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AGRICULTURAL REFORM IN CUBA: IMPLICATIONS FOR 
AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION, MARKETS AND TRADE

William A. Messina, Jr.

The creation of Basic Units of Cooperative Produc-
tion (Unidades Básicas de Producción Cooperativa
or UBPCs) from the former State farms in 1993 and
the opening of Agricultural Markets (Mercados
Agropecuarios or MAs) in 1994 were significant
steps in a process of reform and transformation for
the agricultural sector in Cuba. Some analysts argue
that, as a result of the failure of the government to
continue its process of economic liberalization, the
transition for the Cuban economy in general and for
agriculture in particular can be characterized as a dis-
mal failure. This paper reviews the most current
available data in an effort to characterize the present
situation in the agricultural sector in Cuba and to as-
sess the impacts that these policy changes have had
on Cuba’s agricultural production, consumption and
import patterns.

THE CHANGING STRUCTURE OF 
PRODUCTION

Legislation authorizing the establishment of UBPCs
from the former State farms in late 1993 marked the
beginning of a significant process of transformation
in the structure of agricultural production in Cuba.
Nova González (1998) wrote: “the positive experi-
ence over more than 20 years with smaller Agricul-
tural Production Cooperatives (Cooperativas de Pro-
ducción Agropecuaria or CPAs) provided the
foundation for the planning and creation of the UB-
PCs. Even during the early years of the Special Peri-
od, the CPAs had demonstrated their ability to better
adapt to difficult economic conditions” (p. 1).

The transition from State farms to UBPCs occurred
rapidly following the passage of legislation authoriz-
ing their creation in September of 1993. By the end
of 1995, over 2,800 UBPCs had been created (Ofici-
na Nacional de Estadísticas 1996; see also Table 1)
encompassing about 42 percent of total agricultural
land in Cuba, a proportion that remained steady in
1996 and 1997 (Table 2). State farms, which held
nearly three-quarters of total agricultural land area in
Cuba in 1989, only represented about one-third of
the land area by 1995 (Table 1).

In the 1996 issue of the Anuario Estadístico de Cuba,
there is a change in the statistical reporting for agri-
cultural small holders that is worth noting. In the
1989 Anuario, there was a single reporting category
for “dispersed private” farms. However, in the 1996
issue, there is a category for “dispersed private” farms
and an additional category for “other private” farms.
No explanation is provided for the distinguishing
characteristics of “dispersed private” farms and “oth-
er private” farms.1 When the figures for the “dis-

Table 1. Number of UBPCs in 1996

Number
Sugar cane 1,288
Livestock 735
Fruit crops 26
Citrus 115
Tobacco 51
Rice 15
Coffee and cacao 232
Various crops 342

Source: MINAG and other sources.



Cuba in Transition · ASCE 1999

434

persed private” farms and the “other private” farms
in the 1996 Anuario are added together, they appear
to represent the continuation of the single statistical
series of “dispersed private” farms from the 1989 is-
sue. Assuming this is the case, between 1989 and
1996, agricultural land area for all “private” holders
(i.e., “dispersed” plus “other” holders) increased by
nearly 17 percent, from 230,600 hectares to 269,200
hectares (Table 2). This expansion may reflect the in-
fluence of government programs to provide land in
rural areas to small holders to produce chiefly coffee,
cacao and tobacco. However, Nova González report-
ed that, by 1998, over 100,000 hectares of land had
been distributed to small holders, so the majority of
the distributed lands are held in some form of pro-
duction other than the “private” category (See Table
3).

Between 1989 and 1996, agricultural land area for
Cooperatives of Credit and Services (Cooperativas de
Créditos y Servicios or CCSs) also increased by al-

most six percent from 739,100 hectares to 782,700
hectares (Table 2). While this increase is only about
one third of the percentage increase in agricultural
land area experienced by “private” farms, it repre-
sents a larger absolute increase in land area since
CCSs represent a larger proportion of total agricul-

tural land area than the “private” farms.

1.  This author speculates that the “dispersed private” farms may be those farms with quota obligations for sale to Acopio while perhaps
the “other private” farm category represents holders who are so small that the government does not establish quota obligations for them.

