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DECENTRALIZATION, LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
AND CITIZEN PARTICIPATION IN CUBA

Nelson Amaro

The collapse of socialist regimes after 1989 reflects
more bankruptcy than political change. The “old rev-
olutionaries” and/or “counter-revolutionaries”—
depending on the perspective—have been left un-
employed. Before, a subversive agenda existed for
“would be” destroyers or builders of “Ancient Re-
gimes,” “Betrayed Revolutions,” and “Restorations.”
Their prescriptions were very similar to the way Fidel
Castro seized power in Cuba. These prescriptions
were summarized, with historic descriptions, in
Curzio Malaparte’s (1932) classic book on “coup
d’etat techniques,” a very popular book in Cuba pri-
or to Batista’s departure.1

The demise of socialism does not come about in this
way. At some point in time, the parties in power real-
ize that the system does not function as it was antici-
pated and begin to remedy this situation through
policies to manage the regime effectively. Policy pre-
scriptions run in the direction of establishing “mar-
ket” mechanisms. These reforms tend to be tempo-
rary orthodox economic measures. For example,

1. The coup d’etat required general crises in a country coupled with “revolutionaries” who had the political will to control through ac-
tion the regime’s central systems of command posts, communications and infrastructure.

Lenin’s “New Economic Policy (NEP)” relatively
soon after socialism began in the Soviet Union.

Former socialist countries followed this same pattern
in 1989. The degree to which they allowed autono-
my at the enterprise level varied, permitting some de-
cisions to be based partly on costs, prices and earn-
ings. Recent research suggests that these reforms
come in cycles. They intend to solve critical short-
term economic problems, but in the long run they do
not address the root of the problem. These deeper
obstacles were related to the basic premises of the so-
cialist system itself.2 They attempted to correct the
“Stalinist” version of socialism derived from the ex-
periences of the former Soviet Union since 1917, lat-
er extended to Eastern European countries after the
Second World War.

The realistic alternative is to change the system. The
economic breakdown associated with “bankruptcy”
has opened the way for political transformations of
the system.3 Cuba, however, is an exception to this

2. See Kaminski (1994). Poland passed through these stages in 1956-58, 1964-65, 1969-70, 1971-73, 1981-83 and 1988-89. “Howev-
er, once each of the crisis was eased, Polish radical components of the reform were typically dropped. Thus, politics played a major role”
(p. 154).

3.   The best description of this process is given in Solnick (1996). What is important is the expectations of lower agents in the bureau-
cracy that perceive breakdowns in “property rights” and hierarchy structures to their advantage. The generalization used by this author
is similar to the inverse of a “panic” or “depositors’ run” affecting a specific bank. When panic reaches its peak, all principals (clients)
run to save what belongs to them of what is left. The inverse relationship refers to the fact that in the case of systemic bankruptcy, panic
stems from top authorities when is confirmed by them that lower agents in the chain of command are challenging their control and they
do not want to appeal to force or punishment for compliance. At that point in time, all actors make decisions to capture power and re-
sources (institutions, enterprises and fiscal benefits) for their own use. The system—namely the authority, power and political
structures—then break down. This is different from a “coup d’etat” or a revolutionary take over.
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last generalization. Some have argued that the Cuban
regime, resilient to the changes needed, may become
a “socialist museum.”4 This thought is widespread
among many Cuban intellectuals who are attempting
to search for answers to the situation within the is-
land.

This conceptual paper will discuss the present situa-
tion in Cuba and different alternatives that may help
to extend economic changes to the political sphere. It
will describe the objectives and transitions in the So-
viet Union and Eastern Europe in an effort to derive
lessons that might be helpful in analyzing the Cuban
situation. Furthermore, it will examine the extent to
which “capitalist” thinking has been introduced into
the Cuban political, legal and social structures re-
garding decentralization, local government and citi-
zen participation. Finally, it will suggest major ways
in which the Cuban experience differs from that of
other countries, particularly those in Latin America.
In addition, this paper will suggest measures that are
needed to bring Cuban decentralization, local gov-
ernment and participation efforts in line with other
countries, particularly Latin American and the Carib-
bean nations, that are in the mainstream of modern-
ization of the state and strengthening of municipal
governments.

LESSONS FROM THE SOVIET UNION AND 
FORMER SOCIALIST COUNTRIES

One paramount lesson from the experience of the
Soviet Union and the former socialist is that the pro-
cess of “transition to market systems” is an integrated
effort involving multidisciplinary variables rather
than an economically unidimensional process. Eco-
nomic growth policies such as investment and struc-
tural adjustment mechanisms do not necessarily
work when there is no market in place. Emphasis
should be placed in developing the needed arrange-
ments and institutions that eventually would evolve
into rational behavior that will give rise to market
signals and intended effects. Economic policies

4.  For example, see a recent work by a Cuban living inside the island that still has hopes of survival, Juan Antonio Blanco (circa 1996).
Blanco says: “Cuba is today, certainly, a museum and a promise” (p. 2).

should be pursued in a context of “capacity building”
of institutionalized patterns of behavior.5 

Decentralization, local government and participation
changes draw their strength from simultaneous con-
textual changes. From the economic side, macroeco-
nomic reforms such as structural adjustment and sta-
bilization policies are only one dimension. In
addition, there is a need to expand foreign trade and
investment geared toward the participation of the
economy in the “globalization process”; expand the
private sector, encompassing the self-employed as
well as small and medium businesses and transna-
tional corporations; strengthen financial institutions
and labor markets; and develop more efficient mar-
keting and distribution systems of goods and services,
public as well as private.

From the social and political perspective, other mea-
sures that need to take place at the same time as eco-
nomic changes, are needed. For example, political
authorities should:

• enhance and make transparent property rights,
protected by an independent judiciary operating
under the rule of law; 

• disentangle the links between the Executive and
the Legislative power, ensuring minority and al-
ternate systems of representation trough fair and
certifiable elections;

• redirect the educational system towards “global-
ization” and competitiveness;

• strengthen civil society, encouraging a variety of
social organizations such as community associa-
tions, pressure and lobby groups, non-govern-
mental and private voluntary entities;

• deregulate all spheres that have dampened hu-
man initiative;

• eliminate all monopolies or privileges around
state power through privatization and the cre-

5. This approach is advanced in Rondinelli (1994).
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ation of a reliable and independent civil service;
and

• create a social safety net for the transition as a
whole.6

Only when implementation of these measures is well
advanced and documented with results, is it possible
to see significant developments in democratization,
decentralization, local government and social partici-
pation. Opening at the central level is needed to en-
act reforms. Zealous civil servants have to relinquish
their positions; new competencies and financial func-
tions at all levels have to emerge; and links with in-
termediary levels have to be built. To isolate only one
of these elements and fail to take action with respect
to the others would be a futile attempt at reforming
the system.

A recent United Nations conference dealing with
transition of former socialist countries (“Decentrali-
zation” 1995) identified major trends regarding de-
centralization and local government. On the basis of
studies regarding Bulgaria, the Czech Republic,
Hungary, Poland and the Slovak Republic, the fol-
lowing conclusions for all countries in transition
were reached:

“the reform...weakened the powers of central govern-
ment and, in most cases, eliminated or weakened the
intermediary levels at the regional and district levels
... reform has set up or reinforced the powers and au-
tonomy of local government authorities at the lowest
level as the most authentic expressions of local self-
government ... and has favored the grass-roots level ...
reflecting a desire to bring the government closer to
the governed (“Decentralization” 1995, p. 9).

