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THE CUBAN TOURISM SECTOR: A NOTE ON PERFORMANCE  
IN THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 21ST CENTURY

María Dolores Espino

During the 1980s and the 1990s, the Cuban interna-
tional tourism sector expanded at a rapid rate. Annu-
al growth rates during the 1980s averaged 11.9% and
the average annual rate of increase during the 1990s
was approximately 18% (Espino 1992, 2000). The
tourism sector soon became the star performer of the
“special period.” At the turn of the Century, enthusi-
astic tourism officials predicted that Cuba would
host 5 to 7 million tourists by the year 2010 (Rice
2000; Pérez-Mok and García 2000).

Performance of the sector during the first decade of
the 21st Century, however, has been lackluster at
best. Annual growth rates of tourist arrivals during
the decade averaged only 4.6%, with negative growth
posted for three years. It is now clear that visitor ar-
rivals are unlikely to hit the 2.5 million mark in
2010, half of the low end estimate made in 2000. As
disappointing a performance as the official visitor ar-
rivals numbers reflect, a look behind the data reveals
further reasons for concern. This paper looks into the
performance of the Cuban tourism industry in the
new century and explores the changing pattern of
tourist arrivals as well as its present and future conse-
quences. 

THE CUBAN AND 
CARIBBEAN TOURISM INDUSTRY
The first decade of the 21st Century was a challeng-
ing one for world tourism, particularly in the Carib-
bean. During the decade, international travel was
dampened by two economic downturns: terrorist
threats and health concerns over flu and epidemics.
In the Caribbean, the industry had to additionally

deal with overactive hurricane seasons and historical-
ly high fuel prices towards the middle of the decade.
Inevitably, all of the above-named factors impacted
the Cuban tourism industry. Furthermore, the U.S.
embargo and travel restrictions denied the Island free
access to the largest source of tourists to the Caribbe-
an and excluded it from the sea-cruise industry, leav-
ing the Cuban tourism sector with a higher degree of
exposure to external adverse economic and security
conditions than the rest of the Caribbean.

The poor performance of the Cuban tourism indus-
try, however, cannot be attributed solely to external
factors. Internal policies and inefficiencies have also
contributed to its poor performance and loss of com-
petitiveness (Espino 2008). 

Following international guidelines, the Cuban gov-
ernment collects data on international visitors. Visi-
tors are classified as either tourists or excursionists. A
tourist is defined as a visitor staying at least twenty
four hours in the country visited, whose purpose in
making the journey can be classified as (1) leisure
(recreation, holiday, health, study, religion, or sport):
(2) business; ( 3) family; (4) mission; or (5) meeting.
An excursionist, or day visitor, is a visitor staying less
than twenty-four hours, such as sea-cruise travelers.

The majority of visitors to Cuba continue to be tour-
ists, that is, their stay in the island lasts longer than
twenty-four hours (Table 1). The low number of ex-
cursionists in Cuba can be primarily attributed to the
island’s exclusion from the sea-cruise industry as a
consequence of the U.S. trade embargo. The tourist/
excursionist breakdown that exists today in Cuba is
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quite different from that prevalent in the rest of the
Caribbean with the increasing importance of the sea-
cruise industry. In 2009, for example, 2,430 thou-
sand international visitors arrived in the Island; of
these only 25 thousand were excursionists. During
the same year, the Caribbean as a whole hosted
41,153.1 thousand visitors of which 19,063.3 thou-
sand, or 46.3% were cruise passengers. The differ-
ence in tourist/excursionist breakdown makes is nec-
essary for any comparisons of the performance of
Cuban tourism to the rest of the Caribbean be done
on the basis of tourist arrivals rather than visitor
arrivals.

Table 2 compares total tourist arrivals to Cuba to ar-
rivals to the Caribbean as a whole. The year 2000
was a bumper year for the Caribbean tourist indus-
try, with tourist arrivals increasing by 6.2%. In Cu-
ba, the double-digit growth rates of the late 1990s

continued into the new decade with arrivals growing
by 11.5%. Cuba’s share of the Caribbean tourist
market increased to 8.58%. All indications pointed
to continued growth. 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 disrupt-
ed the travel industry worldwide, and tourist arrivals
to the Caribbean tumbled by -3.9%. Cuba, with its
high tourist season over by the time of the attacks,
saw only a slight decline in tourist arrivals of -0.3%
and its share of the Caribbean tourist market contin-
ued to grow, reaching 8.9%. The brunt of impact of
the terrorist attacks hit Cuba in 2002. Tourist arriv-
als in that year decreased by -4.5% as European arriv-
als to the Island fell by -4.3% and Canadian arrivals
fell slightly. While the rest of the Caribbean experi-
enced similar performance from the European and
Canadian markets, arrivals to the Caribbean as a
whole were buoyed by improved arrivals from the
U.S. and total arrivals decreased only by -2.6. In
2002, Cuba’s share of the Caribbean tourist market
fell to 8.7%.

