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TOURISM IN HAVANA DURING THE SPECIAL PERIOD: 
IMPACTS, RESIDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS, AND PLANNING ISSUES

Andrea Colantonio

Tourism has become an attribute of central impor-
tance within Havana’s urban environments and land-
scapes. Throughout the “Special Period,” tourism de-
velopment has played a crucial role in transforming
the city’s main functions and its urban environmen-
tal, economic, and social conditions. The rapid in-
crease of tourist inflows and tourism-oriented facili-
ties is testing Havana’s dilapidated urban
infrastructural network, such as the water and sewer-
age systems and the transport services. It is argued
that city-wide tourist development is prompting di-
verging environmental and socio-economic condi-
tions within Havana’s neighborhoods and triggering
the (re-)emergence of a “dual city.”

The aims of this paper are twofold. The first is to as-
sess selected dimensions of the socio-economic and
environmental impacts of the 1990s tourism re-de-
velopment on Havana’s urban environment. In this
context, the paper will test the claim that tourism de-
velopment is coinciding with the broad re-emergence
of patterns of duality within Havana’s urban fabric.
The second is to use the findings of a questionnaire
survey on habaneros’ (Havana’s inhabitants) percep-
tions on tourism development to identify policy-re-
lated and planning issues that are crucial to guarantee
sound tourism development in Havana.

The paper begins with the assessment of (i) the effect
of tourism on the city’s main urban infrastructure
and service provision; (ii) the spatial socio-economic
changes at the household, neighborhood and city lev-
els associated with new economic opportunities gen-
erated by tourism; and (iii) the introduction of nega-

tive social phenomena such as prostitution, drugs,
and crime stemming from tourism. Next, the paper
highlights how current patterns of tourism activities
promotion are engendering the establishment of ur-
ban tourism enclaves in the form of Havana’s best ho-
tels which, in turn, are undermining habaneros’ recre-
ational needs. Lastly, the paper concludes with the
findings of a questionnaire survey on residents’ per-
ceptions of crucial issues such as the relationship be-
tween tourists and residents and tourism displace-
ment effects that are vital to inform future tourism
development policies in Havana.

The survey deployed in this paper was carried out in
Havana between May and September 2003. The sur-
vey sample was randomly chosen in Havana’s newly
established “tourist poles,” as reviewed later in the
paper, and consisted of 160 interviewees, 40 in each
tourist pole. The respondents were handed the ques-
tionnaire and left with the choice to compile it at
their convenience in one or two days. The survey
questions served two main purposes. The first one
was to evaluate residents’ perceptions on the environ-
mental, social and economic impacts of tourism in
their area. The second purpose was to assess their
perception of issues related to the strategic planning
of tourism that will be examined in the last part of
this paper.

TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN HAVANA 
DURING THE “SPECIAL PERIOD”
Since 1989, when the “Special Period” began, Ha-
vana has experienced a significant increase in tourism
development projects. After forty years of under-in-



Tourism in Havana During the Special Period

21

vestment in urban infrastructure and the curbing of
urban development, Havana is slowly regaining its
primacy as one of Cuba’s, and indeed the Caribbe-
an’s, major tourist destinations. Havana’s tourist re-
development can be seen as a direct outcome of the
national economic strategy embarked upon by the
Cuban leadership at the beginning of the 1990s
which was grounded on the promotion of tourism.

In 1988, the Dirección Provincial de Planificación
Física Ciudad de la Habana (DPPF-CH), Havana’s
office of the Institute of Physical Planning, had al-
ready identified the city’s areas which offered greatest
potential for tourism development. By 1996, these
areas were formalized as Havana’s “tourist poles.”
Thus, five tourist poles are currently to be found in
Havana as listed in Table 1. These are located along
the coastline and are re-proposing an east-west axis of
development for Havana similar to the last years of
the pseudo-republican period. Four different types of
tourist poles can be recognised (Ponce de León,
1997). The first represented areas of established his-
toric and cultural value that already formed signifi-
cant tourist attractions. Secondly, areas suitable for
the construction of new tourism infrastructures and
facilities. A third type comprised areas that were con-
nected with existing tourist zones within the city. Fi-
nally, areas that cannot be urbanized but are suitable
for the development of tourist-oriented services were
delimited.

Since 1989, Havana has become a major recipient of
foreign direct investment in the tourism industry.

Several new hotels have been built or refurbished
through joint ventures, while others have been built
by the Cuban government and contracted out
through management agreement to foreign firms. As
a result, the total number of rooms available for tour-
ists in Havana has increased rapidly throughout the
1990s growing from 4,682 rooms in 1988 to 12,002
rooms in 2002 (OTH 2002). However, the growth
of tourist rooms in Havana has been spatially uneven
among the poles. East Havana has experienced the
largest increase in rooms in relative terms. While
tourist accommodations were very limited in this
part of Havana in 1988, in 2002 there were 3,878
rooms available for both national and domestic tour-
ism. This increase stems mostly from the conversion
of existing housing units from domestic tourism to
tourism accommodations for international tourist or
foreign workers in Havana. In West Havana, the
supply of tourist accommodations has also increased
significantly, growing from 867 rooms in 1988 to
3,878 in 2002 distributed among 21 new or modern-
ized hotels.

The tourist poles of central areas of Havana, especial-
ly Old Havana, which was declared a World Heritage
by UNESCO in 1982, have been characterized by
the application of a different development strategy
grounded on the rescue of architectural heritage and
the consolidation of existing tourist infrastructures.
As a result, four hotels were refurbished and re-
opened in Havana’s historic district, El Telégrafo,
Hotel Florida, Parque Central, and Plaza. At the ag-

Table 1. Tourist Poles in Havana

Area Pole Type of Tourism

West Coast 1. Marina Hemingway
2. Montebarreto

Nautical
Business, conventions and recreation for elderly

Central 3. Vedado-Centro Havana
4. Old Havana

Cultural and health
Cultural and business

East Coast 5. Eastern Beaches and Cojímar 
• Villa Pan Cojímar
• Bacuranao
• Tarará
• Santa María del Mar
• Boca Ciega
• Guanabo
• Veneciana-Brisas

Sport events conventions
Sun and beach
Nautical and health
Sun and beach
Sun and beach
Sun and beach
Nautical and ecological

Source: DPPF-CH (1999).
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gregate level the accommodation supply of the area
grew from 3,783 rooms in 1988 to 4,246 in 2002.

Throughout the 1990s Havana experienced a rapid
increase in tourist arrivals and revenues of the tourist
sector. International tourist arrivals tripled between
1995 and 2002, jumping from 332,600 to 912,700
as shown in Table 2. The main generating areas of
tourists to Havana can be found in Europe and the
Americas. These include Spain, Italy, Germany,
Canada, and Mexico. Similarly, gross income of the
tourist sector grew from US$ 260.6 millions in 1995
to US$ 510.3 millions in 2002 as indicated in Table
3. The gross income fell in 2002 after the September
11th, 2001 terrorist attack in New York that slowed
down world tourism flows. Havana represented the
tourist area in Cuba that contributed most to the na-
tional tourism income. Thus, between 1995 and
1998 the cumulated gross income of Havana’s tour-
ism sector was US$ 1,410.2 million, which repre-
sented on average 48 percent of the national total
(OTE, 1997).

TOURISM AND DUALITIES IN HAVANA

In a recent conference on urban planning held in
Havana in October 2002 (GDIC, 2002), a few Ha-
vana-based architects discussed the future of Havana
in 40 years time and presented various scenarios for
the city. Throughout the conference it was highlight-
ed that the main failure of the revolutionary govern-
ment’s efforts has been the inability to reduce envi-
ronmental and social differences between Havana’s
southern and northern neighborhoods. Furthermore,
in recent years this division has been exacerbated by

the implementation of urban development policies
grounded on a renewed emphasis on tourism promo-
tion in northern municipalities. As a result, the socio-
economic and environmental gap amongst Havana’s
areas is increasing rather than decreasing.