These findings portray a massive transfer of state
property ownership to municipalities and passage of
extensive legislation giving to the local level compe-
tencies and independent financial means under the
principle of “self-government.” This drive was effect-

6. This last measure has been elaborated in Alonso, Donate-Armada and Lago (1994).

ed in Hungary by proclaiming “all power to corpo-
rate democracy, more restriction to public adminis-
tration, the weakest possible center and the strongest
possible local autonomy” (Balázs and Bertók 1995, p.
60). The Hungarian experience is not far from de-
centralization efforts in Latin America and elsewhere
(see, e.g., Amaro 1990, 1994 and 1996). Neverthe-
less, apart from political statements and isolated
studies, scholars either in Cuba or in the United
States have not said much in this area for the transi-

tion of Cuban socialism.7

DECENTRALIZATION CHANGES IN CUBA
There is no doubt that Cuba has already entered into
an economic cycle with state modernization reforms
which point toward the market system. This is a
trend similar to that of other former socialist coun-
tries before 1989. Measures implemented by the Cu-
ban government, however, are limited to specific ar-
eas and show contradictory trends and attitudes on
the part of those that proclaim them. The legaliza-
tion of the use and holding of foreign exchange (Au-
gust 1993) has checked speculation in the black mar-
ket but has stimulated a division between the “haves”
and the “have-nots” regarding dollars. The revolu-
tionary leadership is looking at this development
with concern. The creation of the Basic Units of Co-
operative Production (September 1993) and the au-
thorization of self-employment also have been ap-
proved in the midst of concerns about increasing
income distribution inequalities.

In addition, the military budget and personnel have
been reduced (March 1994) and a Tax Law (August
1994) coupled with a law seeking to curb fiscal eva-
sion (July 1994) have been approved. Unemploy-
ment and the informal sector of the economy have
shown considerable growth and are expected to in-
crease even more in the future. Subsidies have been
cut and prices increased to try to reach macroeco-
nomic balance. Paying lip service to “the excesses of

7. We should acknowledge an article by Cuban analysts (Dilla, González, and Vicentelli 1995) which is part of a wider study that has
not been published. Nevertheless, once in a while a sense of triumphalism emerges in this piece of work inadvertently: “Posiblemente no
existe en nuestro continente un sistema de gobiernos locales tan vigoroso y participativo...” referring to the Cuban system. A pioneering
work in this area is by Ritter (1985).
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capitalism,” a law against “illicit enrichment” was
also approved (May 1994). Taxes are being used to
curtail earnings. Fees payable to the state by self-em-
ployed workers have been raised to moderate autho-
rized self-employment.

A modest reorganization of state agencies has been
launched. The Central Planning Board (JUCE-
PLAN) has been merged with other organisms such
as the one that used to coordinate external assistance
from socialist countries (State Committee for Eco-
nomic Cooperation, CECE). All experts on the sub-
ject agree that these measures have had an impact on
the availability and reliability of statistics, which are
notably contradictory and absent. This lack of infor-
mation must be deliberate. It reinforces the “secrecy”
that surrounds these regimes and underlines the ac-
countability limits of the recent opening.

The Cuban National Bank has been strengthened
and decentralized through the consolidation of bank-
ing functions under its jurisdiction and expansion of
subsidiaries. Activities of the Cuban National Bank
in the areas of foreign commerce and tourism have
been encouraged. Susan Brandwayn (1993, p. 367)
says: 

”...among the most radical changes in Cuba’s public
management system is the decentralization of foreign
trade... Until recently, import and export procedures
were almost completely standardized: what worked
for one enterprise would be applied to all others. Now
any enterprise producing exportable goods may ex-
port and import directly...”

A Ministry of Tourism has been created. Joint ven-
tures with transnational corporations are common.
Incentives for managers and intensive training are be-
ing applied with better results than expected. No
doubt some progress has been made. A new manage-
rial style has been instituted and foreign investors
from several countries are investing in Cuba (Pérez-
López 1995). But will that be enough to overcome
the secular stagnation of socialist regimes? 

After all, “the International Country Risk Guide for
1991 showed that investors ranked Cuba 116th out
of 129 countries in which to invest” (Brandwayn
1993, p. 374). For 1995, Euromoney magazine
ranked Cuba “behind Somalia, just ahead of Haiti”
among 181 countries (Werlau 1996, p. 15). María
C. Werlau estimates, according to the highest official
figures, that “in five years Cuba has satisfied 12 per-
cent of the estimated loss of one year of subsidies and
assistance from the former Soviet Union, if we
rounded to US$6 billion annually” (Werlau 1996, p.
46). The Helms-Burton Law has increased risks for
prospective investors in Cuba to even higher levels.

In addition, no “capacity building” is observed be-
yond the specific sectors designated for change, such
as limited structural adjustment and macroeconomic
stabilization; expansion of foreign trade and invest-
ment with some “globalization” attempts; and reor-
ganization of the labor market (more as an outlet to
unemployment through self-employment than an
encouragement of the private sector in a large scale
restructuring of the labor force). Other reform mea-
sures are completely absent, particularly trends to-
ward the strengthening of civil society and reduction
of the state influence in everyday life of ordinary citi-
zens.

Even from an economic perspective, changes have
been introduced with extreme caution, as the law on
“illicit enrichment” documents. The most emphatic
statement was made by Carlos Lage, a Vice-President
of the Council of State, who to a great extent is oper-
ationally responsible for the changes: “...haremos re-
formas pero sólo para salvar el socialismo.”8

The basic power structure as defined in the 1976 and
1992 Constitutions remains in place, but specific
government dependencies are responsible for eco-
nomic priorities which are suffering drastic changes.
A new cycle of temporary “capitalism” has been in-
troduced. Decentralization has occurred when eco-
nomic requirements have determined the need to
make this concession. The model is economic reform
without political change. 

8. Pumar (1996, p. 2), quoting from El País (19 June 1994), p. 32.
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China, the most authoritarian state in South East
Asia during certain periods, and Chile under Pi-
nochet, seem to be the models for accomplishing
these objectives.9 They offer examples of societies
that were open to economic changes but, at least for
some time or permanently, refused to open their po-
litical systems to opposition forces. Cuba is following
this development model at present.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT IN CUBA
Concerns about regional imbalances may be traced
back to the beginning of the revolution. The first de-
cade witnessed successful attempts to diminish mi-
gration from rural areas to the Capital City.10 The
Institute of Physical Planning (Instituto de Planifi-
cación Física, IPF), attached during its first stage to
the Ministry of Construction, was founded in 1963
and concentrated on the location of new investments
(Boisier 1987, pp. 23-24).

These policies were relaxed during the second decade
and beyond. In addition, the territorial dimension
was better integrated into national plans in the mid-
seventies but suffered when these instruments were
rejected as unsuitable to address Cuban realities dur-
ing the “Process of Rectification of Errors and Nega-
tive Tendencies” in 1986. This attitude deepened
when the “Special Period” was declared after 1989.
From this point forward, former Cuban allies in-
creasingly left Cuba at its own.

Table 1 depicts Cuba’s territorial and population dis-
tribution by provinces and municipalities in 1992.
Ciudad de la Habana and Santiago de Cuba provinc-
es have the largest population in absolute numbers,
following patterns that were present before the Revo-
lution took place. Nevertheless it is remarkable that
the province of Holguín is very close in population to
Santiago de Cuba.

The number of municipal jurisdictions usually fol-
lows unpredictable patterns in many countries.

9. Carlos Lage said at the end of 1992 that the “experience” of China should be “studied, analyzed and kept...present” by the Cuban
leadership (free translation by the author). By 1991 exports from Cuba to China had slowed somewhat but the latter country had be-
come Cuba’s second most important market after the Russian Federation; imports have increased placing China only after Russia and
Spain. See Domínguez (1995, p. 38).