Table 2. Agricultural Land Area in Cuba by Form of Tenancy, Selected Years.
(Units=1,000 ha)

1989 1995 1996 1997
Area % Area % Area % Area %

Total 6,772.0 100% 6,684.2 100% 6,614.5 100% 6,614.6 100%
State 5,032.5 74.3% 2,178.7 32.6% 2,166.8 32.7% 2,166.9 32.7%
UBPC 0 0% 2,816.6 42.1% 2,775.6 42.0% 2,775.6 42.0%
CPA 769.8 11.4% 649.5 9.7% 620.2 9.4% 620.2 9.4%
CCS 739.1 10.9% 787.3 11.8% 782.7 11.8% 782.7 11.8%
Dispersed farms 230.6 3.4% 192.2 2.9% 210.2 3.2% 269.2 4.1%
Other private 59.9 0.9% 59.0 0.9%

Source: Anuario Estadístico de Cuba, 1989 and 1996 issues. 1997 figures are those reported by Pampín Balado (1998).

Table 3. Land Given 
to Individual Producers

Crop Hectares

Number of 
bene-

ficiaries

Area per 
producer 

(ha)
Coffee and Cacao 54,806 12,719 4.3
Tobacco 41,602 20,891 2.0
Vegetables, roots and tubers 5,180 22,376 0.23
Total 101,588 55,986 1.8

Source: Lage (1996), Granma (January 30, 1998) and other sources. Table 4. Selected Indicators for 
Agricultural Production 
Cooperatives (CPAs) 1980-1996

# of CPAs
Total Area a

(ha)

a. Agricultural plus non-agricultural land area. (Note: Data in Table 2
refers only to agricultural land area.)

Average Area/
CPA (ha)

Average # of 
members/

CPA
1980 1,035 212,900 206 29
1981 1,128 383,400 340 35
1982 1,416 690,500 488 45
1983 1,472 938,200 637 56
1984 1,414 988,300 699 51
1985 1,378  1,008,800 732 51
1986 1,368  1,011,500 739 49
1987 1,418 977,000 689 49
1988 1,398 907,700 649 47
1989 1,353 876,300 648 47
1990 1,305 838,900 642 47
1991 1,287 807,800 628 48
1992 1,219 782,900 642 50
1993 1,202 772,500 643 50
1994 1,174 753,200 642 53
1995 1,160 740,900 639 54
1996 1,156 725,800 628 54

Source: Anuario Estadístico de Cuba, 1989 and 1996 issues.
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Despite the expansion in agricultural land area for
UBPCs, “private” farms and CCSs, between 1989
and 1996, agricultural land area for CPAs fell by
nearly 20 percent from 769,800 hectares to 620,200
hectares (Table 2). This is actually a continuation of
a pattern of steady declines in land area that had been
experienced by the CPA sector in Cuba since the
mid-1980s (Table 4). (Note: Table 4 shows this
trend in terms of decreases in total land area for
CPAs, which equals the “agricultural” area data series
used in Table 2, plus “non-agricultural” land area
that includes forests, swampy and otherwise unusable
land, plus areas for buildings, etc. Time series data
for changes in CPA “agricultural” land area is not
available.) This trend stands in contrast to the afore-
mentioned quote by Nova González regarding the
“positive experience over more than 20 years” with
the CPAs.

In their 1993 work (based on the 1989 Anuario),
Puerta and Alvarez documented how CPAs, CCSs
and “dispersed private” farms utilized their land
more intensively (that is, cultivated higher propor-
tions of their agricultural land areas) than the State
farms in the late 1980s. This trend continued
through 1996, with the UBPCs showing higher rates
than the State farms in the proportion of their agri-
cultural land area under cultivation (Table 5). On av-
erage, State farms were only cultivating about 44 per-
cent of their available agricultural land in 1996
compared to 57.9 percent for CCSs, 61.2 percent for
CPAs, 64.5 percent for UBPCs, and 68.3 percent for
“private” farms. Viewed another way, State farms
had an average of 13.8 percent of their agricultural
land area idle; this is more than twice the proportion
of idled land area for UBPCs and “private” farms and

more than three times higher than the proportion of
idled agricultural land area for CPAs and CCSs.

