people and are seen as an enjoyable hobby-produce valued for its 
freshness rather than as a source of basic nutrition. Now there is a growing appreciation 
of the ability of urban gardening to promote a sense of community and bring neighbors 
together. Urban gardening is also a tool for community empowerment, especially in low 
income and high crime neighborhoods. In some cases, urban gardens have provided jobs 
to marginalized youth. One Latino gardener in Los Angeles asserted that by gardening 
"kids are learning important lessons and skills. They play safely and we do not have to 
worry about gangs. We also have a good time" (quoted in Fisher, 1996b ). 

However, in developing countries, gardening addresses immediate food needs. Most 
urban gardeners in developing nations are low income. They may also face crushing 
economic policies, civil war, drought, and extreme poverty. In addition to increasing 
family food security, city farmers work toward increased incomes and greater economic 
security from the sale of foodstuffs (Nugent, 1997). 

The United Nations Development Program undertook a systematic investigation of urban 
agriculture worldwide, culminating in publication of the book Urban Agriculture: Food, 
Jobs, and Sustainable Cities (1996), and the founding of The Urban Agriculture Network 
(TtJAN). The book affirms that urban agriculture has previously been unacknowledged 
and underreported. In spite of its growing importance, urban agriculture has survived 
with little or no official support. "Where governments are involved, it is most often to 
limit," TUAN proclaims. Urban farming and gardening often offends the "modernist" 
ideal of a cosmopolitan center. In some cities, such as Dar es Salaam and Nairobi, this 
same prejudice has actually led city governments to fine gardeners or tear down gardens 
in urban areas (UNDP, 1996). 

One of the greatest limitations gardeners face is lack of land ownership. Most gardeners 
do not own the land they farm. Land access poses the largest constraint to producers 
around the world. Few countries have any formalized urban agriculture programs or 
funding for urban food production programs. During research for this report, only Peru 
and Argentina had urban agriculture departments (UNDP, 1996). 

In spite of the lack of recognition and support for urban gardens and farmers, they have 
still made enormous strides in recent decades. One of the most important contributions of 
urban agriculture to developing nations is food security. 
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Urban Agriculture and Food Security 

The notion of food security as defined by the Community Food Security Network is that, 
"all people should have access to a nutritious diet from ecologically sound, local, non
emergency sources" (Fisher, 1996a). Distinct from a traditional focus on hunger 
prevention, food security includes ideas of long term self-sufficiency through a 
nutritionally adequate and culturally appropriate regular food source·(Fisher, 1996a). One 
of the strengths of a food security analysis is the conceptual unification of many 
programs and ideas that have traditionally been separate, such as: community gardens, 
farmers markets, community supported agriculture, urban supermarket development, 
food policy councils, and micro-enterprise promotion. 

Urban agriculture has much to contribute to local food security. In a study of household 
gardening and food security, Robin Marsh found the following food security benefits: 

1. Production of fresh, diverse foods-seasonally or year-round. 
2. Production of nutrient rich foods otherwise not consumed, or consumed in smaller 

quantities. 
3. Income earned from garden sales and/or savings on purchased foods increase cash 

available for buying staple foods for family. 
4. Garden production may become the dominant food source in times of failed harvest 

or off-farm employment. 
5. Gardening provides an opportunity for hands-on nutritional education. Since 

. gardening is typically a woman's activity, it enhances women's control over food 
·production and ·Sales, increasing the likelihood. that household nutrition will 
m1prove. 