A Socio-Economic and Environmental Mapping 
of Havana

Havana City province is composed of 15 municipali-
ties that were created after the 1976 jurisdictional re-
organisation of Cuban provinces. The spectrum of
economic activities carried out in Havana’s munici-
palities is wide and largely diversified. With the ex-
ception of extractive industry, a representative sam-
ple of Cuba’s main economic productions can be
found in Havana. Thus, the city’s economic activities
encompass tourism, sugar cane production, cigars,
and pharmaceutical products amongst many others.
Tourism is a vital economic sector in coastal munici-
palities such as Playa and Plaza, while it is absent in
the economic structure of municipalities located in
southern areas of the city. Similarly, light and heavy
industries are located around the Bay in the southern
municipalities of Regla, Cotorro, Boyeros, and Cer-
ro, while they are virtually absent in the northern
neighborhoods.

Two scholars have provided an in-depth and com-
prehensive analysis of socio-economic and environ-
mental differences amongst Havana’s municipalities
that can be used to describe Havana’s current (re)du-
alization process. González Rego (2000) uses sets of
indicators recorded by Havana’s municipalities by
the mid-1990s to portray the city’s social environ-

Table 2. International Tourist Arrivals in 
Havana, 1995-2002

Year Tourist arrivals (thousands)

1995 332.6

1996 506

1997 648.9

1998 780.7

1999 866.8

2000 951.3

2001 979.7

2002 912.7

Source: Mintur (2000) and OTH (2003a).

Table 3. Gross Income of the Tourist Sector in 
Havana, 1995-2002 (US$ millions)

Year Gross income from tourism

1995 260.6

1996 323.6

1997 371.3

1998 421.2

1999 523.4

2000 531.9

2001 542.8

2002 510.3

Source: Mintur (2000) and OTE (2003).
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mental spatial-territorial differences. In his method-
ology he looks at three main “statuses” of Havana’s
municipalities, that is, the socio-demographic status,
the socio-residential status, and the socio-laboral sta-
tus. The findings by González Rego (2000) maintain
that the municipalities of Centro Habana, Habana
Vieja, Arroyo Naranjo, Cotorro, Cerro, and Regla
are characterized by a moderate or high social risk in
every status. In contrast, the municipalities of Playa,
Plaza de la Revolución, and Habana del Este are
more often associated with low or very low social risk
levels.

The differentiation of Havana’s areas is complement-
ed by the investigation of Pérez Rodríguez (1995),
who places a strong emphasis on socio-environmen-
tal criteria. In her study, Pérez Rodríguez divides Ha-
vana into several areas according to Havana’s various
phases of urbanisation and establishes a correlation
between the latter and local environmental problems.
The subdivision includes 143 areas grouped into 5
groups that range from Old Havana, as the original
colonial city center, to urbanization projects in East
Havana carried out by the revolutionary government
in recent years. For each area she examines a set of
environmental variables that include flooding,
ground water contamination, water provision, hous-
ing, urban infrastructural conditions, air pollution,
and lack of green areas.

Pérez Rodríguez (1995) concludes that areas urban-
ized before the revolution, between the 1930s and
1950s, display better environmental features because
of newer and better functioning urban infrastructures
coupled with better housing conditions. These areas
include Vedado, Miramar, and parts of East Havana
and can be found along the coastal west-east urban
development axis that came to a halt after the revolu-
tion. The remaining areas are situated around the
south of the Bay. They display less favorable socio-
environmental living conditions linked mostly to
poor housing conditions and obsolete and malfunc-
tioning urban infrastructures whose upgrade has
been neglected by the revolutionary government for
four decades.

The Effect of Tourism on Havana’s Urban 
Infrastructures

There are claims that Havana’s re-development in
the 1990s, marked by a special emphasis on tourism
and a rapid increase of population linked to migra-
tion, is magnifying the strain on the city’s infrastruc-
tural networks. The main problems associated with
Havana’s urban infrastructures and services provision
have been debated in the literature (see Díaz-Briquets
and Pérez-López, 2000; Scarpaci et al., 2002; Lez-
cano, 1994) and will not be reviewed here. The re-
mainder of this section, instead, endeavours to assess
the reliability and validity of such claims drawing
upon a plethora of sources, experts’ views and resi-
dents’ perceptions.

Water system and service provision: Havana’s wa-
ter service provision relies on aqueducts and water
delivered through tank trucks in some city areas. The
water consumption users are divided between state
and household sectors. The first consumers include
the whole industrial and service sector producers,
who are divided into big and small users, accounting
for 16 percent of the total water consumption. The
number of big state water consumers is 343, almost
92 percent of which have water consumption me-
tered while only 56 percent of the 19,659 small state
users possess metering systems. The domestic sector
includes the total population of Havana, which ac-
counts for 29 percent of total water consumption de-
spite less than 40 percent of household consumers
being metered (INRH, 1997). The remaining 55
percent of water pumped into the system is lost
though leakages.

Technically speaking, it is complex to assess whether
tourist activities are marked water over-consumers
that exert an extra pressure on Havana’s water sys-
tem. This is due to dearth of material and lack of ac-
curate data to be used in estimates. Two INRH’s
studies (1997, 1997a), however, provide water con-
sumption figures for Havana’s 343 metered consum-
ers that include tourism facilities. According to the
studies, the total daily average consumption of water
by big consumers was 58,512.1 cubic metres. Of
these, 4,853.2 cubic meters (12 percent) correspond-
ed to tourist infrastructures. In the study the latter
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included 20 hotels, 3 restaurants, one swimming
pool, one aquarium, and the Tarará Marina.

Although many hotels were not working at their full
capacity in 1997, while others such as Capri are cur-
rently closed, the estimate would seem to indicate
that tourism infrastructures do not pose an element
of stress to Havana’s water system. Furthermore, in
areas such as Old Havana and Centro Havana, where
the water shortage is particularly severe, virtually ev-
ery hotel is served by tank truck. This delivery meth-
od does not affect the water distribution system al-
though it may increase traffic and air pollution as
well as spur resentment among local residents who
have limited access to water. A more accurate esti-
mate would have consisted of a comparison between
tourists and local residents’ water consumption per
capita. This could have enabled the calculation of
water consumption increase linked to tourist flows or
population increases. During fieldwork carried out in
Havana between May 2003 and September 2003,
the majority of hotels examined in INRH’s studies
were asked to provide guest figures for the first
months of 1997 when the studies were conducted.
This would have allowed the estimate of tourists’ wa-
ter consumptions per capita. Unfortunately, the ho-
tels approached, including Hotel Nacional and Hotel
Vedado, were unable to provide such figures. Indeed,
the majority of hotel managements in Havana only
keep guest records for three years unless they are re-
corded in software format.

Survey results on residents perceptions on tour-
ism impact on water provision: The results of ques-
tionnaires1 administered in Havana’s tourist poles
confirm that current levels of tourism development
are not directly associated with the worsening of wa-
ter provision. Residents of tourist areas were asked
whether they strongly agreed (SA), agreed (A), were
neutral (N), disagreed (D), or strongly disagreed
(SD) with the statement that the “water provision in
their area had worsened since the beginning of the
tourism development.” Out of 152 valid answers,
111 (73 percent) answered Disagree or Strongly Dis-

agree, 19 (12.5 percent) answered Strongly Agree or
Agree, while 22 (14.5 percent) did not have an opin-
ion. Moreover, Figure 1 shows that the Strongly Dis-
agree and Disagree answers outnumber the Agree
and Strongly Agree answers in each and every tourist
poles. These results do not provide indications on the
quality and level of water provision received. Howev-
er, they indicate that it is impossible to establish a
positive correlation between the development of
tourism activities and the worsening of water provi-
sion in any of Havana’s tourist poles.

A well known Havana-based architect shares the
same conclusions and goes further claiming that wa-
ter provision has improved rather than worsened in
some of Havana’s districts as a result of the develop-
ment of tourism activities. For example, the con-
struction of the Hotel Meliá Cohiba along the Ma-
lecón in Vedado has entailed the upgrading of the
local aqueduct to bring water to its new 462 rooms.
This, in turn, has benefited the water service to local
residents. It is worth pointing out that the water pro-
vision of this area was already satisfactory. Hence, the

1. Residents were allowed multiple choice answers; therefore, partial percentages do not always add up to the total.

Figure 1. Residents’ Answers to the 
Statement that Water Provision in 
Their Area had Worsened Since 
the Beginning of Tourism 
Development
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upgraded works are not likely to have triggered a sig-
nificantly positive impact for local water provision al-
though no statistical data is available. In other words,
tourism has prompted infrastructural upgrading of
an area where such improvements had only a margin-
al impact for residents.

