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RATIONED PRODUCTS AND SOMETHING ELSE: FOOD 
AVAILABILITY AND DISTRIBUTION IN 2000 CUBA1

José Alvarez

The ration book— the Cuban consumer’s hated little
passport to survival.

— Christopher Dickey, August 31, 1982.2

The ration card is not only a testimony to scarcity.
The Revolution has converted it... into a testimony to
equality in difficulties.

— Adolfo Gilly (1964, p. 69).

Resolving the food crisis is essential for the very sur-
vival of the revolution.

— Laura J. Enríquez (1994, p. 4).

Since food rationing was officially established in
Cuba by Law No. 1015 of March 12, 1962,3 the is-
sues of food scarcity, food security, and food crisis
have commanded the attention of both supporters
and detractors of the Cuban regime.4 Supporters

have gone so far as identifying the U.S. economic
sanctions against Cuba as the main culprit behind
the situation. The food problem has impacted de-
tractors of the regime so much that many have left
the island simply because no hay comida (there is no
food).

The rationing and availability of food in Cuba have
fluctuated during the last 40 years. The “special peri-
od in time of peace,” established in September 1990,
has brought about new creativity in terms of food
availability and distribution. This paper intends to
describe the different food distribution outlets in
Cuba today.5 Before doing that, the next two sections
provide summary background on the history of food
rationing since the early years of the revolution.

1. I would like to express my gratitude to Armando Nova González, researcher at the Center for the Study of the Cuban Economy
(CEEC), and Adjunct Professor of Agricultural Economics, University of Havana. During the last eight years he has shared with me his
vast knowledge of Cuban agriculture through his numerous publications and long hours of discussion. He also guided me on a tour of
food outlets in several Havana neighborhoods in early November 2000, which encouraged me to write this paper. The paper will be
part of the chapter on food rationing and food security of my book (in preparation) Cuba’s Agricultural Sector. Armando provided more
information after my return to Florida. Needless to say, the responsibility for the contents of the paper is mine. 

2. This quote by Dickey appeared in The Washington Post of that date. It was taken from Benjamin et al. (1986, p. 24).

3. Food purchase restrictions had partially started in July 1961 with the compulsory rationing of a few food items, such as meat and an-
imal fats.

4. It has also captured the attention of numerous scholars, among them, Benjamin et al. (1986), Bourne (1998), Casas (1985), Díaz
Vázquez (2000), Enríquez (1994), Ferriol Muruaga (1996), Forster and Handelman (1985), García Alvarez et al. (1996; 1997), Gor-
don (1983), Handelman (1981-1982), Navarro (1972), Nova González (2000a; 2000b; 2000c), Scarpaci (1995), and Valdés and
Bonachea (1972).

5. Beyond the scope of this paper are the issues of food security, including subsidized meals, restaurants, and paladares (small family
restaurants authorized in 1993—see Scarpaci, 1995), and the answer to the question of how adequately fed is the Cuban population.
Both issues are discussed in my forthcoming book mentioned in footnote 1.
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THE RATIONING SYSTEM: BRIEF 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The reasons for the introduction of a system of food
rationing in revolutionary Cuba just three years after
the revolution took power can be found in a combi-
nation of two factors. The first is increasing demand
as a result of rising income, due to rapid employment
generation. Decreasing food production, resulting
from the drastic changes taking place in farm owner-
ship and organization is the second.6

As stated in the introductory paragraph of this paper,
food rationing was officially established in Cuba in
March 1962 with the distribution of one rationing
booklet (libreta) to every household. (The term used
was núcleo familiar.) Each household could be com-
posed of just one individual and there could be more
than one household per dwelling. The rationing sys-
tem was placed in the hands of the Ministry of Inter-
nal Trade (Ministerio de Comercio Interior, MIN-
CIN).7

Practically all food items were included in the first ra-
tioning scheme. Each household was entitled to pur-
chase, at subsidized prices, a specific quantity of the
rationed items, depending on the number of con-
sumers listed on the ration booklet issued to each
household. Needless to say, the quotas have not re-
mained static over time. As production of some fruits
and/or vegetables increased, these items were taken
out of the rationing system and sold freely (por la li-
bre); when they became scarce again, they were re-
turned to the ration booklet. Eggs are perhaps the
best example of items that have fluctuated in and out
of the libreta.