The creation of UBPCs brought about an important
shift in average farm size in Cuba as UBPC farm sizes
approached those of CPAs. The magnitude of the
shift in scale is documented in Table 6. In the case of
sugar cane, livestock and tobacco, average UBPC size
was less than 10 percent of the previous State farm
size. The average size for UBPCs for production of
vegetables, roots and tubers was only slightly more
than 10 percent of the previous State farm size, and
rice UBPCs were less than 20 percent of the size of
previous State rice farms. The contention in Cuba is
that the decrease in scale of agricultural production
that the UBPCs have brought about will be the basis
for a more efficient and sustainable production sys-
tems under the conditions of limited availability of
agricultural inputs. In examining shifts in the pat-
terns of agricultural production, the next section of
this paper will attempt to assess the degree to which
this is the case.

SHIFTING PRODUCTION PATTERNS

Table 7 contains an 11-year time series of Cuban
production data for selected agricultural commodi-
ties used primarily for domestic consumption (as op-
posed to export crops). This data series provides a de-
tailed examination of the extent of the deterioration
that took place in Cuba’s non-sugar agricultural pro-
duction following the loss of Soviet support and sub-
sidization. For all of the commodities, production
volumes fell to their lowest levels in either 1993 or
1994.

Table 8 was prepared in an effort to summarize the
extensive data contained in Table 7. For each com-

Table 5. Cuban Agricultural Land Utilization by Form of Tenancy, 1996.
(Units=1,000 ha)

Agricultural Cultivated Unimproved Pasture Idle
Area % Area % Area % Area %

State 2,166.8 100% 958.9 44.2% 909.2 42.0% 298.7 13.8%
UBPC 2,775.6 100% 1,791.0 64.5% 816.3 29.4% 168.3 6.1%
CPA 620.2 100% 379.8 61.2% 215.5 34.8% 24.9 4.0%
CCS 782.7 100% 452.9 57.9% 298.6 38.1% 31.2 4.0%
All “Private” 269.2 100% 183.9 68.3% 71.4 26.5% 13.9 5.2%

Source: Anuario Estadístico de Cuba, 1996.
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modity listed in Table 7, Table 8 shows the lowest
production volume (achieved in either 1993 or
1994) as a percentage of the peak production level
achieved during the period 1988 to 1990. By the
1993 and 1994 seasons, production of such staple
crops as rice and vegetables were only 33 and 48 per-
cent respectively of the peak production levels
achieved between 1988 and 1990.

Tables 7 and 8 also document the recovery in pro-
duction which took place following the formation of
the UBPCs and MAs, by showing the highest pro-
duction volume achieved in either 1996 or 1997 as a
percentage of the peak production level achieved be-

tween 1988 and 1990. While rice and bean produc-
tion clearly showed some recovery, production of
malanga, peppers, guava and papaya remained well
below levels achieved in the late 1980s.

Several exceptions to the general trends should be
noted. For example, production of plantains was
nearly twice as high in 1993/1994 as their peak level
in 1988 and corn production also registered some in-
creases during the early 1990s. These production
trends presumably were the result of initiatives to ex-
pand production in an effort to offset the loss of food
import capacity experienced after 1990.

Table 6. Average Farm Size in Hectares, Before and After Creation of UBPCs

UBPC CPA

Crop
State farms before 

transformations Area Area per member Area Area per member
Vegetables, roots and tubers 4,276 459 3.7 480 9
Citrus and fruits 10,822 805 10.3 580 14
Rice 32,760 5,488 33.8 527 15
Livestock 24,865 1,596 16.8 626 23
Tobacco 2,778 228 2.8 505 9
Coffee NA 468 5.3 459 15

Source: Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas (1994); Nova González (1996); “Las soluciones” (1997).