10. The outcome of these measures is well documented for the first decade in Amaro and Mesa-Lago (1970).

There is a tendency to grant municipality status to
territories when constituencies press congressmen to
comply with their wishes. The new Cuban distribu-
tion of provinces seems to have considered homoge-
neity criteria to define their limits. The number of
municipalities per province vary between 8 and 19,
with the exception of Isla de la Juventud.

The percentage distributions by province of munici-
palities and population tend to be fairly close, except
in those provinces where the population is heavily
concentrated—Ciudad de la Habana and Santiago
de Cuba. For the other provinces, there is a certain
balance between the two indicators, except in Ciudad
de la Habana, where the relationship is inverse. The
latter is the only territory, together with Isla de la Ju-
ventud, that deviate from the pattern. 

The crucial test of homogeneity is the number of
people per municipality (municipalization degree),
which is given in the last column of Table 1. The
province of La Habana appears as the province with
lowest level of population per municipality, 34,810
inhabitants, well below the average of 64,318 inhab-
itants per municipality. Nevertheless both figures are
manageable. Only municipalities in the provinces of
Ciudad de la Habana, Santiago de Cuba, Holguín
and Isla de la Juventud exceed the national average.
The rest vary between 34,810 in the province of La
Habana and 63,449 in Las Tunas. These figures are
not very far from each other. This analysis provides a
preliminary basis to consider if present provincial ju-
risdictions have been constructed considering ratio-
nal criteria. On the basis of homogeneity criteria,
which is only one dimension, the territorial division
seems reasonable.

The new 1992 Constitution appears to provide for
decentralization and local government in Cuba, but
in fact there has been little change since the former
1976 Constitution. As all socialist countries, Cuba
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has institutionalized the “Principle of Double Subor-
dination.” Marta Harnecker (1979, p. 20) says:

“The main criteria prescribe that all enterprises and
budgeted units that work for the community, namely
for the locality, ought to be transferred to the locality.
Those that work for the municipality should depend
on the Municipal Assembly; those that work for the
province should be transferred under the authority of
the Provincial Assembly and those that work for the
whole country remain on the hands of central organi-
zations.”

The consequences of this principle are readily seen at
the local level, where administrative organs of “Poder
Popular” (People’s Power) are responsible for a myri-
ad small businesses: pharmacies, candy shops, baker-
ies, dry cleaning shops, restaurants, cafeterias, movie
theaters, etc., are under the Principle of Double Sub-
ordination. This is a heritage of measures taken dur-
ing the “Revolutionary Offensive” at the end of the
sixties; radical changes at that time resulted in gov-
ernment control of 100 percent of industrial and
commercial activities.

The Principle of Double Subordination is applied to
these operations units through administrative direc-
torates. Consequently, these directorates depend on
state provincial and central organizations such as
ministries, committees, assemblies and institutes.
These entities are in charge of elaborating policies to
make operations uniform at the local and provincial
level. Tourism, for example, is managed at the cen-
tral level because it is a national priority. The same
happens with sugar production.

The concept being applied in Cuba, as in all socialist
countries, is deconcentration. Subsidiaries are creat-
ed, but decisions ultimately remain within the
boundaries of central government authorities. The
approach is eminently administrative. A sense of
“rights and duties” involved in self-government and
autonomy is absent. At any moment, central govern-
ment authorities can revoke any decision taken at
lower levels. The French model (well regarded in Lat-
in America) which has improved its decentralization

components recently, offers a good example of the
above regarding the relationship between the central
government (the prefect) and local authorities (Mar-
cou 1995, p. 125):

“...the new general rule is that local government pub-
lic power decisions are subject only to legality supervi-
sion... If the prefect considers the decision unlawful,
he refers it to the administrative court... the prefect
will notify to the local authority the unlawfulness to
be removed, and will appeal to the court only in case
of conflict with the local authority... Financial tute-
lage was also abolished and replaced by supervision
both by prefects and new and independent regional
chambers of accounts.”

Local self-government is ruled out in Cuba. The
1992 Constitution is clear about the endorsement of
centralism when it states that Cuba has a socialist
economy (Article 14) with a comprehensive central

plan.11 It also states that “decisions taken by higher
state organs are mandatory on lower ones”(Article
68(d)) and “lower state organs are responsible to
higher ones and have to report to them about their
management” (Article 68 (e)). An Executive Council
composed of the President of the State Council (Fi-
del Castro himself) and Ministers appointed by him,
may decide matters which are the competence of the
Ministers’ Cabinet (Article 97). The Cabinet may re-
voke decisions of subordinated administrative organs
accountable to Municipal Assembly (Article 98).

The Cuban municipal system resembles the “weak
mayor-strong council” model, which means that af-
ter elections are held for delegates to the Municipal
Assembly, the President of the Municipal Assembly
is also the President of the municipality or the May-
or. The Municipal Assembly is equivalent to a large
Municipal Council and has faculties to revoke the
mandates of the Executive Council managed by the
Mayor. This last organ is in charge of managing the
production and delivery of basic social services
(health, education, social security) or economic oper-
ations such as the ones mentioned under the Princi-
ple of Double Subordination.

11. All quotations are taken from Constitución (1992). Free translation by the author.
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The problems facing these municipal authorities vary
by size, migration and urban/rural components (Dil-
la et al. 1995, pp. 65-73):

• A municipality like Havana-Center presents low-
er levels of efficiency in services because of the
variety and difficulty of problems encountered.

• Another municipality, Bayamo, is much more
integrated but unemployment is rampant and fe-
male representation in political affairs and labor
force is notably absent.

• Santa Cruz is a small municipality suffering from
sudden migrations but not pressures on basic ser-
vices. Integration problems revolve around diffi-
culties with neighbors from other areas that are
rejected by old settlers.

• Chambas is a rural municipality where the popu-
lation is dedicated to agricultural activities.
Chambas has not changed much in two decades
and does not seem that its future would be dif-
ferent from what it is now. The provincial gov-
ernment is taking away many of the functions
formerly performed by the municipality of
Chambas.

What comes out of the analysis of sub-territorial
units is the complete dependence of the units on the

central government. For instance, independent statis-
tics of municipal budgets have never been published.
There are indications that some taxes presently gath-
ered at the local level are allocated to municipalities
directly without having to channel these funds to the
central level. Nevertheless, the fact that statistics on
these revenues have never circulated in thirty-six
years of revolutionary government is the best indica-
tor of the importance given in the past and present to
local governments. Changes brought about by the
Rectification Process and the Special Period do not
involve any modification of this structure except the
elimination of regions as intermediary administrative
units, new electoral laws, and the emphasis given to
People’s Councils (Consejos Populares, bodies where
local authorities and neighbors sit together). The fol-
lowing description of the situation in Poland before
1989 may fit the current Cuban situation (Stepien et
al. 1995, p. 80):

“Local government loses the reason for its existence,
and local authority is attached to structures of a so-
called uniform system of state authority... The non-
partisan public service apparatus is replaced with the
so-called “nomenklatura” system. In essence, this is a
catalog of senior officers in administration, army, pol-
icy, and—what is very important—in the judiciary
staffed by people approved by the party... They lose
the right to own property and to execute budgets in-

Table 1. Cuba: Territorial Organization and Municipal Indicators

Provinces Population 1992
Number of 

municipalities

Municipalities: 
percentage 
distribution

Population: 
percentage 
distribution

Municipalization 
degree: Population/

per municipality
Camagüey 761,855 13 7.69 7.01 58,604
Ciego de Avila 382,766 10 5.92 3.52 38,277
Cienfuegos 376,333 8 4.73 3.46 47,042
Ciudad de la Habana 2,160,901 15 8.88 19.88 144,060
Granma 810,939 13 7.69 7.46 62,380
Guantánamo 507,414 10 5.92 4.67 50,741
Holguín 1,010,658 14 8.28 9.30 72,190
La Habana 661,395 19 11.24 6.08 34,810
Las Tunas 507,595 8 4.73 4.67 63,449
Matanzas 627,114 14 8.28 5.77 44,794
Pinar del Río 709,867 14 8.28 6.53 50,705
Sancti Spíritus 441,025 8 4.73 4.06 55,128
Santiago de Cuba 1,015,106 9 5.33 9.34 112,790
Villa Clara 820,801 13 7.69 7.55 63,139
Isla de la Juventud 75,982 1 0.59 0.70 75,982
TOTAL 10,869,751 169 100.0 100.0 64,318
Source: Programa de Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (1996) on the basis of information given by CEPAL-GTZ, La Descentralización Financiera: la
Experiencia Cubana, Política Fiscal Ser. 62, (Santiago de Chile: CEPAL-GTZ, n.d); and INSIE-CEE, Anuario Demográfico de Cuba (La Habana, 1993).
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dependent from those of the state. They do not have
separate self-governmental staff at their disposition,
and their councils are not freely elected.”