Interpreting the information from the evolving quo-
tas under the rationing system through time as food
availability increases or decreases is extremely diffi-
cult and misleading for several reasons: (a) many Cu-
bans have had access to subsidized lunches in their
workplaces; (b) children living in boarding schools
still received their household quotas, and those at-
tending regular schools were provided lunch there;
(c) eating away from home is an alternative for a
small segment of the population; (d) many of the
items listed in the first ration booklet were the result
of excessive optimism on the part of the planners but
were never available;8 and (e) buying food in the
black market has been an alternative during most of
the rationing period.

The establishment of the special period in time of
peace in September 1990, together with the legaliza-
tion of the holding of foreign currency and remit-
tances from abroad in 1993, and the creation of the
free agricultural markets in 1994, have added new di-
mensions to the food rationing scenario. Decreasing
food production has resulted in fewer products avail-
able through the ration booklet at government stores.
Food available at the agricultural markets became a
new alternative, but prices have remained high when
compared with the purchasing power of most Cu-
bans. The former conditions resulted in the establish-
ment of several other outlets for the sale of agricul-
tural and meat products, which will be discussed later
in this paper. Before doing that, let us review very
briefly the polemic between supporters and detrac-
tors of the Cuban regime on who is to blame for the
rationing system.

6. Handelman (1981-1982, pp. 132-134) contains a more detailed explanation of the origins of Cuba’s rationing system, including its
causes, evolution, consequences, and alternatives. He also discusses food consumption beyond the ration booklet (pp. 137-139). Díaz
Vázquez (2000), however, is perhaps the best source of information on this subject.

7. I still remember that process very vividly. Part of the population was in shock and would walk around with the libreta in their hands
looking for something to buy during the first days after the system was established. Working at MINCIN’s legal department, I was tem-
porarily transferred to the Bureau of Complaints and Suggestions of the recently-created National Board for Food Distribution (Junta
Nacional para la Distribución de los Abastecimientos). The flood of letters to the Bureau was of such magnitude that the Bureau had to be
dismantled a few weeks later.

8. The long list included items such as different types of ham, cheese, pepperoni, and sausage. All cuts of beef, pork, lamb, and goat
were also included, as well as different types of fish and seafood. Fruits and vegetables were listed by name, in addition to many other
items that escape my memory. Such unrestricted list of food intended for distribution at the very outset of establishing a rationing sys-
tem did not escape the Cubans’ sense of humor. 
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WHO OR WHAT IS RESPONSIBLE
FOR FOOD RATIONING?

The first paragraph of this paper states that many
supporters of the Cuban regime blame the U.S. eco-
nomic sanctions against Cuba as the main culprit,
while almost all the detractors place the blame on the
inefficiencies of the socialist system. Given the im-
portance of this issue, in terms of the hardships it has
represented to the population on the island, the two
points of view deserve careful analysis.

As I already said, for supporters of the Cuban regime,
the United States is the culprit. The following quote
is very revealing in terms of accusing the United
States for the suffering of the Cuban people under
the rationing system, and also because it gives (for
the first time, to my knowledge) the cost of adminis-
tering such a system:

As a consequence of the U.S.-imposed economic
blockade, Cuba was forced to establish a rationing
system for basic food and industrial products. This
has brought serious limitations to consumers and
their choice availability. Since the establishment of
the economic blockade, consumers have had to adapt
themselves to the limits of quantity and of choice of-
fers that are available, instead of choosing according
to preference and custom. Cuba also had to establish
a whole Government-agency organization, called
Consumer’s Register Control Office, to keep accurate
records of consumers, quotas and ration booklets all
over the country. The operation of this control sys-
tem results in an increase in annual budget expendi-
tures of 7,000,000 Cuban pesos, not including con-
trol expenditures over wholesale and retail commerce,
to ensure compliance with the established regulations
(León Cotayo, 1991, pp. 59-60).9

The cost of administering the food rationing system
is set at seven million Cuban pesos. Since the sen-
tence is written in the present tense (“increase in an-
nual budget expenditures...”) it is confusing. Are
these at current or constant pesos? Since the book
from which the quote was taken from was published
in 1991, it would be safe to assume that the figure

pertains to a previous year and must have grown
thereafter. At any rate, the figure represents a high
monetary price the Cubans have to pay to support a
rationing system that has been in effect for 40 years.