Sewerage: Until recently, Havana relied on one sub-
marine pipe located at the entrance of the Bay (Playa
El Chivo) to dispose of liquid waste into the sea
(DFFP, 1999). In 2001, a new submarine duct locat-
ed in La Puntilla (Miramar), at the mouth of Almen-
dares River, was opened (DPPF-CH, 2003) to ease
the pressure on the El Chivo channel. The new duct,
constructed by the Spanish firm Agbar and financed
by the INRH (Aguas de La Habana, 2003), has been
linked to the tourism development of Miramar. As
Quiroz Lodoli (2001:20, translation by the author)
notes:

[T]he large tourist pole development located in West
Havana between the mouth of the Almendares River
and Quibú River, entails a significant increase of
tourist infrastructures, real estate, and service centers.
This development, in turn, has increased considerably
the water demand and liquid waste generated.

Thus, there can be little doubt that the tourism de-
velopment plans of Miramar that forecasted 4,400
new rooms and 477 new apartments for foreigners
represented a major stimulus for this infrastructural
upgrading.

The construction of La Puntilla duct is undoubtedly
a major progress for Havana’s infrastructural upgrad-
ing, since the residuals of at least 34,000 dwellers of
both East Miramar and West Vedado will be dis-
posed of using the new duct (INRH, 1997), decreas-
ing the pressure on the old and overcharged El Chivo
disposal system. However, as with the water provi-
sion service, the improvement will be limited to an
area which was already well served by the sewerage
system without contributing to the significant en-
hancement of less advantaged areas. At present, it
would seem that infrastructure upgrading is positive-
ly related to the area’s capacity to generate financial
revenues to repay investment costs. This, in turn, is
increasing the difference in service provision between

areas without tourism resources and areas selected as
tourist poles.

Drainage system: Havana’s drainage system relies
on water flows that cross the city and underground
natural channels that lead to the sea. Rain water is
mainly channelled into over-ground water flows,
while Havana’s natural topography and hydrological
features have led to the formation of a system of nat-
ural underground spaces that drain water into the sea
in many areas, especially in West Havana. The city
drainage system consists of 386 kilometers of ducts
and pipes, 146 of which were built between 1908
and 1915 to serve an urbanized area of 25 square ki-
lometers.

The drainage system suffers from malfunctioning
and a variety of problems described by INRH
(1997). For example, a Oficina de Turismo de la Ha-
bana’s (OTH) study (1999) estimates that nearly 100
locations totalling 6,600 hectares of urbanized area,
are periodically flooded during the rain season. In-
deed, over 50 such areas can be found in northern
municipalities that border the sea. Flooding is partic-
ularly severe in the Playa municipality, where 32
large areas are regularly flooded due to heavy rains.
Playa is served by only 11 kilometers of drains de-
spite being one of the city’s largest municipalities.
Here, water is mainly drained through a system of
natural underground channels that has been altered
by recent tourist constructions.

Informal conversations with the Havana’s office of
CITMA (Ministry of Environment, Science and
Technology) confirmed that the recent development
of tourist accommodations in Montebarreto has con-
tributed to the increase of flooding problems of 3ra
Street between the Hotel Tritón and 110 Street. The
building of tourist infrastructures in this area has led
to the obstruction of many underground water evac-
uating channels preventing the water from flowing to
the sea. Hence, it can be concluded that tourism is
not contributing to solving drainage problems of the
northern neighborhood but is actually exacerbating
them. More tourism development along Havana’s
coastline, for example in Vedado, Centro Habana,
and East Havana, needs to be carefully planned and
take into account the vulnerability of these areas to
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flooding problems that stem from sea infiltrations
and the blockage of underground draining passages.

The road system and urban transport: Havana’s
road system consists of 2,60 0 kilometers that are cat-
egorized for planning purposes into express high-
ways, main arteries, secondary arteries. and connect-
ing and local roads (DPPF-CH, 1999). Almost 10
percent of Havana’s road system has deteriorated be-
cause of poor maintenance and the effects of heavy
rains and sewerage out spills (OTH, 1999). Road
maintenance and traffic problems are magnified by
the increase in the use of private cars that has oc-
curred during the Special Period following the open-
ing up of the economy. Havana’s Territorial Devel-
opment Scheme (DPPF-CH, 1999) estimates that
the motorization index of Havana’s inhabitants has
increased steadily throughout the 1990s at an annual
rate of 0.8 percent, reaching 37 cars per 1000 inhab-
itants in 1999. In this context, a well known archi-
tect claims that the number of cars registered in 2002
equals that of 1959, although he was unable to pro-
vide figures (GDIC, 2002).

Havana’s roads witnessed a sharp increase in usage by
cars in the Special Period due to economic activities
carried out in the dollar sector. Many firms and joint
ventures operating in the external sector imported
new cars and trucks to increase their transport effi-
ciency and perhaps to publicize the company unnec-
essarily through logos stamped on corporate cars.
Tourism has been the other important factor that
contributed to the increase of car circulation in Ha-
vana, operating in two main fashions. Firstly, there
has been a remarkable increase in car rental points,
which can now be found in almost every hotel in Ha-
vana. Cars are increasingly being used by tourists to
visit the city, as they allow more flexibility than tour-
ist buses. Thus, State tourism corporations such as
Rent-a-Car, belonging to Gaviota, Habana Autos,
belonging to Transtur, and Fénix, of the Oficina del
Historiador, have specialized in car rental services.
Secondly, the number of taxi companies has risen,
growing from two or three providers in the early
1990s to at least six companies in 2004. These, for
example, include Panataxi, Taxi OK, Habanataxi,
Taxi Transtur, Transgaviota, and Turistaxi.

Survey results on residents’ perception of the im-
pact of tourism on traffic problems: At a theoreti-
cal level, the division between the means of transport
used by residents and by tourists could allow the as-
sessment of the broad impact of tourism on both the
roads’ physical state and traffic problems. This task
proves difficult to carry out in practice because of a
lack of statistics. Nonetheless, the questionnaire sur-
vey results can provide a valuable insight on the sec-
ond issue, that is, the correlation between tourism
development and the worsening of traffic problems.
Thus, residents were asked whether they Strongly
Agreed (SA), Agreed (A), were Neutral (N), Dis-
agreed (D) or Strongly Disagreed (SD) with the
statement that “traffic problems in their area had not
increased after the tourism development.” Out of
148 valid answers, 77 (52 percent) answered Strongly
Agree or Agree, 24 (16.2 percent) did not have an
opinion while 47 (31.7 percent) answered Disagree
or Strongly Disagree.

The survey findings would seem to indicate that city-
wide current levels and typologies of tourist develop-
ment and tourist cars or taxis are still not responsible
for traffic related problems. The response analysis at
pole level (see Figure 2) shows some differences be-
tween tourist areas in terms of traffic problems. More
specifically, the responses highlight that residents of
Old Havana, and Montebarreto perceive traffic con-
gestion to be linked with tourism. Thus, in Old Ha-
vana, while no one answered Strongly Disagree with
the claim, the respondents who answered Disagree
and Agree are almost levelled. It can be argued that,
in the old colonial area, narrow streets and limited
parking spaces can be considered responsible for the
traffic problems. The Montebarreto survey shows the
highest percentage of Strongly Disagree respondents,
who outnumber the residents who answered Agree.
In this area congestion is linked to flooding, as high-
lighted by a few respondents. Thus, during the con-
duct of the survey, residents pointed out that because
of flooding, large tourist buses are diverted to small
roads causing gridlock.