The structure and situation of Cuban municipalities
as well as their efficiency depend on factors that are
beyond their control. On the other hand, decentrali-
zation is not a panacea. It is a means for certain goals
related to the development model that has been
adopted at the central level. This is the way basic
needs are satisfied at the local level. On the other
hand, many other factors intervene in the chain of
command between municipal authorities and the
highest authorities which are also beyond what a lo-
cal government can do. These forces from above tend
to take away the few competencies that municipali-
ties exercise. This is particularly relevant in a socialist
country where centralism is the adopted system of
government.

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
Recently, there have been changes regarding citizen
participation: the Electoral Law (1992), the “Conse-
jos Populares,” and the extension of the so-called
“Rendimiento de Cuentas” (accountability), which is
a mechanism that forces elected representatives to re-
port to their constituency. The Electoral Law intends
to open political spaces to people from the grassroots.
This is a very important point to clarify because it
can put in doubt statements made above regarding
the similarity between the Cuban and the Polish mu-
nicipal systems. After the enactment of this law, there
will be two kinds of direct and secret elections in Cu-
ba: to elect deputies to the National Assembly of the
“Poder Popular” (each for 5 years) and to elect dele-
gates to Municipal Assemblies (each for 2 years and a
half). Before the electoral reform, the provincial and
national representatives were elected indirectly by the
Municipal Assembly once that body was elected.

The principle of both the nomination and the elec-
tion of representatives by the people is the main ar-
gument to defend the new electoral system. This ar-
gument runs against the control of who should be
elected by the structures of the party. “The multi-

party system is a concession—says Fidel Castro
when discussing this law—which can never be ac-
cepted.”12 The system attempts to reconcile the exist-
ence of one party system with democracy. No doubt
that this unique party, as in the Polish case, is the
Cuban Communist Party. Any citizen has the choice
to vote for one candidate, two candidates, all candi-
dates or none from the Cuban Communist Party.
The crucial test is that any candidate should have 50
percent of the electorate plus one vote to be consid-
ered elected. Otherwise a second round may take
place to make this possible.

For making this principle effective, a Candidacy
Commission has been created. It is presided by the
Confederación de Trabajadores de Cuba (Confedera-
tion of Cuban Workers, CTC) and composed by
mass organizations such as Federación de Mujeres Cu-
banas (Federation of Cuban Women, FMC) and Co-
mités de Defensa de la Revolución (Committees for the
Defense of the Revolution, CDR ) and others. In the
past, this Commission was headed by the Commu-
nist Party. An effort has been made to prevent the in-
fluence from the only political party existing in the
country in distorting the elections, according to Cu-
ban authorities. 

The Organs of People’s Power consist of five-tier set
of assemblies. From lower to higher levels they con-
sist of: neighborhood, electoral districts (circun-
scripción), municipal, provincial and national levels
(Ritter 1985, p. 273). The Candidacy Commission
takes the nomination of candidates to the neighbor-
hood jurisdiction. Neighbors approve these candi-
dates by a show of hands. Candidates for the neigh-
borhood are nominated as possible delegates for the
electoral districts (circunscripción). Usually only one
person is nominated and appointed, although other
potential candidates may be taken to this assembly at
the neighborhood level, anticipating the possibility
of rejections. 

Experience shows that actual rejection is rare. Ritter
(1985, p. 280) states that during the end of the
seventies—before the more recent changes took

12. See, e.g, Castro (1992, p. 4) and (1993, pp. 2-7). 
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place—“...it is highly unlikely that a candidate with
a questionable background, of a noncompliant dis-
position, or openly hostile, would let his or her name
stand as a nominee, thereby risking public embarrass-

ment.”13 Circumstances have not changed since these
statements were made. The process of nomination of
candidates now is more structured than in the past.
Mass organizations and the Party at the local level are
often composed by the same people. Candidates at
the municipal level are elected by direct and secret
vote of all of the circumscriptions.14 Thus, the elected
circumscription delegates constitute the Municipal
Assemblies. These elections take place every two
years and a half with the difference that every other
election, they also serve as elections for provincial
and national office.

Electoral commissions have the task of distributing
photos and biographies of all candidates at the local
level. Electoral campaigns by individual candidates
are forbidden. The attitude of the revolutionary elite
regarding political campaigns has always been nega-
tive. For the revolutionary elite, political campaigns
are synonymous with “politicking.” The vices of
democracy—particularly those that prevailed before
the Revolution—are often brought up in public by
the old leaders. According to the revolutionary elite,
these shortcomings should be avoided, just as it is
important to avoid the proliferation of parties that
will divide the Cuban nation.

Another measure that tends to enhance representa-
tion from below is a rule that stipulates that 50 per-
cent or less of all elected deputies for the provincial
and national level, must be drawn from the Munici-
pal Assembly. This rule tends to balance representa-
tion, giving grassroots leaders who are young and un-
known a better change of being elected to higher-
level bodies.

13. In view of this statement, it is difficult to understand the conclusion reached by Ritter (1985, p. 281) that “local level OPP (Organs
of People’s Power) assemblies do permit local initiative and participation” in leadership selection.

14. For an illustration see the information in Castro (1992).

Recently, Raúl Castro (1996), when reporting to the
Central Committee of the Cuban Communist Party,

summarized the results of these changes. Elections
held in February 24, 1993, had a 99.57 percent turn-
out of eligible voters. For the elections held in Janu-
ary, 1995, turnout was 97.1 percent. The decrease in
support was expressed publicly from one point in
time to another. While people casting blank or not
valid ballots in 1993 was 7.0 percent, this percentage
reached 11.3 percent in 1995.

Some scholars believe these figures reflect a political

reality where participants show trust in the system.15

An alternative explanation, which portrays a better
understanding of the situation, is given by Marifeli
Pérez-Stable (1995, p. 163):

“I ask myself: this citizenry, those university gradu-
ates, technicians, qualified workers, who the majority
of them became adults after 1959, do they have their
own ideas different from the leadership on the partic-
ular situation that Cuba faces as well as on the Cuban
Nation? I assume so and even in some cases I know in
fact that this is the way they think, but we do not
know that for sure because the political system does
not offer guarantees for debating differences of opin-
ion and, especially in different projects and visions.”

No alternatives have been presented to the Cuban
people in a way that a decision can be made without
pressures and manipulations. External pressures as
well as internal social control has prevented authentic
expression. The very high voter turnout rates may be
explained, in addition to trust on the system, by iner-
tia in the way attitudes are expressed, family or
friendship ties, fear, mobilization capacity of the
Communist Party and mass organizations, igno-
rance, survival, double standards of morality, politi-
cal ambitions, attitudes toward stepping up in the so-
cial ladder, “politicking” for a single party,
conservative behavior to keep a job in government

15. For example, Rodríguez Beruff (1995) says that “the high level of participation (98 percent) and the relatively reduced number of
blank and invalid ballots, according to official figures, make unreliable the scenario of catastrophic bankruptcy of the political order that
some analysts and political sectors predicted in recent times.” 
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payrolls, or any combination of all these factors. Par-
ticipation rates in elections approaching 100 percent
of the population who cast their vote, were not rare
among the socialist countries—the former Soviet
Union and Eastern European countries—just a few
years ago. Thus, these figures and their publicity as a
success, may be deceptive.