Marsh also provides guidelines for designing gardens to meet food security goals: 
1. Build on traditional gardening practices and varieties. 
2. Work in areas with adequate access to water and family labor. 
3. Begin with community organizing and nutrition education. 
4. Involve and train local people to be promoters. 
5. Flexibility with respect to choice of species and cropping patterns, encourage 

diversity and cultivation of indigenous varieties. 
6. Encourage self-reliance on local materials for soil and pest management as well as 

household/community seed production (Marsh, 1997). 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) also agrees that 
decentralized production and strong local distribution and marketing networks-as well 
as other factors-are vital to food security. According to FAO: 
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Nutritional well-being requires access to enough nutritious and safe food to meet 
the dietary needs of all members of the household throughout the year. Attaining 
better food supplies and nutritional well-being is more than just producing enough 
food locally. It also requires sufficient resources (such as land and labor), tools 



skills, and knowledge. Roads and transport to markets are necessary so that goods 
such as food and other essentials can be traded and so that household members 
can find employment as well as having access to other commercial and 
government services (FAO, 1995). 

In 1980, nearly 50 percent of all foods consumed by people in the cities of the developing 
world were imported from other countries. In the Caribbean, food insecurity is a direct 
result to centuries of colonialism that prioritized the production of sugar and other cash 
crops for export, neglecting food crops for domestic consumption. This historical 
obstacle has proven insurmountable for most Caribbean countries, which remain net food 
importers today (Cox, 1998). 

In the context of the Caribbean, Cuba is a unique and fascinating case study. The Cuban 
revolution, which came to power in 1959, established food as a basic human right. Much 
work was done to develop the national agricultural sector to increase Cuba's self-reliance 
in foodstuffs. However, in the mid-1980s over 50 percent of the total foodstuffs 
consumed in Cuba was still being imported. When the Soviet Bloc disintegrated, Cuba 
lost the direct food imports and agricultural inputs it greatly depended on. In spite of the 
national position that everyone should eat well, Cuba was thrown into a severe food crisis 
that shook the entire island. Nowhere were food shortages felt more deeply it than in 
Havana. 

Havana is the largest city in the Caribbean and the home to 2.2 million people-500,000 
. to 000,000 families and roughly 20 percent of Cuba's population. This city provides one 
of the best models to date of a comprehensive, highly successful urban food production 
str.egy. It includes land reform, technical assistance, and research and development, 
demonstrating both strong government and country support. The focus of this report is 
the many vital lessons to learn from the Havana experience. 

II. Agricultural History of Cuba 

Columbus first landed in Cuba in 1492 and claimed the island for Spain. The Arawak 
people who lived in Cuba had a complex agricultural system of cultivated crops known as 
conuco agriculture, combined with household gardens (Chaplowe, 1995). The genocide 
of the indigenous people meant an end to this agricultural system and other rich cultural 
traditions. African slaves were then brought into the island to compensate for absence of 
manual laborers. Cuban agriculture was heavily influenced by African cultural traditions. 
In subsequent centuries, Cuba became the headquarters for the Spanish crown in the 
Americas. As with the other Spanish colonies, the riches of Cuba were primarily of 
benefit to Spain, and the island was used only as a source of raw materials and a market 
for Spanish goods. Spain milled large amounts of sugar in Cuba, which throughout the 
1800s was grown by small farmers who also raised food crops for local consumption 
(Garcia Trujillo, 1996). 
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In 1898, the United States claimed victory over Spain by interceding in Cuba's War of 
Independence (lmown by North Americans as the Spanish American War). Spain then 
signed Cuba over to the U.S., along with Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Guam in the 
Treaty of Paris (Franklin, 1992). In the following three decades, U.S. sugar giants bought 
up much of Cuba's land. The new mill owners stopped buying cane from small farmers 
as the Spanish-owned mills had done, and began large-scale sugarcane production on 
their recently acquired property. Labor was increasingly done by sharecroppers or by 
immigrant workers from Haiti and Jamaica who received very low wages. As the mills 
continued to produce their own cane, they offered progressively lower prices to the local 
farmers. Small farmers could not sustain production under these conditions, and they 
were cut out of the market. Almost half of Cuba's small farmers lost their land in the first 
thirty years of this century (Garcia Trujillo, 1996). 