Table 7. Non-Sugarcane Agricultural Production in Cuba, Selected Commodities 1987-1997 
(Units=1,000 metric tons)

1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997
Roots & Tubers 633.0 653.2 681.2 702.3 690.4 753.9 568.7 484.5 624.2 742.3 675.5

Potato 249.7 276.8 281.7 202.7 237.6 264.5 235.2 188.3 281.6 365.0 326.1
Boniato 188.2 163.5 194.8 208.8 192.5 205.8 130.4 133.4 151.6 149.4 145.2
Malanga 41.8 41.7 37.6 39.1 31.1 25.5 10.7 7.2 7.8 10.3 NA

Vegetables 549.6 675.6 610.2 484.2 490.8 513.7 392.9 322.2 402.3 493.6 471.3
Tomato 210.5 335.0 260.0 165.0 175.0 197.2 127.8 95.9 140.4 162.9 163.6
Onion 22.3 26.9 21.6 18.1 20.8 9.9 6.3 2.9 6.0 8.4 NA
Peppers 50.7 50.3 53.2 42.6 32.1 19.8 15.0 6.9 8.1 10.6 NA

Cereals 509.5 525.0 583.9 538.7 483.0 416.9 226.2 299.7 303.8 472.9 NA
Rice 466.0 488.9 536.4 473.7 427.6 358.4 176.8 226.1 222.8 368.6 388.1
Corn 42.2 35.5 47.1 65.0 55.3 58.5 49.4 73.6 81.0 104.3 125.7

Legumes 12.9 15.3 14.6 12.0 11.8 9.7 8.8 10.8 11.5 14.0 NA
Beans 12.5 14.8 14.1 12.0 11.8 9.7 8.8 10.8 11.5 14.0 15.7

Bananas & Plantains 284.4 345.1 291.4 324.2 357.1 514.6 400.1 360.7 399.9 539.4 382.7
Bananas 166.3 202.6 182.5 201.8 214.0 245.9 169.9 143.1 166.0 179.0 NA
Plantains 118.1 142.4 108.8 122.4 143.1 268.7 230.1 217.6 234.0 360.4 NA

Other Fruit 223.3 269.4 218.9 219.0 257.6 127.4 68.3 89.1 112.3 102.6 113.3
Mango 81.0 120.9 80.8 72.5 122.0 39.2 18.1 44.4 70.9 50.4 NA
Guava 38.0 53.5 44.8 33.1 32.8 23.1 9.7 8.8 9.4 10.4 NA
Papaya 40.7 36.1 30.5 39.9 32.3 16.1 13.8 8.6 10.2 15.1 NA

Total 2,212.7 2,483.66 2,400.2 2,280.4 2,290.7 2,336.2 1,665.0 1,567.0 1,854.0 2,364.8 2,172.3

Source: Anuario Estadístico, 1989 and 1996; 1997 figures from “Estadísticas Seleccionadas 1997.”
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By 1996, root and tuber production had recovered

and increased to levels higher than the peak achieved

between 1988 and 1990. This trend, however, re-

flects substantial increases in potato production that

occurred largely as the result of concessional sales and

donations of seed potatoes from Canada and France.

While potato production in 1996 was higher than

the peak volume achieved in 1990, when production

figures for potato are deducted from total root and

tuber production, net production of other roots and

tubers in 1996 was only about 75 percent of the peak
volume achieved in 1990.

Production of corn, beans, bananas and plantains
were higher in 1996/1997 than the peak volumes
achieved in the period 1988 to 1990. In fact, produc-
tion of plantains in 1996 was more than twice as
high as the highest production volume over the pre-
vious 25 years.2 Corn production in 1997 also was
higher than at any time in the previous 25 years and
it was nearly twice as high as the peak volume
achieved between 1988 and 1990.3

One way of providing a very broad assessment of
overall shifts in production of the staple crops in Ta-
ble 7 is to total the production volumes for all crops
by year. In examining these totals, we note that in
1994, total production had fallen to 63 percent of
the peak production level in 1988. By 1996 total
production volume had recovered to about 95 per-
cent of the 1988 peak level, suggesting that, while the
composition may have changed somewhat, food vol-
umes moving through Acopio in that year should
have approached those in 1988. While production
volumes in 1997 fell below those of 1996, reports
from Cuba indicate that this is, in part, the result of
damage caused by Hurricane Lili in late 1996, which
is not implausible.