In many of my publications I have stated very clearly
the unequivocal damage that the U.S. economic
sanctions have had on the Cuban economy. I have
not stated, however, that they are the main reason for
the current state of affairs. In this case one has to dis-
tinguish between the Cuban economy in general and
“a rationing system for basic food and industrial
products” as quoted above.

To blame the U.S. economic sanctions for the exist-
ence of a rationing system of basic food products is
not a very intelligent argument to justify Cuba’s so-
cialist system. It is an admission that Cubans cannot
even produce what grows very easily on Cuban soil.
If one lists the food products that have been rationed
since 1962, it becomes evident that almost all of
them were in abundance before the 1959 revolution.
Granted, all Cubans were not able to consume a wide
variety of products because the instrument for ration-
ing was the price system. But even after the rationing
system was established, there have been periods in
which the abundance of several products demonstrat-
ed the feasibility of returning to a stable and ample
supply of food products. I remember the prolifera-
tion of a chain of government stores called FrutiCuba
devoted exclusively to the selling of numerous fruits
and vegetables in the mid-1960s. The existence of
the free farmers’ markets in the 1980s, the free agri-
cultural markets after 1994, and the new food outlets
described below testify to the ability of Cuban farm-
ers, now including urban inexperienced farmers, to
produce abundant food supplies despite the U.S.
economic sanctions, that could do away with the
food rationing system. It is interesting to recall that,
when the Soviet bloc was subsidizing the Cuban
economy to the tune of five billion dollars per year,
food was still rationed in Cuba.

9. The quote was taken from Miranda Bravo (1996, p. 80).
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OUTLETS FOR THE SALE OF 
AGRICULTURAL AND MEAT PRODUCTS
In addition to the government stores for the distribu-
tion of the rationed goods, the free agricultural mar-
kets and the black market mentioned above, other
food outlets include stores for recovering foreign ex-
change, the agricultural markets with fixed maxi-
mum prices, the gardens and organopónicos, the sell-
ing stands and placitas of the Agricultural Production
Cooperatives (Cooperativas de Producción Agropecua-
ria, CPAs) and those of the Work Youth Army (Ejér-
cito Juvenil del Trabajo, EJT), the Imágenes chain
stores, and the agricultural fairs.10

The Ration Booklet (Bodegas and Placitas)
In its broadest definition, a bodega is an outlet for the
selling of food products, or a food store. It can be a
modern one, such as a supermarket, or a small one-
door place. A placita is usually a small outlet for the
distribution of fruits and vegetables, which is also
known in Cuba as puesto. These are the two main
outlets selling products in the ration booklet. These
outlets have been in existence since pre-revolutionary
times but were expropriated and later became the
only outlets involved in the selling of rationed food.
Others have been added in some neighborhoods
while some have been closed with the passage of
time.

According to Nova González (2000a, p. 146), it has
been estimated that the rationing system supplies
around 61% of calories, 65% of vegetable proteins,
36% of animal proteins, and 38% of fats of the daily
intake of the Cuban population.11 I want to point
out that consumption of rationed goods is greater in
Ciudad de la Habana province than in other parts of
the country.

The special period brought about sharp reductions in
the availability of food products in the rationed mar-
ket. The quota allocation in July 1998 evidences this

fact (Table 1). Almost eight years after the establish-
ment of the special period, quota amounts had yet to
equal those in the1980s. Dramatic examples of mea-
ger quotas include one pound of chicken per month,
six ounces of coffee (mixed with soybean or other
product) per month, six pounds of rice per month,
and many others. Another problem is that, according
to Díaz Vázquez, the products and quotas listed in
Table 1 are not supplied at the time they are due12

and in the quantities specified. Meat derivatives, dis-
tributed by novena (every nine days to save one quota
per month), encompass: (a) fricandel (similar to sau-
sages); (b) ground beef extendido or texturizado (an
item with one-half pound of meat and one-fourth
pound soybean product); (c) mortadella (from
ground chicken and other ingredients); and (d) masa
cárnica (preparation for meat balls, croquettes, etc.).
The population refers to these meat products with
the acronym OCNI (Objeto Comestible No Indentifi-
cado), or non-identified edible object (2000, p. 51).