Table II: Reduction of small and medium size farms in Cuba, 1899-1934 
Year 
1899 
1934 

(Source: Garcia Trujillo, 1996) 

Number of Small Farms 
60,711 
38,180 

As bankrupt campesinos lost their land, sugar companies bought it up, extending 
cultivation through an exploitative system of hired labor or sharecroppers. By the 1930s, 
Cuba was the largest single sugar producer in the world, providing half of the sugarcane 
sold on the international market (Benjamin et al, 1984). Sugarcane became the primary 
basis of the economy. Cuba held Favored Trade Nation status with the United States, who 
purchased Cuba's· sugar at preferential prices. Cuba sold six million tons of sugar to the 
U;S. annually~ an ·exported product of half of all cultivated land (Valdes, 1990). Many 
rural ·men worked as cane cutters~ extremely hard labor that offered low salaries and 
provided employment only four months out of the year. The entire Cuban economy, 
including wages and interest rates, became tied to the international price of sugar 
(Benjamin et al, 1984). 

By 1959, corporations and U.S. citizens owned 75 percent of arable land in Cuba 
(Franklin, 1997). Agricultural land was divided roughly in half between sugarcane 
plantations and pasture for dairy and beef production. Sugarcane was an intensive crop, 
and cattle raising was quite inefficient and underutilized the land. Many rural farmers 
were landless while large extensions of private land went uncultivated. An agricultural 
census taken in 1946 showed that 1.5 percent of all farms occupied 47 percent of the 
agricultural land in Cuba. Five U.S. sugar companies owned or controlled over two 
million hectares in Cuba, a nation with only 6.8 million hectares of agricultural land 
(V aides, 1990). The Cuban Atlantic Sugar and United Fruit Companies alone held 
248,404 hectares and 109,480 hectares, respectively (Rodriguez et al, 1985). 

In 1959, Cubans successfully realized a popular national revolution committed to 
building an independent nation, diversifying the economy, and creating a more just social 
system. This diversification was to include agriculture, with the goal of becoming self 
sufficient in food production and improving the lives of farmers and rural people. The 
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first step was the far-reaching Agrarian Reform Law in May of 1959, passed only three 
months after the new government gained power (Rodriguez et al, 1990). The reform law 
put limits on landholdings, and redistributed land to squatters, sharecroppers, and landless 
farmers. Fifty percent of the land in Cuba was nationalized, and more than 100,000 
landless peasants became landowners overnight (Diaz et al, 1995). A second agrarian 
reform in 1960 further limited landholdings and most expropriated land was converted 
into state farms. 

In the eyes of the United States, the new revolutionary government never had a chance. 
The United States was committed to abolishing what it saw as a Communist threat to the 
American continent. The United States reacted in July of 1960 by refusing to purchase 
the remaining 700,000 tons of that year's sugar quota, and canceling future sugar 
contracts (Franklin, 1992). The Soviet Union immediately offered to buy all of Cuba's 
sugar harvest at a higher price, and with five-year contracts-in place of annual contracts 
with the U.S. This began a trade relationship that would last for the next three decades. 
Eventually almost all of Cuba's trade would be with Soviet Bloc countries. 

Cuba began importing agricultural inputs from the Soviet Bloc, developing a highly 
mechanized and chemically intensive agricultural sector. By the 1980s, Cuba had 21 
tractors per 1,000 hectares, the highest ratio in Latin America. In the final years of the 
19,~s, Cuba imported more than 1,300,000 tons of chemical fertilizers, 17,000 tons of 
hefd:>icides, and 10,000 tons of other pesticides (Rosset and Benjamin, 1994). Almost all 
ma,thinery, agrochemicals, fuel, and spare parts were imported. The agricultural system 
-that Cuba developed was heavily dependent on key basic inputs :from the Soviet Bloc. 