Just four years from the time of their formation (i.e.,
by 1997) the UBPCs reportedly produced more than
70 percent of Cuba’s sugar cane, 42 percent of the
milk, 32 percent of staples, 12 percent of vegetables,
36 percent of citrus, 16 percent of tropical fruits, 38
percent of rice, 22 percent of coffee and 7 percent of
tobacco (“Las soluciones,” 1997). This emphasizes
the important role that the UBPCs play in Cuba’s
agricultural sector.

However, the Cuban government acknowledges that
the UBPCs still have far to go to become “efficient”
producers. In an effort to measure efficiency, the Cu-
ban government calculates “profitability” of selected
agricultural production units, although the mecha-

Table 8. Cuban Non-Sugarcane 
Agricultural Production Decline 
and Recovery, Selected 
Commodities

Minimum 
Production 

Volume a as % of 
Peak Production 

Volume b

1996 or 1997 
production volume 

as % of peak b

Roots & Tubers 69.1% 105.7%
Potato 66.8% 129.6%
Boniato 62.5% 71.6%
Malanga 17.3% 24.7%

Vegetables 47.7% 73.1%
Tomato 28.6% 48.6%
Onion 10.8% 31.2%
Peppers 13.0% 19.9%

Cereals 38.7% 81.0%
Rice 33.0% 72.4%
Corn 76.0% 193.4%c

Legumes 57.5% 91.5%
Beans 59.5% 106.1%

Bananas & Plantains 104.5% 156.3%
Bananas 70.6% 88.4%
Plantains 152.8% 253.1%

Other Fruit 25.3% 42.1%c

Mango 15.0% 58.6%d

Guava 16.4% 19.4%
Papaya 21.6% 37.8%

Source: Calculated from data in Anuario Estadístico, 1989 and 1996 (See 
Table 7).

a. In all cases, production volumes reached their low point in either
1993 or 1994 (See Table 7).
b. Peak production volume for 1988, 1989 or 1990 (See Table 7).
c. 1997 volume used in calculation because it was higher than 1996
(See Table 7).
d. Based on 1995 volume.

2.  Anuario Estadístico, 1989 and 1996 issues.

3.  Anuario Estadístico, 1989 and 1996 issues.
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nism for its calculations is not clear. Table 9 provides
a summary of UBPC profitability for 1996 as pre-
sented by Nova González (1998) from MINAG
sources.4

THE ROLE AND FUNCTION OF 
AGRICULTURAL MARKETS5

The tremendous importance of the MAs in Cuba is
perhaps most clearly demonstrated by Nova
González (1998) who has estimated that, in the City
of Havana, ration markets only are able to supply
about 60 percent of daily caloric consumption for the
population (Table 10). “Social meals”6 provide an-
other approximately 8 percent of caloric consump-
tion. This means that the average citizen in the City
of Havana must rely on the MAs and other sources
for about one third of their caloric requirements.
Such purchases represent a relatively high proportion
of the total monthly income of the average Cuban
household.

This serves to highlight what may be the quintessen-
tial enigma of Cuba’s agricultural economy: how is it
that food supplies in the MAs, which are supposed to
be “surplus” production (i.e., production in excess of
quota obligations for sale to Acopio) remain high

while food supplies in the ration stores are not suffi-
cient to meet the needs of the population? The Cu-
ban government offers no explanation for this condi-
tion. While the full explanation for the situation is
undoubtedly complex, in the last section of the paper
we will discuss the role that shifting food import pat-
terns may play in this situation.

In 1994, the author heard a Cuban scholar refer to
the opening of the MAs as an attempt by the Cuban
government to, among other things, “bleach” the
black market. Empirical evidence suggests that the
MAs have been somewhat successful in this regard.7

The MAs also served an important role in broaden-
ing the availability of food outside of the ration sys-
tem within Cuba. Prior to the opening of the MAs,
black market sales were conducted almost exclusively
in dollars. As a result, individuals and families with-
out access to hard currency were not able to obtain
food or other products through the black market.
Opening of the MAs enabled purchases of “surplus”
food supplies for pesos, which was an important
development.