Solid waste and other urban infrastructures: The
disposal of solid waste in Havana has been a signifi-
cant issue for many years. The city generates between
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1,200 and 1,500 tons of solid waste per day, which
are not adequately collected and disposed of (CIT-
MA-CH, 1998). According to a recent study, only
600 tons of garbage are collected daily, while the ide-
al number of garbage collection points in the urban
area should be 9,729 against the actual 7,470 (OTH,
1999). The trucks available for the collection of gar-
bage number 137, but only 71 are actually working.

It proves difficult to establish the extent to which
new tourism infrastructures and western tourists’
high consumption level are contributing to exacer-
bate Havana’s solid waste disposal problem, especial-
ly in light of the absence of accurate data and esti-
mates. At present, however, it would seem that
Havana is already facing serious solid waste disposal
problems that stem from local residents and indige-
nous economic productions not related to tourism.
This is not to say that tourism is not exerting an extra
pressure on the city’s already overloaded infrastruc-
tures. Tourists are certainly contributing to the in-
crease of Havana’s waste disposal burden, although
the extent of their contribution remains unclear.
Plans for future tourist development of Havana
ought to take into account estimates of waste pro-
duced by the tourist industry with the aim of avoid-
ing unexpected outcomes.

Survey results on residents’ perceptions of tour-
ism impact on cleanliness: The survey attempted to
cast light on the possible links between waste and
tourism by asking residents whether they thought
that cleanliness of their area had worsened as a result
of tourism. The results (see Figure 3) show that out
of 150 valid answers, 38 (25.4 percent) answered
Strongly Agree or Agree, 45 (30 percent) were Neu-
tral, while 67 (44.6 percent) answered Disagree or
Strongly Disagree. The high percentage of Strongly
Disagree, Disagree and Neutral answers could be in-
terpreted in two ways. Firstly, it could confirm that
Havana is already suffering from such serious cleanli-
ness problems as to leave the effect of tourism on
street cleanliness still unnoticed. Secondly, that no
conclusion can be drawn on the impact of tourism
on street waste production.

Electric grid: No data is available to assess the share
of tourism in Havana’s total electricity consumption,
or the extent to which tourism infrastructures con-
tribute to the increase of the overall demand. At
present, the high demand stemming from hotels with
air conditioning is still balanced by the lack of high
power-demand from tourist infrastructures such as
thematic parks, night light shows, or air conditioned
museums that could be responsible for the high con-

Figure 2. Residents’ Answers to the 
Statement that Traffic Problems in 
Their Area Had Not Increased 
After Tourism Development
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Figure 3. Residents’ Answers to the 
Statement that Cleanliness of 
Their Area Has Worsened After 
Tourism
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sumption of electricity. Municipal authorities have
planned: (i) the upgrading of the Plaza distribution
plant in light of the forecast growth associated with
this municipality; and (ii) the development of the
electric grid in the Eastern Beaches tourism pole
(DFFP, 1999), where an increase in energy con-
sumption is forecast. It is unclear whether the city’s
southern areas will benefit from this upgrading pro-
cess.

Economic Impact of Tourism in Havana
As in many other large cities, it is arduous to assess
the economic impact of tourism in Havana due to a
variety of methodological and measurability hurdles
whose review is outside the scope of this paper. In
Havana this task is complicated further by the scarci-
ty of publicly disclosed disaggregated data on tourist
expenditures and employment figures. This in turn
complicates the analysis of the multiplier effect of
sales, output and employment (see Huse et al., 1998
for a methodological review) generated by the tour-
ism industry. Nevertheless, the study of available
data and sources allows the examination of: (i) the
revenues generated by tourism; and (ii) the qualita-
tive analysis of the changing nature of employment
and new occupational opportunities generated by
tourism.

The impact of tourism on employment in Havana
during the Special Period has been noticeable in both
quantitative and qualitative terms. At least two main
trends can be identified in Havana’s job market:

• the increase of jobs in tourism and services; and 
• the rise of self-employment, mostly in accommo-

dations and more generally in the dollar-oriented
sector.

The first feature is linked directly to the new employ-
ment opportunities generated in corporations and
joint ventures. The second one stems from the intro-
duction of economic reforms and indicates a change
in the nature of new employment opportunities that
rely less on the State sector and increasingly on mar-
ket mechanisms. Furthermore, it is argued that new
jobs are increasingly associated with the informal
economy that is yielding socio-environmental im-
pacts at the household and neighborhood levels.

The increase of jobs in tourism and services: The
number of jobs created in the tourism sector in Ha-
vana has increased throughout the 1990s. Figure 4 il-
lustrates how the jobs provided by the tourist indus-
try more than doubled between 1996 and 2002,
growing from 13,694 to 32,962. After the collapse of
economic sectors such as tobacco and sugar, the gov-
ernment has implemented programs to re-train
workers in declining economic sectors for emerging
industries such as tourism (Cuban TV news, 22 Au-
gust 2003). The increase of jobs in tourism can be
framed within the broader shift of Havana’s econom-
ic structure toward a service economy that is being
pragmatically supported by the Cuban leadership.

In the absence of economic production data, the shift
toward a service economy dominated by commerce
and tourism is testified by an increase of investment
and employment figures in services. Table 4 shows
that between 1996 and 2001, state investment in sec-
tors such as industry, construction, and agriculture
have decreased. In the productive sphere,2 only in-
vestments in trade infrastructure grew from 74.5 mil-
lion pesos to 172.2 million pesos. In the same period,
investment in personal services and trade have in-
creased nearly five-fold, from 46.8 million pesos to
228.3 million pesos. Similarly, investment in admin-
istration tripled from 70.1 million pesos to 217.8
million pesos. Employment figures between 1996
and 2001 confirm the same trend. Thus, Table 5

Figure 4. Jobs Created in Tourism in 
Havana During the Special Period

Source: Mintur (2000), OTE (2002).

13694

19046
21868

33534 34127 34634 32962

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

35000

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002



Tourism in Havana During the Special Period

29

shows that workers in the productive sphere de-
creased from 432,750 in 1996 to 427,026 in 2001,
while in the same period the number of workers in
the non-productive sphere increased from 461,510
to 484,463.

Table 5 is also useful in highlighting that within the
service sector, tourism is taking away workers from
other sectors with high social function such as public
health and sport. In Cuban statistics, the workers of
these economic sectors are grouped under the catego-
ry “public health, sports and tourism.” Between 1996
and 2001, the number of workers employed in these
sectors diminished from 89,618 to 85,746 while, as
noted earlier, the number of workers in the tourist
industry increased. Broadly speaking, it could be
concluded that tourism is draining human resources
from two sectors on which the Revolution has histor-
ically placed a lot of emphasis, that is, health and
sports. This argument is supported by claims accord-
ing to which a large number of workers seek jobs in
tourism because of: (i) better working conditions; (ii)
the prospect of better salary complemented by tips in
dollars; and (iii) the possibility to use the corpora-

tion’s car, still a luxury commodity in Cuba. For ex-
ample, while the average salary for a worker outside
the tourist hard-currency sector is approximately 10
dollars per month, wages can rise up to 100 dollars in
the tourist industry (including tips).

Survey results on the economic benefits of tour-
ism: The outcome of the questionnaire survey (see
Table 6) confirmed the argument that an increasing
number of habaneros would like to work in tourism.
In addition, nearly 80 percent of interviewees strong-
ly agreed or agreed with the statement that tourism
has generated new employment opportunities for lo-
cal residents. The low percentage of respondents who
did not agree with the claim (just 10.5 percent) dem-
onstrates that residents of tourist poles perceive tour-
ism as profitable economic sector to work for. It
should be highlighted how the survey did not cast
light on the quality of jobs created in tourism. In
fact, it is argued that the tourism industry is generat-
ing low skills jobs that in the long term will not de-
termine very high social mobility amongst habaneros
and more generally Cubans.

2. Cuban economic data are based on Global Social Product (GSP) that differs from Western Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in two
main fashions. Firstly, the economic sectors are divided into “productive” and “non-productive” spheres. Secondly, the GDP includes
value-added and non-productive services, while the GSP assesses gross value and excludes non-productive services. 