Lapge investnients in agriculture did not pay off and modernization actually impeded 
anqcipated increases in food security. Cuba was not able to produce enough food to meet 
th~needs of its people. In the 1980s, 57 percent of the calories consumed by the Cuban 
people were still imported, including a full 80 percent of proteins and fats (Deere, 1993). 
Furthermore, the diversification of agriculture that the revolution had intended was 
:frustrated by the continued dependence on sugar as a source of foreign exchange 
(Enriquez, 1994). 

Conscious of this continued dependence, Cuba initiated the National Food Program in the 
late 1980s. The Food Program aimed to take 20,100 hectares of land, mostly around 
Havana City where food needs were largest, out of sugarcane production and plant them 
with vegetables, requiring increased irrigation, which was also provided for in the plan. 
Self-provisioning areas, called autoconsumos, would be promoted at schools and 
workplaces, with the goal of increasing local self-reliance in foodstuffs (Asamblea 
Nacional de Poder Popular, 1991). 

In the meetings that led up to the announcement of the National Food Program, the 
modernist model of agriculture and especially of the high level of specialization and 
compartmentalization of agricultural institutions was severely criticized. The delegates of 
Poder Popular (literally, "Peoples Power," the governmental body of Cuba) pushed 
decentralization and integration of agricultural institutions and production plans. Locally 
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produced organic fertilizers and biological controls were also initiated, precursor~ to the 
"new agricultural model" that would flower in the years of crisis (Rosset and Benjamin, 
1994). 

Economic Crisis 

Before the National Food Program could achieve any major results, Cuba's economy was 
faced with the largest crisis of its history. Cuba's favorable rates of trade with the Council 
of Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA), the international socialist marketplace, were 
abruptly terminated in 1989. In 1991, a year marked by the fall of the Berlin Wall, a rapid 
transition period began that culminated in the total disintegration of the Soviet Union and 
CMEA in 1991. 

This dissolution meant the loss of almost all of Cuba's import sources and markets, 
devastating its import-based economy. Cuba depended on CMEA for 85 percent of its 
trade (Lage, 1993); a far-reaching economic crisis was imminent. There ensued the 
"Special Period in Peacetime," commonly referred to as the Special Period, in which 
measures normally limited to wartime would be taken. The government instituted drastic 
measures such as planned blackouts, the use of bicycles for mass transportation,. and the 
use of animals in the place of tractors to mitigate the effects of the crisis and help the 
island survive the oncoming shortages. 

Along with all other imports, Cuba lost access to its main sources of imported foodstuffs. 
Food imports had supplied over. half of the calories eaten in Cuba. Extensive food 
rationing was instituted .to ensure. equitable distribution in the difficult years to come 
(Carranza:, 1994). Where 19.:items were rationed in the 1980s, by the early 1990s virtually 
·all food jtems 'became .;scarce .enough to warrant controlled distribution. Some imported 
goods that had been readily available before the crisis became unavailable. Overall 
caloric intake fell, and intake of fats and lipids fell even more dramatically (Frank, 1998). 
The decrease in caloric and nutrient intake was accompanied by a rise in energy
consuming activities such as walking and bicycle riding. Along with other factors, this 
sudden drop in vitamins and minerals caused several health problems, the worst of which 
was an eye disorder causing temporary blindness. 

Accompanying the loss of food imports was the loss of agricultural inputs such as 
pesticides, fertilizers, and spare parts. Annual petroleum imports fell from 13 million tons 
to under seven million tons in only three years, vastly inadequate to run industry and 
meet the high requirements of tractors, plows, and other agricultural equipment (Lage, 
1992). There was not enough fuel to run irrigation pumps and harvest combines. 
Domestic food production plummeted. Other services crucial to food supply, such as 
storage, refrigeration, and distribution networks, also dependent on petroleum, nearly 
ground to a halt. Without enough fuel to ship food into the cities where it was most 
needed, some of the remaining harvest spoiled before it could reach consumers. The food 
crisis was felt across the island, and cities were the most affected, especially the capital 
city ofHavana. 
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At this moment of crisis, the United States passed the Torricelli Bill (1992), tightening 
the already existing economic blockade against Cuba, and further damaging the Cuban 
economy. The Torricelli Bill banned all foreign subsidiaries of U.S. companies from 
trading with Cuba. Seventy percent of this trade had been in food and medicines (Murray, 
1993). This bill also banned all sea vessels that had been to Cuba from docking in the 
U.S. within six months, punishable by confiscation. The U.S. placed several conditions 
on Russia and the newly independent states as they scrambled for U.S. aid, one of which 
was to end all trade with Cuba (Cotayo, 1992). These inhumane policies further 
exasperated an already critical food crisis. 