Electoral procedures violate the right to secrecy at the
neighborhood level. In addition, pressures arising
from zealous militants may create an atmosphere of
fear and distrust which are difficult to overcome.
Some neighborhoods may show a greater consensus.
On the other hand there are 50 percent of candidates
at the provincial and national level that are consid-
ered national personalities or figures, and their popu-
larity only tested within that context. In these cases,
the population has no other alternative. There is no
way to determine by certified, independent observers
that the consensus is valid and reliable as the leader-
ship claims either at the local, provincial or national
level.

Before the 1993 elections, the only organ of People’s
Power that could send forward nominees to the Pro-
vincial and National Assemblies, was the Municipal
Assembly. Typically, the Municipal Assembly would
do this after its delegates were elected. A report by a
Cuba analyst (Dilla 1995, p. 77) referring to all elec-
tions through the beginning of the 1990s stated that
on average, 70 percent of the elected representatives
or delegates belong to the Communist Party or the
“Unión de Jovenes Comunistas” (Young Commu-
nists League, UJC), despite the fact that this group
represents only 17 percent of the population.

Another report (Ritter 1985, p. 281) states that “in
1979, 6 percent of Provincial delegates and 3.3 per-
cent of National delegates were unaffiliated (to the
Communist Party); 99.2 percent and 100 percent of
Provincial Executive Committee and National
Council of State members, respectively, were Party
members.” Despite the new arrangements to give
greater importance to mass organizations, the earlier
tendency approximates what also has happened in
the 1993 elections. In Poland (Stepien et al. 1995, p.
80), the system has been described as “a tri-level
structure (provincial, county, gmina), where the

councils are established on the same undemocratic
basis...and executive bodies are subordinated to the
central, as well as local, structures of the Communist
Party.”

The other institution which is emphasized in terms
of promoting more participation, is the “Consejos
Populares” (People’s Councils). Although this orga-
nization was contemplated in the 1992 Constitution
(Article 104) and was experimented before in the
Matanzas province in 1974, according to Cuban
sources (Asamblea Nacional 1995), conditions are
now better for its implementation. These conditions
include the elimination of intermediary levels (the re-
gions) and the increase in the number of provinces
from 6 to 14. In addition, new responsibilities were
placed on the local level during the “Special Period,”
such as the collection of taxes and the approval and
control of self-employment and economic plans,
which require greater collaboration between commu-
nity organizations and municipal authorities. 

At present, there are 1,551 “Consejos Populares” in
the whole country. The 14,000 Delegates of the
Consejos Populares and of the Municipal Assemblies
(Councilmen) select a President for this organization
among themselves for each “city town, neighbor-
hood, settlement or rural zones” (Article 104 of the
1992 Constitution). They work with mass organiza-
tions (CDRs, women organizations, small farmers,
workers and representatives of social services and
production centers in each jurisdiction). These orga-
nizations collaborate with local governments working
for greater efficiency in production and services activ-
ities and to strengthen popular participation and the
quality of life of ordinary citizens. They also exercise
fiscal supervision over all entities rooted at the mu-
nicipal level regardless of their subordination status.

An important accountability institution is the “ren-
dimiento de cuentas,” where each elected delegate re-
ports his or her work performance to the electorate
twice a year. The delegate reports information and
establishes a dialogue with the population. As a re-
sult, solutions are found to problems and agreements
are reached with the participation of neighbors. Ac-
cording to official figures 31.2, 24.4 and 22.0 per-
cent of the electorate participated in these events in
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Guantánamo, Las Tunas and Santiago de Cuba be-
tween November and December 1995, respectively
(Asamblea Popular 1995, p. 4). This institution,
however, has been put into effect only since the end
of the 1970s. In any event it will reinforce reforms
being enacted at the local level as a result of direct
elections of provincial national assemblies.

Recruitment at the grassroots level at a time of crisis
seems to be a genuine concern. According to Pareto’s
Law on the “Circulation of Elites,” revolts and revo-
lutions emerge when channels to political power are
curtailed and a capable leadership emerges from be-
low. These leaders do not have other alternatives to
exercise their skills and are able to challenge top au-
thorities. In this sense, the measures to increase par-
ticipation are an attempt to prevent this danger and

ensure the continuity of the revolution.16

Another trend may be detected by analyzing the in-
terplay between the Communist Party and mass or-
ganizations vis-a-vis the charismatic leadership of Fi-
del Castro. One constant characteristic throughout
time is Castro’s resilience to be intermediated by in-
stitutionalized organizations. During calm times,
e.g., the 1970s, he has relied on institutional mecha-
nisms. When difficult times come, then he turns to
mass organizations to survive. The swings from left
to right and back which have characterized the Cu-
ban Revolution and its leadership exemplify this pro-
cess. During crises, somehow, some form of “direct
democracy” is seen as a viable solution without much
intermediation. The Rectification Process and the
Special Period are no exceptions.

Changes made at the local level reflect more a unique
characteristic of the Cuban Revolution and less of a
concession to align Cuba with similar accountability
and democratic concerns at the international level.
Nevertheless, this concession gives territorial respon-

16. Since the Rectification Process at the beginning of the 1990s, there has been a concern with this problem. For example, at present
14 of the 25 members of the Political Bureau of the Communist Party are new, and only 6 members remain of those elected at the First
Congress in 1965. Concerns revolve around the perception of the revolutionary leadership that new generations are out of touch with
the realities and sufferings experienced by their generation before the Revolution. They believe that new generations take for granted the
benefits they enjoy. See del Aguila ( 1996, p. 397). The meteoric career of Roberto Robaina, current Minister of Foreign Relations, re-
sponds to these concerns.

sibilities to the Central Organization of Trade

Unions, an organization that has been far away from

local structures and has not played a significant role

in any stage of Cuba’s political development.17 This

inclusion may be an internal compromise between

the Communist Party and the charismatic leadership

of Fidel Castro. In any event, the top hierarchy of

mass organizations are interchangeable with the top

hierarchy of the Communist Party. Often Party lead-

ers shift positions in mass organizations and vicever-

sa.

In addition, phenomena such as “sociolismo” (a pop-

ular expression mocking the word “socialism” and

meaning dubious partnerships) and survival through

illegal exchanges in kind, where goods belonging to

the state are appropriated if not openly stolen, are so

subtle that it is difficult to draw the line between cor-

ruption and proper behavior on the part of civil ser-

vants. These concerns were raised during the Sixth

Congress of the Communist Party in May 1992. Ac-

cusations of “improper behavior,” such as participat-

ing in the black market, trafficking in foreign ex-

change and prostitution, were quoted as

“contaminating” members of the Union of Young

Communists and the Communist Party (Domínguez

1995, p. 30). To apply the law strictly would amount

to putting on trial a significant portion of the popu-

lation, including government authorities. Therefore

the “accountability” exercise seems rather ritual when

one examines the underlying phenomena where a

significant percentage of the Cuban population are

involved in illegal activities and many authorities ei-

ther profit from these illegal exchanges or tolerate

them.