Table 4. Distribution of Investment in Havana (million pesos)
Sector 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Industry 169.1 116.8 204.7 354.2 265.8 151.1
Construction 27.2 14.4 21.8 40.6 25.2 12
Agriculture 3.4 4.8 5.9 4 3.8 1.9
Forestry — 1.3 4.5 3.9 7.9 15.6
Transport 97.9 22.1 42.6 83.1 81.8 105.8
Communication 0.3 3.6 3.9 3.3 10.5 9.3
Commerce 74.5 58.4 67.9 56.3 117.5 172.2
Other Productive Activities 14.6 1.8 3 5.1 4.2 3.3
Services, Trade and Personal Services 46.8 17.5 49.1 88.3 128.7 228.3
Science and Technology 7.2 7.9 17.0 10.3 13.9 10.4
Art and Culture 13.7 6.6 8.4 20.4 21.7 62.2
Education 34.1 34.5 65 121.8 76.5 24.4
Public Health, Social Security, Sports 17 13.5 17.9 21 19.8 45.7
Finance and Insurance 0.7 0.1 11.4 1 12.3 45.7
Administration 70.1 115.2 62.8 122.6 90.2 217.8
Other Non-Productive Activities 0.5 8.5 16.2 8.1 17.2 30.7
Total 577.1 427 592.1 944 897 1136.4

Source:  OTE (2002).
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Self-employment and tourism: In 1993, more than
a hundred self-employed job categories were legalized
through Decree Law 141. This meant that thousands
of habaneros set up their own small businesses rang-
ing from agriculture to services. Table 7 shows how
the number of self-employed workers (cuentapropis-
tas) increased steadily from 23,027 to 41,236 be-
tween 1996 and 2001. Furthermore, it can be ob-
served that the significance of non-state employment
including mixed enterprises and small business or

private agriculture has risen in the same period as a
whole. Thus, while in 1996 the State employed di-
rectly or indirectly (for example through cooperatives
and UBPCs still linked to the state sector) around 97
percent of Havana’s working force, in 2001 it em-
ployed just over 91 percent.

Self-employed jobs can be found predominantly in
services and tourism. Peters and Scarpaci (1998) note
that self-employed service categories include low-or-
der retail activities such as beauty shops, shoe repair,

Table 5. Employment in Havana

Sector c.a 1990 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Productive Sphere 500,900 432,750 440,161 412,770 405,612 431,539 427,026

Industry 211,600 184,949 185,846 149,815 145,608 138,779 142,480
Construction 82,200 61,960 69,231 61,183 55,564 59,616 54,390
Agriculture 90,000 11,447 11,266 17,193 11,702 32,210 27,443
Forestry n/a 46 497 250 64 178 230
Transportation 1,300 45,695 34,771 40,090 42,194 45,681 46,623
Communication n/a 6,485 7,460 10,331 10,303 10,989 10,762
Commerce 102,900 113,535 123,697 125,589 131,733 135,342 134,797
Other Productive Activities 13,000 8,633 7,393 8,319 8,444 8,744 10,301

Non-Productive Sphere 438,500 461,510 479,006 476,487 499,354 472,457 484,463
Services, Trade and Personal Services 45,000 49,042 54,600 57,420 56,991 51,448 45,622
Science and Technology 20,100 18,500 17,946 17,975 17,748 17,045 17,755
Arts and Culture 105,800 77,051 72,922 69,394 68,996 66,986 70,502
Education n/aa 25,983 27,786 31,893 28,735 29,220 30,540
Public Health, Social Security, Sports, Tourism 67,800 89,618 84,740 84,720 84,829 84,165 85,746
Finance and Insurance 199,800 5,839 6,381 6,555 7,379 7,536 7,647
Administration n/ab 182,691 181,511 174,264 51,416 25,197 29,687
Other Non-Productive Activities 12,786 32,220 34,266 183,260 190,860 196,964

Total 939,400 894,260 919,167 889,257 904,966 903,996 911,489

Source: OTE (2002) and Scarpaci et al., (2002)

a. included in Arts and Culture. 
b. included in Finance and Insurance.

Table 6. Residents’ Perceptions of the Economic Benefits of Tourism

Would you like to work in tourism?
YES NO

Old Havana 26 10
Montebarreto 23 17

East Havana 23 14
Vedado 26 11

Total 98 52

Tourism has generated new employment opportunities
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Old Havana 10 20 2 2 4
Montebarreto 16 19 2 0 0

East Havana 15 10 8 1 3
Vedado 13 17 4 3 3

Total 54 66 16 6 10
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massage therapy, spiritual advice, and home restau-
rants called paladares. These food establishments
were once clandestine but mushroomed throughout
Havana after their legalization in 1993. They exert a
significant competition for State restaurants by offer-
ing a meal for 10-15 US$ against the 25-35 US$
meal served in tourist facilities. No data are available
on the historical evolution of paladares in Havana,
but there is general agreement that they flourished
until 1997 then stabilized and decreased after 2000.

Two different reasons for this decrease are provided
by officials, on the one hand, and workers in the sec-
tor, on the other. According to State officials, after
1996 state restaurants regained competitiveness
against private restaurants by improving their service
and food quality. This, in turn, forced many pala-
dares out business. But paladares workers have argued
in informal talks during fieldwork that many house-
hold restaurants were forced out of the market be-
cause the government raised taxes to an unsustain-
able level.

Another important niche of self-employment in
tourism is in the setting up of bed & breakfast
(B&B) establishments. It has been estimated that in
1995, over 7 percent of individual tourists visiting
Havana chose this kind of accommodation, whilst
this proportion increased to 21 percent in 1997 (Bo-
hemia, 1997) and 23 percent in 2002 (OTH, 2003).
Thus, the number of B&Bs that are registered and
paid taxes in Havana tripled between 1998 and
2002, accounting for over 27 percent of the national
total in 2002, as shown in Table 8. At the national
level, García Jiménez (1998) estimated that taxable
income produced by the private accommodations

sector equalled 4 percent of the total revenues of the
tourist industry and 36 percent of the state accom-
modations sector. In a follow-up study, García
Jiménez (2000) pinpoints that the majority of B&Bs
in Havana are located in the northern municipalities
of Plaza (36.7 percent), Playa (32.1 percent), and
East Havana (22.7 percent). There can be little
doubt that the remaining are located in Old Havana
and Centro Havana, while they are virtually absent
from southern areas, contributing to the urban polar-
ization described earlier.

Authors point out that while many rental rooms are
located in private residences, there are at least an
equivalent number in the informal sector (Coyula,
2002). The rise of the informal economy associated
with B&B and small private business is a new phe-
nomenon in Cuba that is engendering spatial chang-
es at the household and neighborhood levels in two
main fashions. Firstly, family members often share
rooms in order to be able to rent or use the space
which is thereby freed-up. Similarly, families often
modify their house design in order to rent out a
room or create a work space. At the neighborhood
level, there are claims that habaneros have begun to
occupy common areas within buildings, portals, gar-

Table 7. Number of Workers in Havana According to Form of Property

Sector 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
State Sector 894,260 919,167 889,257 904,966 903,996 911,489
Mixed Enterprises 4,246 5,125 8,820 7,545 13,334 13,629
Private Sector 25,275 38,449 48,418 69,599 66,587 67,510

Farmers cooperatives 185 224 286 3,777 4,434 853
Self-employed 23,027 31,942 30,231 41,454 41,435 41,236
Commerce 1,317 2,139 2,286 2,997 3,084 3,179
Associations and Foundations 1,789 2,101 2,294 3,322 2,063 2,301
Other 2,063 2,043 13,321 18,049 15,571 19,941

Total 894,260 919,167 889,257 904,966 903,996 911,489

Source: OTE (2002).

Table 8. Number of Bed and Breakfasts 
Registered as Tax Payers

Province 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002
Havana 17a

a. According to experts, this exceptional low value is due to counting
mistakes by the Havana’s Office of National Revenue.

2,284 2,568 2,705 2,730
Cuba 1,537 4,234 5,044 5,178 4,980

Source: ONAT (2003)



Cuba in Transition · ASCE 2004

32

dens, and patios to carry out their activities such as
selling books and drinks. These new phenomena
have been harshly criticized by municipal authorities
and planners alike because they are introducing un-
authorized commerce and negatively affecting Ha-
vana’s urban culture.