In Search of Solutions 

At the onset of the Special Period, Cuba began a graduated process of integrating itself 
into the "free market" capitalist economy, looking for new trade partners and foreign 
investment. Joint ventures were started in manufacturing, telecommunications, and most 
importantly, tourism. The income from these new investments and the new tourism sector 
helped fuel Cuba's economic recovery and has helped finance social programs like 
education, health care, and housing. The reforms engendered in this state-sponsored 
capitalism have reverberated through all of the economy's sectors. Agriculture, like most 
sectors, was forced to go through severe budgetary cuts and increased demands were 

-·-~ 

pla~ed on it to feed the population. 

Foqd production became the most important task for the nation. President Fidel Castro 
an4~ other leaders proclaimed that no piece of land should be left uncultivated. The 
goj~rnment began to decentralize production and link it directly to transportation and 
c01jumption patterns. Workplaces with open space began to produce their own food for 
th~ lunchrooms. Many farms began to deliver directly to ration stores, hospitals, and 
otlier consumption sites. 

These changes focused on implementing a whole new agricultural model, embarking on 
the largest conversion from conventional agriculture to organic and semi-organic farming 
that the world has ever known (Rosset and Benjamin, 1994). Food production was 
rapidly decentralized and options for direct marketing were increased. Ministries and 
other state institutions became directly involved in producing food crops for local 
consumption. The Ministry of Agriculture (MINAG) tore up the front lawn at their 
modem headquarters in Havana, and planted lettuce, bananas, and beans. Many 
employees who regularly worked behind desks began watering and weeding to ensure a 
steady food supply for the Ministry's lunchroom. 

Even the Cuban military participated. At the closing speech to the army congress held in 
1995, the Minister of the Armed Forces affirmed that "food production is our principal 
task" ( Granma, 1995). The military would no longer take any food from civilian sources, 
but rather contribute, producing beyond their own food needs. Alternatives to the 
mandatory military services were proposed: youth were given the option of doing one 
year military service in the Ejercito Juvenil de Trabajo (EIT, or youth work troops), or 
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service in one of the EJT's 93 farms across the country, producing food and sugar for 
national consumption and for export (Lage, 1995). 

The autoconsumo plan of "self-provisioning" areas for local food production was 
expanded. Large and small workplaces were made responsible for growing a portion of 
their own food on site. Autoconsumo areas were started at state farms, sugar mills, and 
other large workplaces that were often in rural areas. This program increased localized 
food self-sufficiency, thereby reducing the need for transportation, refrigeration, and 
other scarce resources. 

In September of 1993, in a bold and unprecedented move, the Cuban government 
implemented a new agrarian reform by breaking up the majority of the large state farms 
into smaller worker-owned collectives. These new farms called "Basic Units of 
Cooperative Production" (UBPCs ), are owned, managed, and operated by the workers. 
Previously, the State managed 82 percent of the agricultural land in Cuba, and these 
massive enterprises were farmed in large monocrop extensions, with a high level of 
agriculture inputs (Diaz, 1997). They were fully industrialized, but remained much less 
efficient than the other two echelons of Cuban agriculture: the private farm sector with 
eight percent of the land, and the Cooperatives for Agricultural Production (CPAs) with 
ten percent of the land (Consejo de Iglesias, 1997a). 

