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A PRELIMINARY EVALUATION OF THE NEEDS
FOR AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION IN A FREE CUBA

Larry S. Daley1

Agricultural extension services are going to be an es-
sential part of rebuilding the Cuban economy after
the restoration of democracy. The transition from
terribly inefficient and unproductive downwardly-di-
rected mechanisms, now in place, to client-directed,
voluntary and open support of agricultural technolo-
gy poses problems. Especially difficult will be the
need to change the mindset of present agricultural
scientists in Cuba from the mandating mode now in
use, to a service support role; and acculturation of all
personnel who have been educated abroad to work
effectively within the mores of present day rural Cu-
ba.

What will be proposed is a supporting role based
upon United States agricultural research and exten-
sion methods with emphasis on handling a multitude
of diverse crops and the development of grower
groups to support applied research for each crop. A
pluralistic approach is suggested, in which public en-
dogenous and worldwide agency funded, private
non-profit, and for profit organizations would all
participate. Resolution of conflict between free indi-

vidual stakeholders with diverging opinions and in-
terests will be given careful attention.

WHAT IS AGRICULTURAL EXTENSION?
Agricultural extension provides information to sup-
port agricultural producers. Most agriculturally sig-
nificant states of the United States have agricultural
extension systems. These systems arose out of coop-
eration between the Land Grant Colleges and the
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA),
in a process that started in the U.S. Civil war era and
has continued ever since.

In the broadest sense, extension is: “customer driven
service to agricultural producers, processors, market-
ers and associated businesses; commodity and re-
source-oriented groups; and state and federal agen-
cies” (College of Agriculture, 1995).

In its narrowest sense, extension provides essential in-
formation to run a successful farm or agriculturally-
related business. The information provided runs
from methods of bookkeeping to suggested spray
schedules to control disease, planting methods, etc.
This information is provided on demand via phone,
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visits, publications, e-mail, and the internet (web ad-
dresses given in References section). Extension re-
sponds to farmers’ needs and farmers’ emergencies.

However, extension is not just technology transfer
but a much wider process in which elucidation of ag-
ricultural policy, and development of agricultural
leadership, are deployed to enhance agricultural pro-
ductivity, general prosperity and well being. In this
sense, extension has some aspects roughly similar to
some of the things the Banco de Fomento Agrícola e
Industrial de Cuba (BANFAIC) used to do in the Cu-
ban Republic era (Ferragut, 1995). However, exten-
sion does not set policies for agriculture; it acts in an
impartial manner, merely providing information and
training to all who request it.

Since we are from Oregon, we will use this state’s ex-
tension service as an example. The Oregon State
University (OSU) extension service mission state-
ment is: “We deliver research-based, objective, infor-
mal education to help Oregonians solve problems,
develop leadership and manage resources wisely.”
The Oregon extension service has strong research ties
to the Agricultural Experiment Station, the Forest
Research Laboratory, and other research and knowl-
edge bases.

Since its founding in 1911, OSU extension has
grown to have offices and faculty in all 36 Oregon
counties. These counties would roughly correspond
to Cuban “municipalities.” More than half the OSU
extension faculty (extension in the United States is
most commonly organized within an academic envi-
ronment) are located off-campus. There are about
300 faculty (corresponding to 214.5 full time posi-
tions, as many extension faculty have other academic
duties) and about 200 support staff. The faculty are
located in or assigned to ten of OSU’s academic col-
leges.

The Oregon extension service helps an area more
than twice Cuba’s total land, but with less than half
Cuba’s crop land (see Table 1). In addition, Cuba’s
cropping period is continual, not seasonal as in
Oregon.

In Oregon extension, there is extensive networking
to communities, state, region, and nation. Some
30,000 volunteers contribute almost 2 million hours
each year. These are real volunteer stakeholders who
gain and serve through this interaction. This is equiv-
alent to 1,100 full-time employees. To respond to lo-
cal needs, there is a citizen advisory council for each
county and statewide. It is recognized that there will
be difficulties in promoting volunteerism in Cuba,
given the abuses of this principle and coercion in Cu-
ba. It is likely that, with the exception of returning
exiles, there will initially be little support for this part
of the program on the island.

To connect to the research community, Oregonian
extension agents work closely with local, state, and
federal research programs. A 36-county planning
process shapes statewide programs and priorities. The
system provides access to the full educational and re-
search resources of the university.