Social Impact of Tourism in Havana

As with any tourist city, especially in the Caribbean,
Havana has not been exempt from a non-neutral so-
cial impact stemming from the tourist development.
The critical and in-depth analysis of such impacts
and their planning implications is outside the scope
of this paper. In the remainder of this section the in-
vestigation will be limited to a concise review of the
main social impacts of tourism in Havana.

There is general agreement that tourism has generat-
ed a new wave of prostitution and street crime in Ha-
vana (Elinson, 1999) and created new actors and
pressure groups that include jineteras (prostitutes);
jineteros or chulos (pimps); maceteros (money launder-
ers) and luchadores (street hustlers offering guide ser-
vice, cigars, etc. to tourists). Prior to the Special Peri-
od, Cubans approaching tourists and asking them for
a present or money was an uncommon sight because
they could be detained by the police. From 1990 on-
wards, petty theft and assaults are no longer infre-
quent in any part of Havana (Scarpaci et al., 2002).
Prostitution and street begging proliferated in the
streets of Havana, especially in the first half of the
1990s, triggering the re-emergence of anti social be-
haviors that had been virtually eliminated by the rev-
olutionary government.

In the early 1990s the rapid expansion and adoption
of the sex trade and prostitution as a survival strategy
by many habaneros prompted serious health prob-
lems related to sexually transmitted diseases. In 1996,
the leadership decided to crack down on prostitution
in an attempt to stop the spread of such diseases. De-
spite governmental efforts, today it is still common to
be stopped in the streets of Havana by male and fe-
male prostitutes who travel across the city to reach
central tourist areas such as Vedado, especially Calle
23 and Malecón, and Old Havana. Despite the obvi-
ous measurement issues associated with the prostitu-

tion phenomenon, officials have acknowledged the
existence of such problem.

Survey results on residents’ perception of social
impact of tourism: The survey findings highlighted
that over one-third of the respondents identified
prostitution as the main negative effect brought by
tourism in their neighborhood. Thus, 83 out of 160
interviewed (51.8 percent) reported jineterismo (pros-
titution) as positively correlated with the local tourist
development. Furthermore, the analysis of the an-
swers at the pole level would seem to indicate that
there are no differences amongst poles. This result
shows that prostitution is a widespread phenomenon
affecting Havana’s tourist poles in the same way.
While before the revolution, the sex trade was con-
centrated in the Colon neighborhood in Centro Ha-
vana municipality and in the port area, today this ac-
tivity is equally carried out in tourist areas and
infrastructures along the east-west urban re-develop-
ment axis.

Other Residents’ Perceptions on Tourism 
Development and Their Participation in the 
Planning Process
This section of the paper aims to assess impacts that
are broadly associated with a number of strategic
tourism planning issues. For the purposes of analyti-
cal clarity, resident responses have been grouped into
four main categories that underpin each issue. These
categories are: 

• perceptions on the overall intensity of tourism
impact and main changes brought by tourism;

• the relationship between tourists and residents; 
• displacement of, and interference with, residents’

activities; and 
• the danger of investments in facilities and servic-

es which serve primarily tourists and neglect  Ha-
vana’s dwellers.

Lastly, the study endeavours to assess the extent to
which residents inputs are feeding through the deci-
sion making process

Perceptions on the overall intensity of tourism
impact and changes brought by tourism: In the
questionnaire, residents were asked three main ques-
tions to evaluate their views on the intensity of tour-
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ism impact and changes brought by tourism (see Ta-
ble 9). The results would seem to indicate that the
majority of residents (86.8 percent) think that tour-
ism so far has had either a positive impact or little
impact, while only a minority of residents (13.2 per-
cent) believe that tourism has had a negative impact
or none. At the pole level, in Old Havana, Vedado,
and East Havana, the majority of respondents think
that tourism has had a positive impact, while in
Montebarreto the highest number of respondents be-
lieve that tourism has had little impact.

Similarly, a survey question asked residents: “Has the
change brought by tourism been positive or nega-
tive?” and “Why?” Table 9 displays that 89.3 percent
of respondents indicated that tourism had had a pos-
itive impact, while the remaining 10.7 percent ex-
pressed negative views on the impact of tourism in
their area. The positive change generated by tourism
is associated with economic development (n = 111),
environmental revitalization (n = 56), cultural and
social revitalization (n = 51), and more dynamism (n
= 27). Those who had negative views on the change
brought about by tourism indicated personal insecu-
rity and crime increase (n = 18), and population dis-
placement (n = 16) as the main reasons for their
choice.

Lastly, a significant percentage of residents of tour-
ism poles (85 percent) would still welcome further
tourism development in their area. These positive re-
spondents can be mostly found in East Havana (n=
27), Old Havana (n = 24), and Vedado (n = 18),
while the majority of respondents who answered neg-
atively are concentrated in Montebarreto (n = 13).
Interviewees who answered “yes” and “moderately”
were also asked: “Why would you like to see more
tourism development in this area?” Thus, 112 re-
spondents answered because tourism would bring
prosperity and economic development, 46 answered
“cultural exchange with tourists,” 44 answered
“cleanliness” associated to tourism, 33 answered “en-
vironmental revitalization,” while 21 thought that
more tourism could bring more vitality and dyna-
mism to their area.

The survey findings highlight that tourism has be-
come an important element that is engendering im-

pacts in each of Havana tourism poles. While the
majority of residents think that tourism’s impact is
positive and would like to see more tourism in their
area, mostly because of economic benefit that may
stem from it, residents of Montebarreto have shown
some reservation on future increases. The business-
oriented and high expenditure-based tourism being
promoted in Playa municipality is certainly not gen-
erating great involvement of Montebarreto’s resi-
dents in the environmental and economic gains that
stem from tourism. Moreover, local shops and bode-
gas (corner grocery stores) are being replaced ever
more by expensive tourism-oriented shops and diplo-
tiendas. The latter are dollar-based shops which serve
diplomats of an increasing number of embassies that
are relocating from Vedado to this area because of
the new centrality being promoted in this city area.

The relationship between tourists and residents:
The analysis of the tourists-residents relationship,
and the subsequent residents’ “irritation” level caused
by tourist activities (see Doxey’s “Irrindex,” 1975, for
a description) has been carried out mainly through:
(i) asking residents to rank their level of happiness
with regard to tourism development in their area;
and (ii) a series of statements which residents were
asked to comment upon. Thus, a survey question
asked interviewees: “On a scale from 1 to 10, how
happy are you with regard to current tourist develop-
ment on this area?” The results indicate that 51.7
percent of the 142 respondents expressed a level of
satisfaction comprised between 6 and 10, while the
majority of respondents ranked their level of satisfac-
tion at 5. The response at pole level would seem to
confirm the results at city-aggregate level (see Figure
5) that those residents mostly dissatisfied about tour-
ism development can be found predominantly in
Montebarreto while the most satisfied are concen-
trated in Vedado.

Interviewees were also asked whether they Strongly
Agreed (SA), Agreed (A), were Neutral (N), Dis-
agreed (D) or Strongly Disagreed (SD) with the
statements that:

• “Local residents welcome the presence of tourists
in this area.”
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Table 9. Residents’ Perceptions on the Overall Intensity of Tourism Impact and Changes 
Brought by Tourism

What is the impact of tourism on your neighborhood?
Positive Negative Little impact No impact

Old Havana 29 2 7 1
Montebarreto 8 4 25 2

East Havana 18 3 13 4
Vedado 22 0 14 4

Total 77 9 59 11

Has the change brought by tourism been positive or negative?
Positive Negative

Old Havana 37 2
Montebarreto 37 5

East Havana 28 2
Vedado 27 5

Total 129 14

Would you like to see more tourism development of your area?
Yes No Moderately

Old Havana 24 3 11
Montebarreto 9 13 18

East Havana 27 5 6
Vedado 18 2 18

Total 78 23 53

Figure 5. Tourism Poles Residents’ Level of Satisfaction Concerning Tourism Development in 
Their Area (ranked from 0 to 10)
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• “The presence of tourism does make shopping
more unpleasant.”