17. Dilla (1995, p. 118) confirms this statement.
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NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS 
(NGOS) ALLOWED BY THE REGIME

According to Raúl Castro (1993, p. 5), the revolu-
tion defines civil society as mass organizations such as
the CDRs and the FMC. In a report presented before
the Central Committee of the Cuban Communist
Party, Raúl Castro classified NGOs according to
whether they contribute or not to the so-called
“Track Two.” In this last category fall all social orga-
nizations, universities or international donors that,
according to the revolutionary elite, harbor inten-
tions to subvert the revolution while hiding behind
research activities or wish to strengthen civil society
in Cuba. “Track One” corresponds to organizations
that are openly opposed to the revolution.

Under these circumstances, the statements made by
Raúl Castro (1996) to revolutionary intellectuals is
not surprising. He calls to their attention to the dan-
ger of making individual foreign policy decisions
when dealing with international donors and NGOs.
He warns that this path may lead them to play into
the hands of the enemies of the revolution. Raúl Cas-
tro (1996, p. 34) said:

“...those who want to use the NGOs as a disguise for
their subversive and counter-revolutionary organiza-
tions, which were created, are subordinate to or are
promoted by the imperialists to destroy the revolu-
tion and Cuba’s independence, haven’t the slightest
possibility of success in our country.”

Changes promoted by the regime tend to strengthen
national organizations more so than local jurisdic-
tions. In addition, all state dependencies related to
mass organizations have been left unchanged, espe-
cially those belonging to the Ministry of Interior and
the Ministry of the Armed Forces. This lack of action
puts in doubt the autonomy of mass organizations,
whose hierarchies are interchangeable with state au-
thorities. Leaders of the Cuban Communist Party at
the national level are appointed as heads of many of
these mass organizations. Raúl Castro’s wife Vilma

Espín, for example, was for a long time the Head of
the FMC.

Maida Donate-Armada (1996), who left Cuba only 3
years ago, has said that the CDRs

“are the organization that permitted the government
to exercise social control in neighborhoods, supplant-
ing other neighborhood associations and preventing
the establishment of other forms of neighborhood-
based associations independent of the state. As a mass
organization, [the CDR] brought about the perma-
nent presence of the social control system carried out

by the state within family units.”18 

This organization deserves study in depth. In other
countries there has been attempts to set them up, but
in nowhere else has this organization played the para-
mount role that it played—and still plays—in Cuba.
Such an attempt was made in Nicaragua, but the
Nicaraguan families in the urban and rural neighbor-
hoods rejected the Sandinistas’ policies. Specifically
they resented, and expressed that attitude at the bal-
lot box, the compulsory military service of their chil-
dren to fight an uncertain war. Electoral results were
unfavorable and the Sandinistas had to relinquish
power.

In this sense, CDRs have been a unique contribution
of the Cuban Revolution to the heritage of modern
day dictatorships. The CDRs and FMC were created
in the sixties, when internal strife was at its maxi-
mum and the radicalization of the revolution was
taking place. These organizations developed their
projection without the existence of a Communist
Party.

To a great extent, the passionate militancy that ac-
companied the creation and growth of CDRs and
FMC at the neighborhood level was an urban phe-
nomenon. Its basis was the Urban Reform, that to-
gether with the radicalization process encouraged the
departure of hundred of thousands of Cuban citizens
to the United States and other countries. Most of
those who departed came from to the Cuban high

18. The author has compared the views of Donate-Armada (1996) with information received from independent sources interviewed by
the author in early 1987 and later. The two sets of views do not differ very much. In addition, the author has consulted United States
Information Agency (1988, pp. 107-109). The paragraphs that follow are based on these sources.
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and middle social classes, and left behind their homes
and properties. Their distribution of those properties
among those who were using them or those who
were loyal to the Revolution, may be called the Cu-
ban “Piñata.” This process is equivalent to what oc-
curred in Nicaragua at the end of the seventies. Be-
hind extreme revolutionary attitudes and militancy
rejecting any negotiated solution with exile commu-
nity may be the fear by the rank and file that these
properties could be reclaimed by their original own-
ers, as was the case in Nicaragua. 

The same may be said of the “Revolutionary Offen-
sive,” which expropriated thousands of small busi-
nesses at the end of the sixties. The Cuban Commu-
nist Party reached higher status in the seventies when
the institutionalization process was accepted and dip-
lomatic relationships with the Soviet Union peaked.
The Rectification Process prompted a revival of mass
organizations beginning in 1986. Therefore, the new
roles assigned to mass organizations during the cur-
rent “Special Period” have antecedents.

On the basis of changes made in 1987, which al-
lowed certain information to be made public, the au-
thor took the pains of tracing the links between orga-
nizations at the block level and the state security and
military apparatus. Recent verification of this infor-
mation confirms that basically this is the structure
that prevails nowadays. The structure is shown in
Figure 1.

The CDR VOP (Vigilancia y Orden Público—
Vigilance and Public Order) Front works directly
with the uniformed police. At the end of the 1980s,
CDRs were reorganized, with each sector now con-
sisting of several city blocks with one person assigned
control. Each morning, the sector controller meets
with the CDR officials (the president, vice-president,
or other official), particularly those in charge of
VOP, at each block and obtain the daily log of activ-
ities in that particular block. 

The CDR officials have the duty to know the activi-
ties of each person in their respective blocks. There is
an individual file kept on each block resident, some
of which reveal the internal dynamics of households.
For this reason Maida Donate-Armada (1996) says

that “perhaps the greatest contribution (of the

CDRs) to the history of world espionage may be to

have raised to the level of counterintelligence the dai-

ly gossip (chismes) and disagreements (bretes) that go

on at the neighborhood level. Citizens must be care-

ful of their actions and of what they say, as they are

being constantly monitored by the block CDR.

The structure consists of a president, vice-president,

a treasurer, an organizer, an official responsible for

the work force, and another for ideological control.

CDRs al include an important component, referred

to as the CDR Vigilance and Public Order Front

(Vigilancia y Orden Público). After the September

1986 CDR Congress, a special component (front)

was introduced to assist those young people who nei-

ther work nor study. This division of the CDR is re-

ferred to as the Prevention and Education Front.

This front notifies the police department of all perti-

nent information regarding young people who are

neither in school nor working.

CDR characteristics probably vary according to pop-

ulation size, prevalence of common crime or acts

against the state, extremism of the CDR authorities,

educational level, etc. An important variable is the

lack of commitment of the rank and file at the local

level. 

Militancy in CDRs is interchangeable with other or-

ganizations such as the FMC, the Communist Party,

or the League of Young Communists. Any militant

of the Party or of the Youth must show that he or she

is a member of the CDRs and/or FMC. These last

two organizations, together with the Party and the

Youth are the most active at the local level. The stat-

utes of the Cuban Communist Party of Cuba, Chap-

ter VIII, Article 73, states:

“The Party guides and directs the work of the mass

and social organizations, based on the principle of full

and conscious acceptance of its leadership role and of

the influence its members and aspirants have in the
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mass organizations, while recognizing the organic in-
dependence of those organizations.”19

Within each block, there is one other agent who
deals indirectly with the CDRs: this person reports
directly to an officer of the security apparatus of the
Ministry of Interior. Very rarely are the secret duties
of this person known to other block citizens or CDR
officials. In order for a CDR official to be informed
of the duties of this person, there must be a working
relationship on a particular case.

19.  As quoted in Ritter (1985, p. 277).

The organization of the CDRs by sectors and blocks
follows the national-regional-province-municipality-
zone-sector-block pyramid structure. The sector con-
troller holds a full-time job. They patrol on foot
since they do not have other means of transportation.
Their work hours might vary from 9:00 a.m. to as
late as 11:00 p.m. Most of them do not even live in
the sectors they patrol. The president of the CDR
provides all pertinent information to the sector con-
troller. Frequently, however, the sector controller
does not trust the CDR president and usually verifies
this information with VOP Front Officials.