A corresponding program in Cuba might, for exam-
ple (information taken from Colegio de Ingenieros
Agrónomos, 1994; Fors, 1956; Daley 1997; and per-
sonal communication 1999), provide input from
many areas of the Island. One could envision: coffee
growers, reforestation and proposed bioprospecting
personnel near Los Números in the Sierra Maestra;
tobacco growers near Viñales; cattle ranchers in Ca-
magüey; vegetable growers at Güira de Melena; and
citrus growers near Jagüey Grande taking interest in
the matter. All this would be linked up to Cuban re-
search sites such as La Quinta de los Molinos in Ha-
vana and the agricultural experiment station at Ran-
cho Boyeros, and to various U.S. land-grant colleges.
However, since mistrust of the present government is

Table 1. Comparison Between Crop Land 
Area in Oregon and Cuba

Location Parameter Kilometers 2 Acres Caballerías
Oregon Total area 251,419 62,113,064 1,872,680
Cuba Total area 110,922 27,408,826 826,364
Oregon Agric. area 70,819 17,499,293 527,722
Cuba (estim.) Agric. area 96,500 23,845,000 718,936
Oregon Crop land 21,500 5,312,785 159,900
Cuba (estim.) Crop land 61,007 15,074,854 454,500

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture (1999, p. 8); Borhidi (1991, pp. 
29, 175); Merriam-Webster (1997, pp. 874-875).
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so great, implementation of such a multilinked pro-
gram in a free Cuba would require great diplomacy,
knowledge of Cuban history and local cultures, and
considerable interpersonal skills.

All this would be worth while since the resulting or-
ganization would be an association of free people ex-
pressing their opinions and interests and trying to
reach consensus on priorities. Yet, the appeal of this
approach, if carefully and tactfully implemented,
may find surprising support since it would be so very
different from the downwardly directed system now
so busily destroying Cuba’s agricultural productivity.

Given the burden of recent totalitarian history on the
psyche of all involved, and especially the grower, it is
necessary to make clear extension is a customer-driv-
en service (College of Agricultural Sciences, 1995).
And in this changing environment, public relations
and psychological factors will be required to let grow-
ers know that their information needs will be met.
For the system to work, it is important that growers
freely express their views and be encouraged to seek
advice from extension, private industry, private con-
sultants, international agencies, etc.

Groups of growers for each crop could, as they do in
Oregon, organize commissions to self tax their prod-
ucts to support the research they need and to get the
information they must have in order to be successful
and prosperous growers in a free and democratic so-
ciety.

A totalitarian command economy, such as Cuba has
now, induces dependency. When this situation
changes, it will also be necessary to emphasize that
with freedom comes self-reliance. Extension agents
must have the proper skills to encourage, in the most
tactful but energetic way, the life view that growers
and producers have full responsibility for their ac-
tions. Extension is not a service to do the farm work
for the farmers, growers, producers—it is to help
them by providing them with information to better
farm, grow and produce.

For extension to work, it must be a system where
grower inputs and self-responsibility have as large a
role as does advice from research and extension
agents. For example, outbreaks of new or newly viru-

lent plant disease are facts of life in agriculture in
Cuba as elsewhere. Today in Cuba, when this occurs,
foreign intervention is blamed (Granma, 1999;
Dedaj, 1999), and since nothing can be done about
this putative cause, a passive attitude is fostered.

However, the reality is that regardless of the political
situation, every few years, a new crop disease or pest
will appear. For instance, one insect pest (Thrips
palmi (Karny)), blamed for crop damage in Cuba
(Dedaj, 1999) is really a cosmopolitan pest common
in most part of the subtropical and tropical world in-
cluding the Caribbean. Thrips palmi control methods
are described by University of Hawaii extension
agents Jayma. L. Martin and Ronald F.L. Mau (1992
references cited in quotation are found at the au-
thors’ web site):

The melon thrips is resistant to most insecticides. As a
result, eggplant growers in Hawaii have reduced their
pesticide applications to conserve natural enemies.
Growers on Oahu and Maui have successfully used
this strategy. Methiocarb was found to be the most ef-
fective on cucurbits in New Caledonia, but the insec-
ticide is not registered for use on food crops in the
U.S. Oxamyl was once effective, but its current use-
fulness is doubtful. Single treatments of oxamyl ap-
plied to watermelon reduced active immature stages
somewhat, but did not affect populations. Two treat-
ments, applied 3 days apart, however, had significant-
ly better results (Johnson, 1986). Tolerance to organ-
ophosphates was reported in Japan (Suzuki, 1982).”

The problem of pest and pathogen spread is not new,
it pre-dates the founding of the United States. The
reason there was a “Boston Tea Party” and not a
“Boston Coffee Party” was the spread of coffee rust
to Sri Lanka (Ceylon was taken by England in 1797).
Sri Lankan coffee planters, their plantations ravaged
by the coffee disease, turned to growing tea (Klein,
1979).

“Mal de Panamá,” the Cuban or Panamanian disease
of bananas, was named Fusarium cubense E.F. Smith
(Cook and Otero, 1939). This pathogen now called
Fusarium oxysporium cubense (E.F.Sm.) Wr. was dis-
covered by E. F. Smith, the great United States De-
partment of Agriculture plant pathologist (Rodgers,
1952; Campbell, 1981) in Cuban plant material
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(Smith, 1910; Cook and Otero, 1939). As a result of
this disease, major development of a banana industry
in Cuba was thwarted, way before the present leader
of the Cuban government was born.