• “The presence of tourists is not responsible for
overcrowding this area.”

The aggregate responses reported in Table 10 would
suggest that at the city-level, the relationship between
tourists and residents can be classified as still satisfac-
tory. Thus, tourism is in a development phase in
which residents still welcome the presence of tourists
in their area although a significant percentage of
Vedado-based respondents (over 43 percent) had a
neutral view on this issue.

Broadly speaking, tourism is not considered to gener-
ate overcrowding effects in Havana’s tourist areas
with the exception of Old Havana. This result can be
easily understood because in old colonial centers
tourists and residents are forced to share a limited
physical space. Lastly, tourism is not considered to
make shopping more unpleasant in Havana’s tourist
area. The only exception is represented by Monteba-
rreto where an equal number of respondents would
seem to either agree or disagree on the statement. As

indicated earlier, the shopping issue in Montebarreto
can be linked to the excessive promotion of tourism-
oriented shops rather than to the actual shopping ac-
tivity.

Displacement of, and interference with, residents’
activities: At the city level, the responses (see Table
11) indicate a high displacement effect (72.5 percent)
of local residents’ daily activities and meeting places
by the tourism industry. Answers also suggest that
primarily hotels (n = 78), bars and restaurants (n =
70) and, to a lesser extent, squares and public spaces
(n = 15) have become inaccessible to habaneros be-
cause of tourism. Analysis at the tourism pole level
confirms that the displacement effect is perceived
with almost the same degree of intensity in each pole,
although Old Havana is the city area where residents
showed more concern (80 percent of respondents).

The tourists’ interference with residents’ activities is
still low. Indeed, only 17.5 percent of respondents
thought that tourists interfered with their daily activ-
ities. The responses at the city and individual tourism
pole level show similar percentages indicating no ma-

Table 10. Residents’ Perceptions on the Relationship Between Tourists and Residents

Local residents welcome the presence of tourists in this area.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

Old Havana 12 13 8 2 1
Montebarreto 5 14 7 3 7

East Havana 16 15 2 1 1
Vedado 7 14 16 0 0

Total 40 56 33 6 9

The presence of tourism does make shopping more unpleasant.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

Old Havana 3 9 4 20 1
Montebarreto 2 11 4 12 8

East Havana 3 5 14 12 3
Vedado 0 6 10 13 8

Total 8 31 32 57 20

The presence of tourists is not responsible for overcrowding this area.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Old Havana 7 7 3 17 1
Montebarreto 3 8 12 5 9

East Havana 10 8 7 8 1
Vedado 7 12 1 14 4

Total 27 35 23 44 15
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jor differences between poles. If this result is exam-
ined in conjunction with the findings on displace-
ment effect of tourism, the analysis would seem to
suggest that there is a low level of interference be-
tween tourists and residents because different spaces
and circuits are being created for the activities of each
groups. Thus, more hotels, bars, and restaurants are
being diverted towards tourism consumption and less
towards habaneros’ needs.

The danger of investments in facilities and servic-
es which serve primarily tourists: The danger of in-
vestments biased towards meeting primarily tourists’
needs is the last impact that is often ascribed to tour-
ism promotion policies. The residents of Havana’s
tourist poles were therefore asked to express their
view on three statements:

• “Local residents are benefiting from the new
tourism facilities built in this area.”

• “Local residents have better shopping opportuni-
ties because of tourism.”

• “Tourism has brought availability of more pro-
duces which are available in pesos.”

The responses are summarized in Table 12 and indi-
cate that: (i) over 80 percent of respondents main-
tained that local residents are not benefiting from the
newly-built tourism facilities in their area or have a
neutral view; (ii) just over 20 percent of respondents

believe that tourism has generated better local shop-
ping opportunities; and (iii) nearly 64 percent of in-
terviewees answered that tourism has not brought
availability of more goods that can be purchased.

The analysis of the aggregate response to the three
statements would seem to suggest, once again, that
newly-built tourism-oriented infrastructures are des-
tined for exclusive tourism consumption only, while
local residents are not benefiting from them. More-
over, on the one hand, residents perceive tourism as a
driver of local economic development in their area.
On the other hand, they admit that tourism is con-
tributing little to meeting residents’ shopping needs.
It can be argued that tourism, and more generally the
external sector, have triggered the availability of a
wider variety of goods in Havana’s main shopping
malls such as the “Cohiba” and “Carlos III” galleries.
At the same time, such shopping centers are dollar-
operated and are not accessible to everyone but most-
ly to dollars earners. 

Lastly, residents were asked: “What services or infra-
structures would you like to see in this area to make
the most of your free time?” This question aimed at
assessing how local urban settings could be improved
to meet inhabitants’ and tourism recreational needs
alike, avoiding skewed promotion policies. The an-
swers to the question included a broad range of lei-
sure-oriented infrastructures, ranging from personal
care to cultural facilities. The order in which services
and facilities were listed by residents were: gymnasia
(n = 89); recreational centers for the elderly (n = 67);
restaurants and cinemas (n = 63); dance saloons (n =
60); parks (n = 58); video rental shops (n = 52); cafe-
terias and discotheques (n = 47); libraries (n = 47);
football pitches (n = 39); and clubs (n = 30). Seven
respondents answered “other” without further speci-
fications.

The response would seem to validate the claim
voiced out by some Havana-based planners that
many new recreational and leisure infrastructures are
being built within hotels and tourism-oriented infra-
structures. Hence, they are not serving the popula-
tion at large. Havana’s inhabitants used to have un-
limited access to such facilities until the late 1980s,
when the Special Period brought about financial aus-

Table 11. Displacement of, and Interference 
with, Residents’ Activities

Is there any place where you used to go 
which has been converted into tourist 

infrastructure?”
Yes No

Old Havana 32 6
Montebarreto 26 13

East Havana 25 12
Vedado 28 11

Total 111 42

Is there any place where tourists 
interfere with your daily activities?

Yes No

Old Havana 11 27
Montebarreto 6 33

East Havana 4 34
Vedado 6 33

Total 27 127
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terity and a division of international and domestic
tourism circuits. This division is de facto prejudicing
habaneros’ access to such facilities and undermining
their right to leisure and entertainment. Moreover,
despite the current tourism development strategy
pursued for Havana that is helping the city to eco-
nomically and environmentally revitalize some of its
districts, it has not been exempt from criticisms. The
analysis of current tourism infrastructures being de-
veloped in Havana reveals how the tourism industry’s
efforts are skewed towards the promotion of the ac-
commodation sector while, for example, night-life
and shopping dimensions associated with tourism are
still highly neglected.

Table 13 elucidates how, for example, out of 771
tourism-oriented infrastructures classified as such by
Havana’s tourist board (OTH, 2002), there are only
three discothèques and three party-venues (salón de
fiesta). In contrast, the number of hotels has in-
creased and the number of rooms available has tri-
pled between 1988 and 2002, from 4,682 rooms to
12,002. Moreover, Table 13 shows figures for both
national and international tourism. For example, 169

cafeterías, 119 shops, and 22 night clubs are likely to
include small and run-down facilities used by Cu-
bans only and unknown to the majority of interna-
tional tourists. Hence, the number of recreational
and night life facilities is likely to be smaller than the
one suggested by the Havana Tourism Board.

There can be little doubt that the best recreational
and night-life facilities oriented to both tourists and
habaneros’ consumption are being built within Ha-
vana’s new and refurbished hotels rather than in the
city at large. The rationale underpinning such strate-
gy is unclear although two main explanations have
been suggested. The first explanation holds that the
Cuban leadership aims at controlling and minimiz-
ing interactions between tourists and Cubans. Ac-
cording to this argument, tourists can cause the
transfer of social behaviors based on consumerism,
materialism, and drug consumption, especially when
it comes to night life, which are still relatively un-
known to Cubans. Furthermore, tourists can encour-
age the transfer of new ideas and ideals to Cubans
that portray the current stage of the Cuban socialist
experiment in a negative light.