Nova González (1998) refers to the way in which
“the re-opening8 of the free market for agricultural
products (October 1994) deflated prices of products
that had previously been sold in the underground
economy or black market” (p. 8). This was accom-
plished by reducing the risk premium for sales con-
ducted through the underground or black markets.
Nova González also refers to a series of financial mea-
sures adopted by the government during the second
half of 1994 that influenced prices of agricultural
products in the MAs. Specifically, he cites how the
increase in prices of some other services and goods
and the imposition of a tax system reduced the
amount of discretionary money held by citizens as

Table 9. Productive Efficiency 
of UBPCs in 1996

Crop % of “Profitable” UBPCs
Sugar Cane 15%
Livestock 21%
Fruit Crops 49%
Citrus 48%
Rice 40%
Tobacco 20%
Coffee 43%
Various Crops 36%

Source: Nova González (1998).

4.  In his 1998 publication, Nova González provides an interesting discussion of some of the barriers to improved efficiency of the
UBPCs.

5.  This section draws heavily from Nova González (1998).

6.  Meals provided for workers and students, or sales to workers.

7.  Anecdotal evidence from Cuba indicates that black market food sales continue to take place. It is likely that food volumes moving
through the black market now are smaller than the volumes in 1993 and early 1994. However, there is no information or basis what-
soever upon which to base even the roughest of estimates of black market food sales.

8.  An implicit reference to the previous experience with free agricultural markets in the early 1980s.
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well as the volume of money in circulation which in
turn decreased the demand for sales in the MAs, thus
helping to hold down prices. It is not possible to dis-
aggregate the two factors (reduction in risk premi-
ums and impact of these financial measures) to deter-
mine the extent to which each influenced the
establishment of prices in the MAs.

MAs exist throughout Cuba. In the City of Havana
there are 49 MAs. Sales in the markets in the City of
Havana represent approximately 64 percent of the
value of sales of all MAs of the country. For this rea-
son, the agricultural markets in the City of Havana
often are considered to be the most representative
even though prices in the City of Havana markets are
generally the highest in the country. Markets in the
City of Havana are attractive for the producers and
sellers because of:

• Their size.

• Higher income levels in the City of Havana

• The lowest sales taxes (five percent) compared to
sales tax rates for MAs in townships (15 percent)
and provinces (10 percent)

• Generally higher prices.

During the first three years following the establish-
ment of the MAs, the sale of agricultural products
and meats steadily increased. Between 1995 and
1996 there was an increase of 19 and five percent re-
spectively in sales of agricultural and meat products
in the MAs (Table 11). In 1997 the slight decreases
in the sales of agricultural and meat products are

once again attributed to the effects of hurricane
Lili.

Nova González provides some especially interesting
statistics regarding the main suppliers to the MAs.
The “private sector,” which in this case includes
CCSs, “dispersed” farms and “other private” farms,
has been especially active and important in the MAs
since their “re-opening” in October 1994, holding
between 40 and 62 percent market share for agricul-
tural products and between 60 and 79 percent mar-
ket share for meat products (Table 12). Interestingly,
the State has been another important participant in
the markets through Acopio, with their market share
steadily increasing between 1995 and 1997 to ap-

Table 10. Prices of Selected Agricultural Products (Units: Pesos per pound)

Before 
opening of 

market 

AFTER OPENING OF THE MARKET
1994 1995

October November December Jan-Feb November
Product C.H. Nation a C.H.b Nation C.H. Nation C.H. Nation C.H. Nation C.H.
Rice 45 10.3 10.7 9.4 9.7 8.6 9.1 7.5 8.5 7.66 8.59
Beans 30 16.4 25.4 17.0 24.1 14.9 19.5 11.6 12.6 11.37 12.19
Pork 75 37.4 41.2 38.9 41.9 38.5 42.1 35.7 38.8 35.88 38.87
Boniato 6 1.3 1.8 1.2 1.5 1.1 1.4 1.4 1.9 1.52 2.01
Cassava 6 1.5 3.0 1.5 2.7 1.5 2.6 1.6 2.6 1.59 2.50
Taro 15 7.3 8.3 7.0 7.8 6.5 7.2 5.4 7.0 5.64 7.11
Garlic 30 20.0 23.6 20.8 20.6 19.9 19.9 23.4 22.7 21.26 19.52

Source:  Nova González (1995).

a.  National average of all markets
b. Average of all markets in the City of Havana.