It is hard to calculate monthly food expenses of ra-
tioned goods because all items are not always deliv-
ered on time and also because, in some instances,
they are alternated every other month. Despite those
difficulties, I computed the monthly expenses for a
household of four adults (no children, no one over
65, no special diets), under the assumption of the
availability of all listed items during the month. The
total monthly expenses amount to between 140.35
and 162.79 Cuban pesos. The average monthly wage
in 1998 was 217 pesos (U.S.-Cuba Trade and Eco-
nomic Council, September 11-17, 2000, p. 7).
Therefore, food expenses in the rationed market for a
family of four, under the assumptions made,
amounted to between 65% and 75% of the monthly
wage if only one person was working, and between
16% and 19% of combined monthly wages if all four
members of the household were employed. In per

10. Except for the agricultural fairs, which take place on the last Sunday of the month in the city of Havana, I visited at least one of all
these outlets in several municipalities of the City of Havana province during the first two weeks of November 2000.

11. These figures, of course, depend on when, how, and where they are measured. For example, in another publication, Nova González
states that the rationed market contributed 49% of calories, 40% of vegetable proteins, 30% of animal proteins, and 19% of fats of the
daily intake of the population in Ciudad de la Habana during 1999 (2000b, p. 1).

12. The delay in the delivery of some items tempted the Cubans’ sense of humor. “What month are we in?” asks a lady to a neighbor in
a food line. The reply: “It depends: the calendar month is July, but the month of the ration booklet is April.”
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capita terms, the figures translate into between 35.09
and 40.70 pesos per month.

Despite the fact that these products are sold at subsi-
dized prices (also at the same price throughout the
country), their supply always falls short. Since, ac-
cording to the majority of Cubans, the rationed
items are not enough to feed a person for the entire
month,13 Cubans who can afford it are forced to ful-
fill their needs for the remaining of the month
through purchases in the other outlets described be-
low.

Free Agricultural Market (Mercado Libre 
Agropecuario, MLA)

The MLA is a new version of the Free Peasant Mar-
kets (Mercados Libres Campesinos) that were in exist-
ence from 1980 until 1986, when they were closed.
The MLAs were established by Council of Ministers’
Decree No. 191 of September 19, 1994, one year af-
ter the process of agricultural reforms was started.
Despite an ideological dispute among the Cuban
leadership, the scarcity of food was so acute at that
time that the green light was given to establish these
markets. Functioning under the Ministry of Internal

Table 1. Per Capita Allocation and Prices of Rationed Food Products, Havana, July 1998

Product Unit Price/unit/peso Quantity
Bread gram 0.05 80/day
Rice pound 0.24 6/month
Cooking oil pound 0.40 0.5/month
Eggs one 0.15 12/month
Sugar (refined-raw) pound 0.14-0.08 6/month
Beans ounce 0.30 20/month
Viandas pound 0.30-0.40 10-15/month
Fish pound 0.45 2/month
Meat pound 0.70 0.5/9 days
Meat products pound 3.00 0.50-0.75/9 days
Chicken pound 0.70 1/month
Fresh milk (up to 7 years) liter 0.25 1/day
Evaporated milk (0-3 years) pack 0.35 24/month
Powdered milk (diet) kilogram 2.50 1/month
Soy yogurt (7-13 years) liter 1.00 8/month
Cigarettes (strong) pack 2.00 3/month
Cigarettes (soft) pack 2.50 1/month
Matches small box 0.05 1/month
Salt pound 0.10 0.75/month
Coffee ounce 0.06 6/month
Cerelac (over 65 years) kilogram 1.50 1/month
Pastas pound 0.45 0.50/month
Crackers pound 0.73 0.25/month
Soap (bathing) bar 0.25 1/month
Soap (laundry) bar 0.20 1/month
Baby food (0-3 years) can 0.25 14/month
Kerosene (fuel) liter 0.09 8/month
Alcohol (fuel) bottle (household) 0.12 4/month
Liquid detergent liter (household) 3.60 1/month
Toothpaste tube 0.65 1x2 persons/month

Source: Compiled by Díaz Vázquez (2000, p. 52) from personal information, various issues of the newspaper Tribuna de la Habana, and CEPAL (1997, 
p. 213).

13. The estimate, of course, is a very subjective matter. The U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council states that “all Cubans receive a
limited subsidized monthly food ration (which generally provides nutrition for approximately two weeks)” (September 11-17, 2000, p.
7). I have heard that it can cover from a minimum of ten days to a maximum of fifteen days. The truth of the matter is that nobody in
the presence of others, despite his/her revolutionary fervor, would dare to extend it beyond the latter figure.
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Trade (Ministerio de Comercio Interior, MINCIN),
there are 332 throughout Cuba, 64 of them in Ha-
vana.