By 2003, both the Cuban and Caribbean tourism
seemed well on the road to recovery. From 2003 to
2005, tourists arrivals to Cuba grew at an average an-
nual rate of 10.9%, outpacing the Caribbean, where
arrivals grew at an average annual rate of 5.3%. Cu-
ba’s share of the Caribbean tourist market rose to

Table 1. Visitor Arrivals to Cuba 
(thousands)

Year Visitors
%

change Tourists
%

change Excursionists
%

change
1982 151
1983 174 16
1984 218 25
1985 243 11 238 5
1986 282 16 276 16 6 20
1987 294 4 282 2 12 100
1988 309 5 298 6 11 -8
1989 326 6 314 5 12 9
1990 340 4 327 4 13 8
1991 424 25 418 28 6 -54
1992 461 9 455 9 6 0
1993 544 18 544 20 0 -100
1994 617 13 617 13 0 0
1995 746 21 742 20 4
1996 1004 35 999 35 5 25
1997 1170 17 1153 15 17 240
1998 1416 21 1390 21 26 53
1999 1603 13 1561 12 42 62
2000 1774 11 1741 12 33 -21
2001 1775 0 1736 0 39 18
2002 1686 -5 1656 -5 30 -23
2003 1900 13 1847 12 59 97
2004 2049 8 2017 9 32 -46
2005 2319 13 2261 12 58 81
2006 2221 -4 2150 -5 71 22
2007 2152 -3 2119 -1 33 -54
2008 2348 9.1 2316 9.3 32 -3
2009 2430 3.5 2405 3.8 25 -23

Source: WTO, ONE.

Table 2. Cuba and the Caribbean Tourist 
Market (thousands)

Cuban
Tourist
Arrivals 

%
change

Caribbean
Tourist
Arrivals

%
change

Cuba’s % 
Share of 

Caribbean
Market

1997 1153 15.4 17864.6 7.0 6.45
1998 1390 20.6 18215.8 2.0 7.63
1999 1561 12.3 19116.8 4.9 8.17
2000 1741 11.5 20424.7 6.2 8.58
2001 1736 -0.3 20020.9 -3.9 8.90
2002 1656 -4.6 18997.8 -2.6 8.72

2003 1895 11.5
ya

20339.4 7.3 9.05
2004 2017 9.2 21765.3 6.7 9.27
2005 2261 12.1 22207.1 2.0 10.18
2006 2150 -4.9 22205.2 -0.0 9.68
2007 2119 -1.4 22889.8 3.1 9.26
2008 2316 9.2 22939.9 .2 10.10
2009 2405 3.8 22089.8 -3.7 10.89

Source: CTO; author’s calculations.
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9.5% in 2003, 9.27% in 2004, and 10.18% in 2005.
A closer look at Cuban tourist arrivals during this
time period reveals some temporary, if not artificial,
arrival numbers, however. 

Venezuela represents an interesting case. From 1990
to 2003 the average number of tourists to Cuba from
Venezuela in any one year was 11.8 thousand. In
2004, arrivals shot up to 86.3 thousand. During
2005, the number of arrivals from Venezuela reached
185.2 thousand, retreating to 83.8 thousand in
2006. This anomaly is due to “Operación Milagro,”
part of a cooperation agreement between Cuba and
Venezuela, that consisted of flying in Venezuelans to
Cuba to receive free medical care. While these num-
bers level down by 2007 (see Table 3), they signifi-
cantly inflated the total arrivals numbers during
2003–2005. 

Also of interest is the performance of visits by Cuban
nationals residing abroad, mostly in the U.S., which
are grouped under visitors from  “Other Caribbean.”
The number of arrivals in this category are intrinsi-
cally tied to the policy of both Cuba and the United
States. Cuban-Americans visiting family in the Island
travelled in record numbers to Cuba in 2002, 2003,
and the first half of 2004. Their numbers counterbal-
anced the decreases in visitors from other sources due
to security concerns in the aftermath of terrorist at-
tacks of September 11, 2001. 