Table 12. Residents’ Perceptions on the Risk of Investment Bias

Local residents are benefiting from the new tourism facilities built in this area.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Old Havana 6 4 12 11 6
Montebarreto 2 4 10 10 11

East Havana 2 3 17 10 5
Vedado 1 4 11 13 8

Total 11 15 50 44 30

Local residents have better shopping opportunities because of tourism.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

Old Havana 2 8 7 16 2
Montebarreto 1 8 4 13 11

East Havana 4 6 13 7 7
Vedado 0 2 9 15 12

Total 7 24 33 51 32

Tourism has brought availability of more produces which are available in pesos.
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree 

Old Havana 2 6 6 14 7
Montebarreto 1 4 11 6 14

East Havana 5 5 8 5 12
Vedado 0 0 3 20 12

Total 8 15 28 45 45
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A second explanation for the skewed development of
recreational facilities exclusively within hotels is
linked to the criticism that tourism decision-making
in Havana is currently permeated by un-integrated
and insular planning. Thus, according to an official
of the Oficina del Historiador, tourism planning in
the majority of Havana’s new tourism poles suffers
from short-sightedness and sectorial interest by tour-
ism state holdings. In his view, MINTUR (Ministry
of Tourism) investment projects on its holdings are
still made on individual basis and limited to the con-
struction plan of each infrastructure. Investments do
not take into account the organic development of the
area where such tourism infrastructures are found.
Hence, investment plans lack a wider spatial, func-
tional, and cross-sectorial vision concerning the over-
all growth of a city area and its multifaceted dimen-
sions.

Many hotels in Havana have built their own disco-
théque and piano bar inside their premises, the most
famous ones being the “Turquino” discotheque in-
side Hotel Habana Libre and the “Cohiba” disco-
theque within the Hotel Meliá Cohiba complex.
Night clubs like these are often the only ones allowed
to stay open until late throughout the week, and
therefore attract young habaneros seeking amuse-
ments or entertainment during the week. Nonethe-
less, the entrance to these clubs is expensive and ex-
clusively in U.S. dollars (usually US$ 10-20) or, in
many instances, limited to tourists. Havana’s inhab-
itants earning in pesos are de facto precluded to enter
these night clubs as they are often beyond their fi-
nancial limits.

Such spaces can be considered to be urban tourism
enclaves that prejudice local residents’ recreational
needs. They serve to increase the cultural and social

Table 13. Tourism Facilities and Infrastructures in Havana
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Hotels 11 13 16 11 15 4 1 1 1 73
Cafeterias 59 14 28 2 25 41 169
Cabaret 2 3 1 6
Night centers 8 8 4 1 1 22
Karaoke 1 1 2
Discotheques 1 2 3
Restaurants 8 1 1 18 5 33
Venues for parties 1 1 1 3
Shops 97 9 11 119 236
Bar restaurants 1 4 5
Cafés 1 2 3
Markets 10 10
Shopping centers 2 11 1 14
Recreational parks 1 1 2
Shopping points 4 3 38 45
Bars 1 1
Snack bars 1 1
Tourism centers 2 2 4
Clubs 1 2
Thematic clubs 1 1
Infotur 9 9
Photo shops 1 1
Car rental points 28 13 85 126
TOTAL 771

Source: OTH (2002).
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isolation and differences between urban dwellers and
tourists through the establishment of spaces that are
destined for tourist consumption only. The isolating
effect of urban tourism enclaves is less divisive than
their rural counterpart because of the nature of urban
life. In fact, the interactions between residents and
tourists in urban environments are not limited to
night life, but continue throughout the day through
a variety of economic, social and cultural transactions
that occur in daily activities.

A second criticism directed towards Havana’s current
tourism development strategy concerns the underde-
velopment of the city shopping function and the lim-
ited presence of small retailing that is deemed a vital
element of the tourism industry. Indeed retailing in
Havana is still based on large State shops: the TRDs
(Tiendas de Recaudación de Divisas). These shops of-
ten offer a limited variety of goods and are over-
staffed. In other words, they display low productivity
and marginal profitability. TRDs contribute to guar-
antee employment to a large sector of the population,
but they under-perform in term of maximizing the
potential revenues that could stem from the tourist
sector. Old Havana is currently the only successful
example of small retailing promotion. Here, officials
of the Oficina del Historiador have correctly assessed
the importance of tourism expenditures and local res-
idents remittances that have become Cuba’s second
source of hard currency. The Oficina has encouraged
small retailing in the Old Colonial city streets, rang-
ing from family souvenir shops and hand-made arts
and crafts to catering, that attract hard currency from
tourists and Cubans alike.

Residents’ participation in tourism planning and
decision-making: Another objective that the survey
intended to accomplish was to assess the extent to
which residents’ and community inputs feed through
the tourism planning and decision-making processes.
This was done by asking residents to express their
view on the statement that “Local residents are al-
ways audited directly or via delegates about tourist
development plans in this area.” The city-level survey
results (see Table 14) indicate that over two-thirds of
respondents Disagreed or Strongly Disagreed with
the statement. Just over ten percent of respondents

had Neutral views on this statement, while the re-
maining one-tenth Agreed or Strongly Agreed. At the
pole level, the survey response shows that Vedado is
the city area where more interviewees did not agree
(n = 34), while Old Havana is where residents per-
ceived that they were consulted and informed most
(n=12) with regards to tourism development plans in
their area.

According to survey findings it can be concluded that
residents’ involvement in urban tourism manage-
ment is still far from satisfactory despite the Cuban
Leadership’s rhetorical claims stating otherwise. Par-
ticipatory planning in tourism, and it could be ar-
gued urban governance as a whole, in Havana is still
imperfect due to weak participation by an important
stakeholder of the tourism industry, namely, local
residents. The inclusion of residents and newly-es-
tablished actors of the emerging private sector into
planning is crucial to prompt a change towards more
democratic practices, the fostering of public partici-
pation, and more interactive governance in Havana.
An increase of participatory planning at the policy-
making stage would avoid the implementation of
technocratic and blue print development projects
and conflicts that may emerge in policy implementa-
tion. Moreover, more “inclusiveness” in planning
would be instrumental in acknowledging that Ha-
vana’s dwellers have become de facto an important
“stakeholder” of the tourism industry, whether they
want to be or not.

CONCLUSIONS

Tourism has been a powerful force responsible for
shaping the urban development of Havana during
the Special Period. The Cuban capital is developing
along its coastline according to urban growth pat-
terns that resemble pre-revolutionary ones. This, in
turn, is triggering the emergence of social, environ-
mental, and economic dualities in Havana. Indeed,
tourism is exacerbating environmental differences
within city areas and testing Havana’s obsolete urban
infrastructures. Moreover, tourism has yielded socio-
economic changes at the household and neighbor-
hood levels and (re)introduced negative social phe-
nomena, such as prostitution, that stem from new



Cuba in Transition · ASCE 2004

40

economic opportunities associated with tourist in-
flows.

The questionnaire survey responses, however, would
seem to suggest that current levels, forms, and types
of tourism development cannot be considered yet as
a driver for urban environmental and social stresses.
The analysis shows that tourism is still not engender-
ing a significantly negative impact on Havana’s infra-
structures and urban services. Furthermore, habane-
ros would still welcome more tourism development
in their area.

A number of planning issues have emerged mainly
regarding two tourist areas in Havana. Firstly, the fu-
ture planning of tourism development in Old Ha-
vana will need to take into account the displacement
effect of tourism concerning local residents’ daily ac-
tivities and recreational meeting venues. Secondly,
the promotion of a new centrality in Montebarreto,

with an emphasis on economic activities linked to
the external sector and the tourist industry, risks cre-
ating a divide between residents and newcomers in
terms of services provision and access to urban facili-
ties. The careful planning of this area will also avoid
the exacerbation of local environmental problems
such as flooding and traffic congestion.

At the city level, the strategic planning of tourism
ought to aim at developing more recreational and
night life facilities outside hotels and other tourism-
oriented facilities. This will enable to meet tourists
and Havana residents’ leisure needs alike. Lastly,
tourism promotion so far has been primarily based
on the construction of new accommodations. In the
future, Havana’s tourism industry should increase
and diversify the supply of tourism services and facil-
ities outside the accommodations segment.
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