Parties authorized to sell agricultural and meat prod-
ucts at the MLAs include the state enterprises, the
basic units of cooperative production (UBPC), work
youth army (EJT), agricultural production coopera-
tives (CPA), cooperatives of credit and services
(CCS), private farmers, and budgeted enterprises
with self-consumption areas. The authorization is
only given after the unit has fulfilled its commitment
with the state. Products not allowed in the MLAs in-
clude potatoes, coffee, cocoa, beef, and eggs. In addi-
tion, some restrictions exist for certain enterprises.
For example, sugarcane UBPCs are not allowed to
bring the surplus from their self-consumption plots
to the markets. Livestock UBPCs can not sell any
meat products, milk and derivatives. Rice and citrus
UBPCs can not sell their main products either.

MLAs were conceived to function in a competitive
manner where the laws of supply and demand would
determine prices. However, as the result of a variety
of endogenous and exogenous factors, these markets
functioned as oligopolies (dominated by the sole
presence of state and private units) until 1998. In
1999, the state decided to withdraw from these mar-
kets to establish the agricultural markets with maxi-
mum prices (see below) to compete with the MLAs.
This event left the private units as the only partici-
pants in the MLAs, which became a real monopoly.14

Suppliers were then able to fix prices amongst them-
selves and thus non-declared cartels for different
commodities became into existence (Nova González,
2000b, p. 1).

Store for Recovering Foreign Exchange (Tienda 
de Recuperación de Divisas, TRD)

These stores had been in operation before the process
of reform started in July 1993, when the right to
hold and use foreign exchange (i.e., U.S. dollars) was
granted to the population. They were formerly
known as “diplomat stores” because the majority of

their customers were diplomats stationed in Cuba.
Once the Cubans were able to shop in them, they
were given the flamboyant name of Stores for Recov-
ering Foreign Exchange (TRD). In the popular argot
they are known as “dollar stores” or la chopin (from
the English gerund “shopping”).

Products are sold in these stores at very high prices in
relation with the informal exchange rate between the
peso and the U.S. dollar. In some cases, these prices
do not reflect the quality of the products sold com-
pared with the MLAs. It has been estimated that
TRD prices represent a tax to the consumer of more
than 200% over the cost of the goods imported or
produced in the country. They are far higher than
the prices of similar products sold in the MLAs. The
TRD’s pricing policy results in higher prices in the
MLAs, since they represent a reference price to the
suppliers of the latter markets (Nova González,
2000b, p. 2).

Agricultural Market with Fixed Maximum Prices 
(Mercado de Productos Agrícolas a Precios 
Topados)
These markets were established in 1999, separate
from the outlets operated by the MLAs. Functioning
under the Ministry of Agriculture (MINAGRI),
there are 2,455 of these so-called agromercados. The
majority of them are located outside the city of
Havana.

These markets are operated by MINAGRI’s selling
enterprises, who agree on a fixed maximum price
with suppliers who want to do business in these out-
lets. The agricultural producer pays the taxes and the
state enterprise sells the products in the free retail
market. A large percentage of the products purchased
by these enterprises come from state units, Basic
Units of Cooperative Production (UBPCs), Agricul-
tural Production Cooperatives (CPA) and other pro-
ducers.

In general, prices are determined by deducting a per-
centage from the prices charged in the MLAs and
thus the products are sold at maximum prices, slight-

14. Although the new Ministry of Agriculture outlets were established to compete with the MLAs, they could do so in terms of volume
and slightly lower prices (see the last section of this paper), but the MLAs still dominated because of the higher quality and variety of
their supply. These two features still attract consumers to the MLAs. 
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ly lower than those in the MLAs. The percentage de-
ducted is small to avoid the purchase of products
with the intention of reselling them at higher prices.
In certain occasions, prices are equal to, or slightly
higher than, prices in the MLAs since the decision-
making concerning lowering the prices is not made
with sufficient speed to parallel price movements in
the MLAs.

This type of outlet presents problems of quality, vari-
ety and consistency in the availability of goods. For
those reasons, it is not able to generate the necessary
competition to be able to reduce prices at the MLAs
(Nova González, 2000b, p. 2).