Table 11. Sales Volume of Agricultural 
Products in MAs 
(Units: Thousands of hundred-
weight)

Year Total I II III IV
Trimester
1994 905 — — — 905
1995 3662 949 868 881 964
1996 4372 1223 1103 868 1178
1997 4317 1150 1127 1065 975
Sales Of Meat Products
1994 43 — — — 43
1995 205 49 46 49 61
1996 217 54 55 49 59
1997 193 37 43 55 58

Note: 1 metric ton = 21.74 hundred-weight

Source: Calculated from Oficina Nacional de Estadísticas, “Estadísticas 
Agropecuarias,” issues for 1994, 1995 and 1996; and Nova González 
(1998).
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proximately 40 percent market share for both agri-
cultural and meat products. This is presumably part
of an effort by the government to keep prices in the
MAs low and food supplies outside of the ration
stores relatively accessible to the populace since the
ration stores are not able to supply all of the food
needs.

Meanwhile, there has been a steady reduction in the
presence of UBPCs, CPAs and the EJT as partici-
pants in the MAs. These trends may be a bit mislead-
ing, however, as Nova González (1998) reports that
it is likely that some of the increase in the activity of
the State (Acopio) in the MAs represents purchases
from UBPCs, CPAs and/or the EJT that have de-
creased their direct participation in the MAs. How-
ever, even if the entire supply of products supplied to
the MAs by Acopio was from stocks normally des-
tined for the ration stores, this would only provide a
partial answer to the question raised previously re-
garding the extensive supply of “surplus” production
in the MAs when ration requirements are not able to
be met.

Prices of representative products sold in the MAs
have generally tended to show little change over time
(Table 13). Black bean, garlic and onion prices do
change somewhat however. In the rest of the prov-
inces, prices in the MAs are lower and they fluctuate
less than in the City of Havana (Table 14).

AGRICULTURAL AND FOOD IMPORTS

Shifting import patterns also must be examined to
have a full perspective of the changes in Cuba’s agri-
cultural and food situation. Table 15 contains data

on the value of Cuban food imports and total im-
ports from 1989 through 1996. The value of Cuba’s
food imports fell by nearly 50 percent between 1989
and 1994. However, over the same period, the value
of Cuba’s total imports fell by more than 75 percent.
As a result, food imports doubled their share of total
import value from 11 to 23 percent. This clearly
demonstrates that the government of Cuba placed
some priority on maintaining food import volumes
to the extent possible during the crisis of the Special
Period. It also highlights the importance to the Cu-
ban government of maintaining food import vol-
umes to meet domestic food requirements.

With its chronic trade deficits and continuing eco-
nomic difficulties, there is some question regarding

Table 12. Percent Market Share in the MAs 
by Supplier

Oct-Dec 1994 1995 1996 1997
Agric. Meats Agric. Meats Agric. Meats Agric. Meats

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
State 22 23 21 20 35 36 41 39
EJT* 4 0.2 2 0.1 2 — 0.7 0.3
UBPC 15 0.9 7 0.4 6 0.1 4.8 0.1
CPA 19 3.1 8 0.6 4 0.3 3.5 0.1
Private 40 72.8 62 78.9 53 63.6 50 60.5

*EJT: Ejército Juvenil del Trabajo (Working Youth Army).

Source: Nova González (1998).

Table 13. Retail Prices in the MAs of the 
City of Havana (in pesos)

Units Jan 1996 Sep 1997 Aug 1998
Rice Lbs. 5.00 5.00 4.50
Black beans Lbs. 9.00 9.00-10.0 10.00-12.00
Red beans Lbs. 12.00 12.00 12.00
Taro Lbs. 3.00 3.00-3.50 3.50
Tomato paste & sauce 500 ml 12.00 12.00 12.00
Eggs Units 3.00 3.00 2.00
Lard Lbs. 20.00 20.00 18.00
Chicken Lbs. 25.00 25.00 23.00
Pork (leg) Lbs. 25.00 25.00 23.00-25.00
Garlic Lbs. 28.75 20.00 20.00
Cassava Lbs. 1.00 1.50 1.50
Orange Lbs. 1.15 1.50 1.50
Lemon Lbs. 2.30 2.50 2.30
Banana Lbs. 4.00 4.00 4.00
Onions Lbs. 18.00 12.00 10.00-12.00

Source: Nova González (1998).