In a response to pest or pathogen threats, there
would be no blaming mysterious planes flying over-
head as is done now in Cuba. Free people stand on
their own feet: the response must arise from the
growers, not from some all powerful government
agency. The Cuban growers would band together
with each other and with the extension service to
support research to defeat the disease. This is what
the hazelnut growers of Oregon have done with East-
ern Filbert Blight (e.g., Hazelnut Pest Management
Guide, 1999; Johnson et al., 1996) or the Northwest
U.S. wheat growers with Septoria blights (Baltazar,
1990; Kronstad, 1999).

EXTENSION IN A FREE CUBA

A free Cuba will need extension support for major
agronomic crops especially sugar cane and others
such as rice. For this purpose new Cuban extension
services and private consulting services may well need
to seek technology and organizational systems for
this in U. S. states with similar agriculture. Thus
technologies of extension from states as Florida, Cali-
fornia, Hawaii, Louisiana and Texas may well be the
wisest choices for these crops. In this matter it is wise
also to consider the contribution of Cuban exile agri-
cultural organizations (e.g. Colegio de Ingenieros
Agrónomos, 1994; former functionaries of the BAN-
FAIC of the Cuban Republic era, as described by
Ferragut, 1995). Older data found in publications
from Cuba’s republican era (e.g. Martínez Andreau,
1958) still contain useful information.

However, the Oregon State University extension ser-
vice while only one of many others, is particularly ap-
plicable to the Cuban situation. This applicability
does not arise from climatic or crop considerations,
but because of the great diversity of crops grown in
this state parallels the great diversity of minor crops
of Cuba’s countryside.

Oregon’s continual introduction of novel crops, and
the success in which this state supports its agriculture
is also applicable to the Cuban situation. It is my

somewhat biased opinion that Oregon agriculture is
closer to the yeoman small holder ideals of José Martí
than to the more extensively uniform crop cultural
practices seen in other states:

Oregon State University Extension Service provides
education and information based on timely research
to help Oregonians solve problems and develop skills
related to youth, family, community, farm, forest,
energy, and marine resources. It carries out its mis-
sion by extending the research knowledge base of the
University to people who need the information, and
provides leadership in applying this knowledge to the
problems people have identified (Oregon State Uni-
versity). However, since this paper is about Cuba,
not Oregon, let us examine the Cuban situation
more closely.

The two most critical matters developing a workable
agricultural extension program in Cuba are funding
and psychological cultural interactions. Until Cuban
agriculture, once much fought over source of riches,
is revived, support for agricultural extension will, by
necessity, have to depend on external aid and invest-
ment. This of course must be directed towards self-
sufficiency as soon as possible.

Cuba in most of the last 40 years, concurrently with
the destruction of its economy, has depended on ex-
changes of military sacrifices of its inhabitants in ex-
ternal wars for funding internal programs. All aid
must be directed towards founding self-supporting
mechanisms. Farmers must be first aided to get on
their feet and to acquire a sufficient level of prosperi-
ty and agricultural education to support extension
programs politically and economically. This of
course is major part of the objectives of ASCE and
much discussed in previous, present and future meet-
ings of this organization. Thus this matter will not be
presented here.

The psychological and cultural barriers to a success-
ful agricultural extension program in a future free
Cuba are both more subtle and less easy to define,
grasp and overcome. Many of these barriers arise be-
cause of uncertainty about land ownership. The form
land ownership takes in a post Castro Cuba will by
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necessity form the structures and responses of Agri-
cultural Extension in a free Cuba.

Who will the Cuban Agricultural Extension serve?
This service will serve all in Cuba requesting its help.
However, each potential group of growers who will
need to be served will present different challenges.
On the fall of the present regime there will be by ne-
cessity a struggle for land ownership. These groups
include:

Land owners derived from the present power
structure. It is easy, on logical legal and moral
grounds, to dismiss the claim to lands by present day
administrators of cooperatives who can be expected
to wish to continue their control over the lands un-
der their charge. However, from a point of view of
power, this may be less easy. The experience of Mex-
ico, Nicaragua, and especially Russia (Charlton,
1999; Matloff, 1998a, b) suggests that many of these
individuals will seek to hold large pseudo haciendas.
Here, their accustomed powers will continue to be
exercised and their incredible incompetence in agri-
cultural administration would continue to continue
to delay private land ownership and beggar the coun-
try. Carlson (1996) states: “Currently these farms ac-
count for about 5 percent of the agricultural land in
Russia and have an average size of about 44 hectares.
The remaining land is still in collective and a few
state farms. The disastrous wheat crop of 1995 has
focused more attention on the agricultural sector of
the Russian economy, and time will tell if Yeltsin will
fulfill his campaign promises of restoring agricultural
production through debt forgiveness and protective
tariffs.”