In June 30, 2004, new U.S. restrictions on travel to
Cuba came into effect. While the new rules reduced

the ability to obtain licenses for all categories of trav-
el, the largest number impacted were individuals
travelling on family visits, almost exclusively Cuban-
Americans. Whereas before the restriction ‘family’
was liberally interpreted, the new rule restricted trav-
el to immediate family—parents, spouses, children
and siblings. Before the restriction came into place,
visits were allowed once a year, but the new restric-
tions limited family visits to once every three years. 

The impact on the number of visitors travelling to
Cuba from the U.S. had an immediate impact. In
2004, Cuban official statistics reported a decline in
the number of visitors from the U.S. of 34.6 thou-
sand visitors. The decline in the  “other Caribbean”
category was of 42.8 thousand visitors. The reduc-
tion in total visits by U.S. citizens and residents in
the second half of 2004 therefore is approximately
77.4 thousand visitors. 

On October 24, 2004, Cuba reacted to the new U.S.
policy by announcing that the U.S. dollar would not
be acceptable as legal tender in the Island as of No-
vember 8. The holding of U.S. dollars was not crimi-
nalized but its use prohibited; dollars now needed be
to exchanged to convertible pesos. A 10% fee was
also imposed on each U.S. dollar/convertible peso ex-
change. In April 2005, the value of the convertible
peso, which traded with the dollar at par, was in-
creased by 8%. This measure, along with the 10%
fee, effectively raised the rate of exchange to $1.20
per convertible pesos (Mesa-Lago 2005). While the

Table 3. Visitor Arrivals To Cuba by Main Countries (thousands)
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Canada 307.7 350.4 348.5 452.4 563.4 602.4 604.4 660.4 818.2 914.9
Italy 175.7 159.4 147.8 177.6 178.6 169.3 144.2 134.3 126.0 118.3
United Kingdom 91.0 94.8 103.7 120.9 161.2 199.4 211.1 208.1 193.9 172.3
Spain 153.2 140.1 138.6 127.7 146.2 194.1 185.5 133.0 121.2 129.2
Germany 203.4 171.9 152.7 157.7 143.6 124.5 114.3 103.1 101.0 93.4
France 132.1 138.8 129.9 144.5 119.9 107.5 103.5 92.3 90.7 83.5
Netherlands 24.9 23.5 27.4 29.5 33.0 37.8 35.9 33.6 33.5 33.1
Venezuela 12.5 16.4 11.0 15.2 86.3 185.2 83.8 33.6 31.9 28.7
Mexico 86.5 98.5 87.6 88.8 79.7 89.1 98.0 91.7 84.0 61.5
Argentina 54.2 41.0 9.4 13.9 23.5 24.9 30.4 37.9 47.4 48.5
Russia 14.2 14.4 10.7 12.6 17.5 20.7 27.8 29.1 40.6 37.4
China 4.9 6.1 4.5 4.8 7.0 8.2 8.6 11.6 11.3 12.4
United States 76.9 78.6 77.6 84.5 49.9 37.2 36.8 40.5 41.9 52.5
Other Caribbeana 136.5 138.5 157.5 168.2 125.4 154.2 163.1 192.3 224.7 299.6

Source: ONE, CTO.

a. Mostly Cuban nationals residing abroad. Authors estimates 2003–2009.
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10% fee is not applicable to tourists using currencies
other than dollars, the 8% revaluation of the convert-
ible peso and the transactional cost (both explicit and
implicit) of exchanging currencies to the convertible
peso, effectively increased the cost of a Cuban vaca-
tion.

The 2003–2005 tourism recovery proved to be short
lived for both Cuba and the Caribbean as a whole. In
2006, increased transportation costs due to record
high fuel cost kept tourist arrivals to the Caribbean
slightly under the 2005 numbers. For Cuba, high
transportation costs combined with the increase cost
of a Cuban vacation, took their toll. Tourist arrivals
to the Island decreased by -4.9%, and while the Ca-
ribbean as a whole posted a 3.1% increase in tourist
arrivals in 2007, arrivals to Cuba declined for the sec-
ond consecutive year by an additional -0.4% . 