Sixty percent of Cuban state farms were turned into UBPC workers' collectives. While 
the state continues to own the land, the workers hold it in free and indefinite usufruct. 
Everything above the ground-buildings, machinery, and all other means of 
production-now belongs to the workers as collective property. This is one of the most 
important steps· taken toward self;,. management and self-financing in Cuba in recent years 

·. (Diaz, 1997):. ·The. accord 'published· by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1993 to .announce 
the creation of the UBPCs stated: 

As part of the work that has been realized during the Special Period to 
make ... agriculture more efficient, and with the intention of applying formulas 
that motivate people to achieve larger levels of production with the smallest 
possible use of material resources, we have agreed to the following principles: 1) 
To connect the workers to the land, increasing a concrete feeling of responsibility; 
2) To make the collective of workers and their families self-sufficient, and to 
progressively improve housing conditions and other needs; 3) To directly connect 
income with degree of productivity; 4) To increase autonomy of governance. 
Each unit will administrate its own resources and its plan for self-sufficiency 
(Ministry of Agriculture, 1993). 

On October 1, 1994, one year after the creation of the UBPCs, 121 farmers markets 
opened around the island. All food producers were allowed to sell their produce directly 
to consumers rather than through the state redistribution chain. There are no price 
controls, nor any state interference in setting price limits. Prices are set by supply and 
demand. Any growers that have state contracts must first fulfill those contracts that 
supply the national ration system and other subsidized food distribution such as to 
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hospitals and daycare centers. Only the excess produce after complying with these 
contracts may be sold at the farmers markets. Growers earn much higher prices at the 
farmers markets, an economic benefit that has stimulated increases in production. Market 
sales provide very good incomes, and are subject to a ten percent sales tax, except in 
Havana and Santiago de Cuba, the two largest cities in Cuba, where sales tax is kept at 
five percent. This gives an economic incentive to growers to sell where the country's 
food needs are greatest (Henriquez, 1994). 

When farmers markets opened, they immediately undermined the black market for many 
food items. One week before the farmers markets opened, rice was being sold on the 
black market for 50 pesos per pound. On the first day of the markets, rice opened at 12 
pesos per pound, and the black market in rice immediately disappeared (Murphy, 1995). 
Prices in the farmers markets soon began to drop, and by January of 1995, rice was sold 
from seven to ten pesos per pound (Deere, 1995). 

With the increased need for local food brought on by the crisis and the various new sales 
options that began to open, popular food production increased all over the country. In 
1997, small scale rice production on individual plots reached 140,000 tons, nearing the 
total state production of 150,000 tons (Pages, 1998). Many rural homes now raise their 
own staples, such as beans and viandas (the root and tuber crops that are a staple in fu.e 
traditional Cuban diet). Widespread small animal raising-pigs, goats, sheep, chickens, 
and,rabbits-has also spread dramatically, especially in rural areas. 

Orie of the most important strategies for increasing food security through localized 
pr<;).:guction was to support the booming urban gardening movement. To do this, the 
M'Jis~ of Agricultur~ made another unprec~dented move and created the world's ~~st 
cot.dmated urban agnculture program that mtegrated: 1) access to land, 2) extension 
semces, 3) research and development, 4) new supply stores for small farmers, and 5) 
organized points of sale for growers and new marketing schemes, all with a focus on 
urban needs. 

III. The Beginning of an Urban Agricultural Food System 

Urban agriculture was almost non-existent in Havana before 1989. Under the 
revolutionary government, state distribution channels provided adequate food for all 
citizens for thirty years. Even the poorest residents had no need to grow their own food 
before the economic crisis because the state distribution system guaranteed all basic 
staples. From 1959 into the 1980s, there was literally no hunger in Cuba (Benjamin et al, 
1984). While a variety of basic items, such as rice, beans, and cooking oil were 
distributed through the ration system at highly subsidized prices, the "parallel market" 
provided unlimited amounts of many additional goods at slightly higher, but still very 
affordable prices. 
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