Matloff (1998a, b) describes the situation very vivid-
ly (see references for some more details); for example
Matloff (1998b) states: “Until the national Russian
land code comes into effect, people are very cautious.
Besides, a lot of people lack the money to buy.” That
kind of resistance to private ownership is exemplified
by Igor Kudashev, who heads a collective farm in the
village of Stari Burasi, an hour’s drive outside Sara-
tov. The farm has increased output mainly by getting
rid of 300 workers and hiring experts. But it still is
still run pretty much the way it was in Soviet days: by
a boss who has ample caviar on his table and lords

over workers who hoe by hand and travel in horse-
drawn carts.” And in Nicaragua, “One of Mr. Orte-
ga’s (Sandinista) chief aides did not help the pact’s or
his party’s image when he said on television that for
the Sandinistas, the central goal of the pact was to
safeguard the 193 companies and farms the party
kept when it gave up power in 1990. Most Nicara-
guans remember bitterly what was called the piñata,
“the grabbing of properties by the Sandinistas when
their revolution failed. The pact is not just the at-
tempt of the Sandinistas, whose popularity continues
to decline, to hold on to what they’ve got, critics say,
but also part of the Liberals’ “recapitalization” effort
after the devastating property losses the party suf-
fered with the Sandinistas’ 1979 revolution” (Har-
binson, 1999). One would expect that in a true de-
mocracy these individuals would not be successful in
establishing a power base. Such land ownership will
negate any successful agricultural extension pro-
grams. In this case psychological approach, unless
very adroit, it not expected to be useful and legisla-
tive or even police or military action may be re-
quired.

Collective groups. It seems that there will be idealis-
tic socialistic groups seeking collective land owner-
ship (e.g. Hidalgo, 1999). However, it is doubtful
whether these groups can survive, as such, in a free
economy and a free society except when led by ex-
ceptional individuals. However, one would expect,
that most such attempts would fail through struggles
between individuals with different visions. In the re-
sulting “shakedown,” changes in structure are to be
expected and these could end up as similar in struc-
ture to agricultural commissions that exist in the
United States. These groups would make use of agri-
cultural extension and may seek such service. Every
way to help these groups through extension should
be applied.

Individual growers. There surely will be loose asso-
ciations of small land holders liberated from the
structures of land tenure imposed upon them by the
present government. These growers certainly will be
able to use the information provided by an agricul-
tural extension service. Care will be needed to present
the extension as a service not a command. In addi-
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tion these clients will need to know they are wel-
come.

Legal owners of land. Land in Cuba at present is
not held under a rule of law; land use is based upon
changing decisions and decrees. The legal owners of
the land will seek, and many will succeed, in recover-
ing their lands. Many such legal owners recovered
their lands (e.g., as did one of my greatgrandfathers;
Mambí Coronel Don Benjamín Ramírez), confiscat-
ed by the Spanish, after the Cuban War of Indepen-
dence. This is a complex group of owners which will
include both Cuban and foreign interests. In this re-
gard it is wise to remember that a majority of the
holdings in Cuba, before Castro, were held by Cuban
nationals, as illustrated by data in Table 2 on sugar
mill ownership. Both owners of large and smaller
holdings would be clients of the Extension Service. A
more traditional U.S. extension-client relationship
may be most appropriate here.

Extension agent training is going to be one of the
more difficult parts of the task. For not only will it be
necessary for agents to know the technical details and
where to get more information, but the situation will
demand a great talent for getting along with all cli-
ents of the extension service. Training will also have
to take into account the very different back grounds
and life views of those who grew up and were trained
in agriculture under the present government, of non-
Cuban potential agents in the United States, and of
Cuban-Americans who want to help. It is not going
to be easy.

The old stresses derived from overbearing authorities
of the present regime will still exist in the minds of

many. Leonel Morejón Almagro (1999), president of
the Grupo Ecologista Naturpaz, describes the matter
as follows: “El delegado ‘elevó’ los planteamientos a
todas las instancias, las eternas lamentaciones y las
eternas evasivas: ‘Estamos trabajando en eso.’ Toda
burocracia es mala, pero la burocracia comunista es
de las peores.” Thus, in a free Cuba, choice and
training of extension agents must keep this lack of re-
sponsiveness of the prior regime and its effect on the
growers in mind.

CONCLUSION

Establishment of an Agricultural Extension service in
a free and democratic Cuba using models based upon
existing state-level systems in the United States is po-
tentially a very promising idea. Problems to be faced
include land tenure resolution and especially the psy-
chic scars and false mental barriers from forty years of
totalitarian rule.
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