Table 14. Range of Differences between 
Retail Prices in the Interior of the 
Country and Retail Prices in the 
City of Havana (in percentages)

Percent Percent
Rice 3-23% Lemon 5-65%
Beans 8-50 % Orange 26-66%
Taro 8-45% Bananas 10-75%
Pork 11-30% Onions 7-58%
Garlic 8-57% Chicken 10-57%
Cassava 19-68%

Source: Nova González (1998) and “Ventas en el Mercado Agropecua-
rio” (May 1998).
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whether or not Cuba will be able to sustain the level
of food imports seen in recent years. This is an espe-
cially important and pressing issue for the Cuban
government.

CONCLUSION
The Cuban government has done little to remove the
obstacles that hinder the efficient functioning of the
agricultural sector in Cuba since the establishment of
UBPCs in 1993 and the opening of MAs in 1994.
Nevertheless, both of these institutions play impor-
tant roles in Cuba’s agricultural economy at the
present time.

Increases in the production of staple food crops expe-
rienced in Cuba after 1994 are not entirely attribut-
able to the formation of UBPCs. Even the Cuban
government reports unprofitability of a large propor-
tion of the UBPCs. And, while not a topic addressed
in this paper, it is widely recognized that the results
for UBPCs in the sugar industry have been disap-
pointing. The fact remains that the large scale, highly
mechanized, input-intensive State farms were no
longer viable following the loss of Soviet support. In
light of that situation, the UBPCs appear to have
achieved some level of success in terms of providing
food for the Cuban people, despite the fact that
many structural rigidities remain in place in Cuba
which have prevented the agricultural sector from re-
sponding as efficiently as it could have. However, sta-
ple food production patterns in Cuba over the last
few years and the lack of further internal adjustments
indicate that there is little reason to expect any signif-
icant expansion in production in the near term.

With the MAs providing about one-third of the ca-
loric requirements of the Cuban people, these mar-
kets have played and are expected to continue to play
an important role in feeding the population even
though food costs in the MAs remain expensive rela-
tive to general income levels. Thus, opening of the
MAs would appear to be another successful, and per-
haps even pivotally important policy change imple-
mented by the Cuban government.

An examination of Cuban food import patterns sug-
gests that decreasing food import volumes offer a
partial explanation of the shortfalls being experienced
in the food rationing system in Cuba at a time when
“surplus” food supplies (supplies in excess of quota
requirements for sale to Acopio) in the MAs appear
relatively plentiful. However, because of its chronic
trade deficits and continuing economic problems,
questions remain regarding Cuba’s ability to contin-
ue its present level of food imports.

The evidence presented in this paper suggests that
the establishment of UBPCs and the opening of MAs
have had positive impacts on food production and
availability in Cuba from the critically deficient levels
experienced in 1993-94. However, their influence
has not been sufficient to offset all of the problems
experienced as a result of the loss of Soviet aid. While
the food and agricultural situation in Cuba at the
present time does not appear to be as difficult as it
was in 1993 and 1994, the aforementioned factors
suggest that the present equilibrium (such as it is)
may indeed be fragile.

Table 15. Value of Cuban Food Product Imports 1989 to 1996 (in thousand pesos)

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996
Food Product Imports  908,762  827,341  825,377  498,569  474,146  467,331  610,883  689,108
Total Imports 8,124,224 7,416,525 4,233,752 2,314,916 2,008,215 2,016,821 2,882,530 3,480,608
Food Imports as % of Total 11.2% 11.2% 19.5% 21.5% 23.6% 23.2% 21.2% 19.8%

Source: Anuario Estadístico, 1989 and 1996.
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