During 2006 and 2007, Cuba lost competitiveness in
both the Canadian and European Caribbean tourist
markets. Cuba’s share of the Canadian market,
which had been growing steadily throughout the de-
cade, declined in 2006 and more significantly in
2007 (see Table 4). Regarding the European market,
Cuba’s share declined more significantly, from
19.1% in 2005 to 16.8% in 2006 and 16.7% in
2007. Cuba’s overall share of the Caribbean market
also declined to 9.68% in 2006 and 9.26% in 2007.

The last two years of the decade saw the world travel
industry dampened by the global economic down-
turn. The impact of the global recession made itself
felt on the Caribbean tourist industry, slowing down
arrivals to a 0.2% increase in 2008 and decreasing
them by -3.7% in 2009. Interestingly, tourist arrivals
to Cuba saw the opposite behavior. Arrivals increased
during this time by 9.2% in 2008 and by 3.8% in
2009. Cuba’s share of the Caribbean market also in-
creased to 10.10% in 2008 and 10.89% in 2009.

The growth of arrivals to Cuba during this period
must be attributed to the increased visits to Cuba by
Canadians and Cuban-Americans (see Table 2).
While the increased visits by Cuban-Americans can
easily be attributed to the easing of travel restrictions
by the Obama Administration, Cuba’s ability to at-
tract Canadians during this period deserves further
analysis.

The increase in the number of Canadian tourists to
the Island may be attributable to two factors: an
overall increase in Canadians choosing a Caribbean
vacation and an increase in Cuba’s competitiveness
in the Canadian tourist market. Faced with a rela-
tively unscathed economy despite the global financial
crisis, an appreciated Canadian dollar, and harsh
winters, Canadian vacationers have been flocking to
the Caribbean in record numbers. Canadians arrivals
to the Caribbean grew by 15.1% in 2008 and 5.8%
in 2009. While Cuba has no doubt profited from the
strong growth in Canadian travel to the Caribbean
region, there is also evidence of an increase in Cuban
competitiveness in the Canadian market. Cuba’s
share of the Canadian Caribbean tourist market grew
sharply during the last two years of the decade. Cuba
attracted 34.1% of all tourist visiting the Caribbean
in 2008 and 36.1% of those visiting in 2009. It is
hard to pinpoint why Cuba was successful in attract-
ing such a large share of Canadian visitors to the Ca-
ribbean. However a look at the gross revenue num-
bers hints at Cuba engaging in serious price
reductions. 

CHANGING MARKET PATTERNS
AND CONSEQUENCES
Since the 1980s, Cuba has turned to the Canadian
and European markets to make up for the loss of the
U.S. tourism market. This is still the case today, with
these two markets accounting for 72.2% of all inter-
national arrivals to the Island in 2009. During this
decade, however, their individual share of the market
has markedly changed.

While in 1999, Canadians made up 17.2% of all
tourists to Cuba, their weight in total arrivals has in-
creased steadily and stood at 37.7% in 2009. In com-
parison, Europeans who made up 54.6% of all tour-
ists to the Island in 1999, only accounted for 34.5%

Table 4. Cuba’s Share of Canadian and 
European Caribbean Tourist 
Market (percentage)

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
Canada 25.4 27.9 27.4 30.2 32.4 33.5 33.1 31.7 34.1 36.1
Europe 18.3 18.6 19.1 18.8 18.5 19.1 16.8 16.7 16.7 16.9

Source: CTO, author’s calculations.
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2009. This reduction is even more pronounced when
we look at the share accounted for by the major Eu-
ropean tourist suppliers. The five major European
tourist suppliers, which accounted for 45% of all Cu-
ban tourists in 1999, only accounted for 25.9% in
2009 (Table 5).The face of the Cuban tourist is no
longer Spanish, Italian, German or even European.

This changing pattern has implications beyond im-
age; it impacts total tourist expenditures and the vol-
atility of the arrivals.

Canadians’ increasing weight in the Cuban tourist
industry results in significantly lower average expen-
ditures per tourist. Canadians tend to stay less time
in Cuba than Europeans and to spend less per trip.
In Table 6 we see that while total visitors to the Is-
land grew by 51.6% in the decade, total gross reve-
nues grew by less than 10.3%, and average revenues
fell by -27.2%. 

The increase reliance on a single market, Canada, in-
creases Cuba’s exposure to developments in that mar-
ket and increases the overall volatility of the tourism
sector. This is a lesson that Cuba might soon learn.
Canadian visits to the Caribbean have significantly
slowed down in 2010, growing by just 1.0% from
January to June. The impact is already being felt in
Cuba (see Table 7). 2010 promises not be a good
year for Cuban tourism.
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