Figure 1. Cuba: Links between the CDR’s Vigilance System and Government Bodies



Decentralization, Local Government and Citizen Participation in Cuba

276

If enough evidence of wrongdoing is found regarding
a particular citizen, the sector controller meets with
that individual. Three warnings are given to each cit-
izen, with the first two given in written form. After
one warning, the citizen’s file is classified as category
A; after two warnings, as B. The third warning results
in the arrest of the citizen and classification of his or
her file as category C.

There are national, provincial, municipal, and zone
meetings for all CDR presidents, who then pass on
the information to their block officials and citizens.
The VOP Front consists of people who have shown
extreme loyalty to the revolution, and who are will-
ing to go to great means to discover wrongdoing.
The background of the Front officials varies from re-
tirees to people who have served in international mis-
sions. The ideological control person usually has a
college degree. 

As is depicted in Figure 1, the Ministry of Interior
and the CDRs have parallel structures. Security bod-
ies (intelligence and counterintelligence) and police
back-stop this mass organization. Designation of of-
ficials for different posts within CDRs, especially for
being in charge of “vigilance,” are subject to consul-
tation with the MININT officer in charge.

This network in turn is linked to the chiefs of “de-
fense zones” and territorial militia, which are the
lower layer of the so-called “Republic of Cuba’s
Unique System of Exploration” and the mobilization
chain for any war action. “Defense zones” are in
charge of evacuating the civil population and de-
stroying cities and towns if the socialist system is in
danger. These activities are connected to the Minis-
try of Armed Forces. 

There are “Voluntary Brigades of Activists” that are
mobilized according to instructions of the state secu-
rity apparatus. The Brigades are sometimes called
into action by the police. They are the direct ante-
cedent of the so-called “Brigadas de Respuesta Rápi-
da” (Quick Response Brigades) that hold “repudia-
tion meetings” in front of the homes of undesirable
neighbors, sometimes when it is known that they
plan to leave the island. The Brigades are a sort of
para-military organization backed by the Cuban au-

thorities established for the purpose of harassing and
fighting—physically sometimes, with sticks, bricks,
and hammers—dissident neighbors and families.

The notion of civil society is alien to the policies that
the Cuban leadership is pursuing at present. The the-
ories of “transmission belts” and an “enlightened
vanguard” suit more closely regime’s goals and
modus operandi. The essence of civil society lies in
the possibility that social groups could be autono-
mous, particularly from military and government tu-
telage and control. This is impossible in today’s Cu-
ban society. The leadership has a horizontal
circulation system that allows the same faces and
names to transfer from government to mass organiza-
tions to military positions. This revolving system has
been operating for 36 years. 

The Party, the State and mass organizations are inter-
twined. To claim that Cuban mass organizations rep-
resent civil society is to deny that the latter has any
right to exist as an independent force. This is the
kind of participation Nazi and fascist regimes en-
courage, together with the “personality cult” of the
leader. The revolutionary leadership and the leader
himself have designed a totalitarian society; changes
to the control mechanisms and reforms are attempts
to strengthen this grip.

BRINGING CUBAN DECENTRALIZATION 
AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT EFFORTS IN 
LINE WITH OTHER COUNTRIES
Concerns with decentralization and local govern-
ment are common worldwide. These concerns have
emerged in the former socialist countries as well as in
Latin America. Comparing the agenda in these coun-
tries with what is occurring in Cuba, suggests that
Cuba differs from the other countries with regard to
the following:

(a) The decentralization and local government drive
in Latin America and the Caribbean and elsewhere is
aimed at improving democracy, based on multiparty
elections. A multiparty system is out of the question
for the revolutionary elite in Cuba.

(b) There is an effort elsewhere to reduce the influ-
ence of the state by changing its orientation to make
it focus on essential functions (internal order, inter-
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national relations, defense and provision of needed
infrastructure) and an efficient delivery of services
based on citizens preferences. Cuba’s 1992 socialist
Constitution runs counter to these objectives. 

(c) There is a consensus that the delivery of services
may be carried out by the state, by the for-profit pri-
vate sector, or by NGOs. The latter two may inter-
vene directly, do so through franchises or contracts,
receive subsidies or special bonuses, or use any com-
bination of all these options. The creation of a mar-
ket where different service providers can compete is
not the purpose of changes that have been taking
place in Cuba. NGOs are regarded as entities dedi-
cated to espionage and subversive activities. Despite
statements to the contrary, the Communist party
pervades all mass organizations. 

(d) The trend elsewhere is for countries organized
with federal governments (Argentina, Brazil, México
and Venezuela) to implement fully the federal system
as opposed to ancient traditions of centralism. For
countries with unitary systems of governments—the
rest of Latin America—the tendency is to federalize.
Cuba remains a unitary system of government.

(e) Cuba has rejected the concept of regions while
countries more advanced in the decentralization pro-
cess have created sub-divisions that absorb some of
the functions of the central government and receive
“situados” (funds) or revenues from specific taxes
that can be used directly and autonomously by terri-
torial sub-units. Without financial independence of
subterritorial units, it is a chimera to talk about au-
tonomy or “independence.”

(f) Local government autonomy, a long term claim
expressed by people in municipal jurisdictions, is
granted in Latin America with very few controls. In
the case of Brazil, for example, this autonomy ex-
tends to fiscal management. All Latin American

constitutions—except for Cuba—currently grant
autonomy to municipalities. Further, most former
socialist countries have rejected the principle of dou-
ble subordination, which Cuba maintains.

(g) The most important “bridge” is between munici-
pal authorities and local organizations, tied to prob-
lems of their jurisdictions, rather than national orga-
nizations. Local organizations such as Local
Administrative Boards (Juntas Administradoras Lo-
cales) in Colombia and Juntas de Vecinos (Neigh-
bors’ Boards) and Consejos Económicos y Sociales
Comunales (Community Economic and Social
Councils) in Chile are already under way in these

countries and have millions of affiliates.20

(h) Changes to state organization made by the Cu-
ban leadership recently have been primarily motivat-
ed by economic concerns. They have followed a pat-
tern of decentralization where enterprises and state
dependencies have been given new responsibilities
formerly executed at the central level, but still deci-
sionmaking comes from above. What is being
searched in former socialist countries and most coun-
tries of Latin America is not decentralization, but the
devolution of authority, which includes policies to
strengthen autonomous organizations and self-gov-
ernment of subterritorial units.

(i) Employment in Cuban state payrolls has been re-
duced but the scope of reduction appears limited.
This situation contrasts with significant efforts made
in Latin America regarding decentralization and
strengthening of local government. For instance, Co-
lombia has been engaged in state modernization
since 1974. A new (1991) Constitution has been ap-
proved which makes significant reforms at the central
and sub-national level. The central government has
reduced its size significantly in Chile and Colombia
through reorganizations taking into account sub-ter-
ritorial layers. Large numbers of former central gov-

20. “Juntas Administradoras Locales” exist in Colombia since 1986. By 1994, it is reported that 30 cities had their neighbors orga-
nized. It is estimated that these cities cover 40 per cent of Colombia’s population. In the case of Chile, pursuant to Law 18.893 on Ter-
ritorial and Functional Territorial Community Organizations, affiliations grew significantly during the period between 1973 and 1988,
when there were serious restrictions on these organizations imposed by the military regime. By 1991, three years after the law was enact-
ed, affiliations reached close to 3 million members, a figure that exceeded levels attained before 1973. For the Colombian case see San-
tana (1994); for the Chilean case, see República de Chile (1993).
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ernment workers have been transferred to local gov-
ernments.

CONCLUSIONS
The experience of the Soviet Union and former so-
cialist countries indicates that the approach to sys-
temic transitions should be multi-dimensional ap-
proach. Structural adjustments and macroeconomic
stabilization policies are not enough. They must be
accompanied by capacity building of institutional
patterns of behavior around the rule of law, private
enterprise, globalization, competitiveness, state mod-
ernization, municipal strengthening and human re-
sources training, among others, in order to stimulate
market forces and rational behavior.

Decentralization steps and changes in local govern-
ment and citizen participation in Cuba seem to be
limited to specific sectors such as foreign trade and
tourism. They resemble the usual “capitalist” cycles
undertaken by former socialist countries in the past.
They aim to isolate the political sphere and, there-
fore, its power structure, from economic openings.
Cuba is not following the model of countries under-
going democratic transitions and is instead pursuing
that of countries with authoritarian rule seeking eco-
nomic openings to the rest of the world. It may be
useful to examine the extent to which other
regimes—for example, Spain during the last years of
Franco; China with its four modernization princi-
ples; Chile under the military regime after the plebi-
scite; Taiwan under the influence of Chinese emi-
grants at the beginning but suffering political
changes after the death of Chiang; Singapore with its
present regime; Indonesia under Sukarno and Suhar-
to; Korea since the sixties until recent democratic
changes at the end of the eighties introduced effective
multi-party systems, balance of power and anti-cor-
ruption practices—have managed to accept greater
political opening than Cuba.

There is no doubt that former socialist countries clos-
er to the category of developing countries seem to be
more resilient to change. There are distinctions be-
tween the less developed socialist countries—such as

China, Viet Nam, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Cu-
ba, the Democratic’s Republic of Korea and Laos—
where there is still a commitment to socialist ideolo-
gy and the expectation of a greater role for the state,
and post-socialist states such as Poland, Hungary,
and the former Czechoslovakia and German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR), which are undergoing drastic
political and economic changes toward market be-
havior and closer relations with Europe and the
United States.21 The former Yugoslavia is a middle-
of-the-road example where non-socialist parties took
control of the Federal Republics of Slovenia and
Croatia, while the remaining areas are more attached
to former socialist structures. It should be recognized
that these are dynamic situations, and changes may
be in store that will make some of these judgements
seem premature.

Within the sample of authoritarian countries, Chile
was able to make the transition toward democracy
even though military influence still prevails in certain
areas. Taiwan and Korea also offer similar transitions
after authoritarian periods. Taiwan as well as Chile
had regimes with a strong degree of personalism.
Spain offers a good comparison as Franco shared
many characteristics with Fidel Castro: Galician ori-
gin, anti-Americanism, military background, lan-
guage and cultural heritage, although they had very
different ideological approaches. However, there is
nothing in Cuba like the Spanish monarchy that
could play the role of an intermediary institution.
The revolution did not leave any competing organi-
zation intact. Perhaps, the Catholic and some Protes-
tant churches, together with powerful foreign coun-
tries, could play this role. Recently the hierarchy of
the Catholic church has called for change and recon-
ciliation through a national dialogue between the re-
gime and its opponents in Cuba and in the exile
community (Aguila 1996).

A similar contrast may be made with Augusto Pi-
nochet in Chile, with the difference that Pinochet
has preferred to guide his succession while he is still
alive and protected by the military. In this sense, Pi-

21.  I owe this distinction to Sobhan (1994, p. 38).
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nochet seems to be at some point between Franco
and De Gaulle regarding the concern for the legiti-
macy of his regime and succession. If Castro does not
take steps in the direction of legitimacy of successors,
polarization will prevail. So far, Castro has been care-
less, slow and stubborn regarding alternatives to the
present system. The odds at present are against the
survival of the Cuban revolutionary heritage in his-
toric terms, that is, beyond the life span of any indi-
vidual.

The top leaders have their mind on pursuing eco-
nomic reform measures but not their hearts. Their
attitudes are contradictory. Human initiative is cur-
tailed if growth entails palpable inequalities, such as
those related to dollarization of the economy. State
technocrats give autonomy to managers of enterpris-
es but within certain limits. These constraints may
lead to artificial results. The zealousness of maintain-
ing everything under state control leads to bargaining
negotiations between technocrats and managers be-
cause market mechanisms simply are not there. This
has been the case in former socialist countries.

Changes made at the local level follow a logic that
has characterized the Cuban Revolution since its be-
ginning. It reflects a genuine concern regarding the
greater participation of young people and a lower lev-
el of concern regarding local leadership at all levels of
the power structure. The new electoral legislation
eases the difficulties of young people in reaching
higher positions within governmental structures.

Issues tackled by other countries in regarding decen-
tralization and local government seem very far from
concerns being addressed by Cuba’s government.
Democracy as it is known in most parts of the world
is not a goal of the Cuban regime; autonomy of sub-
territorial units is not a concern; fiscal decentraliza-
tion is not relevant; NGOs are attacked and legitima-
cy of their activities is questioned; market-building
steps are absent; privatization is out of the agenda ex-
cept in for some narrow areas; and state organization
remains much as it is defined in the 1976 Constitu-
tion.

This approach, to a large extent, also reflects the cir-
cumstances of the special period. Again, the sense of

being under attack and the drama for the Cuban
population, still being asked to make more sacrifices
without hope that the future will bring greater re-
wards may be influencing these outcomes. Openness
may be synonymous with betrayal. The revolutionary
leadership feels that is entitled to select their opposi-
tion among Cuban political forces within and out-
side the island: their own scholars, their capitalists,
and now even their own NGOs. The discourse be-
hind recent changes regarding decentralization, local
government and participation also reflects this cau-
tious approach. The trend is toward greater degree of
social control instead of less government intervention
in the private life of ordinary citizens.

The Cuban revolutionary leadership has been in
power for 36 years. To a great extent the basis for the
legitimacy of its social order is still charismatic, rest-
ing on the personality of Fidel Castro. This is not
strong ground for stability in the future. The charis-
matic leader has to continue working miracles to
keep beliefs alive. Gone are the heroic times when the
revolution broke with the Cuban establishment
promising the millennium to a radicalized popula-
tion. Gone are the long speeches and the revolution-
ary appeals—the “two or three Vietnams” in Latin
America and international revolutionary duties in
Angola and the Third World, the nationalizations,
the “revolutionary offensive,” the pursuit of a “New
Man,” the 10 million-ton sugar harvest, and the
“birth of a communist society in one generation.”
The top leadership has asked heroic achievements
from succeeding generations of Cubans and contin-
ues appealing for more achievements and sacrifices
during the “Rectification Process” and “Special Peri-
od.”

Now it is the turn of ordinary citizens. They have
been subject to mobilizations and military enlist-
ments; voluntary labor; salary cuts; food rations;
“vigilante” activities; and family divisions. Not even
sport activities have been free from these manipula-
tions. To follow a path of self-fulfillment in baseball,
such as joining a professional U.S. major league
team, a rather innocuous action in any country in
normal times, becomes a “betrayal” and evidence of
“counter-revolutionary” behavior. Pressures has be-
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ing created from internal as well as external sources.
Foreign ’invasions,” “embargoes,” isolation policies,
and mere indifference has helped sustain an other-
wise critical situation for years without any sight of
light at the end of the tunnel. The search for a politi-
cal structure adjusted to human needs calls for a halt
to any kind of pressures. The only sensible measure
to put an end to these sufferings, pressures and ma-
nipulations is to let the Cuban people express their
will. If the people is the sovereign, as Sarmiento once
said, let’s educate the sovereign. 

The Cuban people are entitled to be fully informed
so that they can make the best decisions. Information
should flow freely to make this possible. Then, a na-
tional election, certified by international observers,
should take place. It is the only basis to bring about
legitimate decentralization, local government and
participation at present. However, the attitude of the
Cuban revolutionary leadership toward the Nicara-
guan elections preclude a positive reaction to this
suggestion. The Cuban reality today is very far from
these goals. 
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