Gardens (Huertos) and Organopónicos
The special period has seen the proliferation of urban
agriculture in Cuba (Table 2). This new phenome-
non has received a great deal of attention outside
Cuba because of the interest in sustainable agricul-
ture, organic farming, and other issues related to
achieving production without or with the minimum
possible amount of chemical inputs. Altieri et al.
(1999, p. 133) describe the beginning of this phe-
nomenon in the following manner:

The urban gardening movement in Cuba was born
out of absolute need and it was spontaneously headed
by groups of people with little knowledge about agri-
culture. Many of the new gardeners were cultivating
for the first time. Those growers who did have some

previous agricultural experience had mostly worked in
large-scale rural agriculture, based on monocultures
with chemical fertilizers. Very few of Cuba’s garden-
ers were familiar with the small scale, highly diverse,
intensive techniques that are now widely used.

The organopónicos and intensive gardens are the pri-
mary methods of urban cultivation.15 The only dif-
ference between the two is the structure of the gar-
den: whether cultivation occurs in raised beds or in
the pre-existing soil. The organopónicos are the most
popular of the two because of the poor quality of
most soils in urban areas (Altieri et al., 1999, p. 132).

Both gardens and organopónicos fall under the Min-
istry of Agriculture.16 Fruits and vegetables grown by
them or brought from other places are sold daily.
Prices are usually between 10% to15% lower than
those at the MLAs; in some instances, however, pric-
es may be equal or higher than in the MLAs (Nova
González, 2000b, pp. 2-3).

Selling Stands and Placitas of CPAs and EJT

These selling stands and placitas have been estab-
lished in a very discrete manner. They are mainly in-
tended for the selling of products from CPAs and
from the EJT directly to the population. In general,
prices are lower than in the MLAs. However, since
there are not enough of these places, they cannot ex-
ert any downward influence on prices at MLAs.

Table 2. Extent of Urban Farming in Ciudad de la Habana Province, 1997

Form of Production Total Number of Sites Total Area (ha)
Intensive gardens 92 gardens 17.00
Organopónicos 96 gardens 23.80
Hydroponics & Zeoponics 3 locations 111.00
Suburban farms 2,138 private farms;285 state farms 7,718.00
Popular gardensa 5,000 gardens 1,854.00
Business and factory gardens 384 gardens 5,368.00
Household gardens Unknown Unknown
Total 7,998 gardens 15,092.00

Source: Altieri et al. (1999, p. 133) reporting data from Campanioni et al. (1997).

a. The number of gardeners was estimated at 26,604.

15. Although I had seen this urban agriculture in previous trips, it was not until November 2000 that I visited some of them in the
Miramar area, Playa municipality. They are of an impressive beauty, very clean, well organized, and the fruits and vegetables sold are of
excellent quality. 

16. MINAGRI took this popular movement so seriously that, by 1994, had established an Urban Agriculture Department and, by
June 1997, had 70 extension agents working in 13 of the 15 municipalities in Ciudad de la Habana (Altieri et al., 1999, p. 134).
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Imágenes Chain Stores

These outlets are government stores established for
the sale of processed food products. Some examples
of products they sell include vegetable oil, rice, beans,
cheese, juices, and others. As opposed to the TRDs,
products can be purchased in national currency at
prices slightly lower than or similar to those in the
TRDs at the prevailing informal exchange rate of pe-
sos/dollar.

Agricultural Fairs (Ferias Agropecuarias)

These markets are organized by the Ministry of Agri-
culture on the last Sunday of each month in Ciudad
de la Habana. Prices are significantly lower than in
the rest of the food outlets, benefiting both consum-
ers and resellers. Since they are held only once a
month, their low prices cannot exert a direct impact
on the general price level of the other outlets. For
that to happen, larger volumes sold on a daily basis
would be necessary (Nova González, 2000b, p. 2).

Underground (Black) Market17

This market has experienced ups and downs during
almost all the time the revolution has been in power.
The reason for its unstable behavior is mainly the
variation in food availability at official outlets. In the
last few years, prices have also been a determinant,
since black-market sellers can offer their products at
prices slightly lower than those prevailing in the offi-
cial outlets.

One important characteristic of black market food
sales is variety of forms and places. For example, in
terms of location, black market sales can be made in
homes, by hawkers on the streets, in placitas of ra-
tioned products, or at fixed selling places. Products
sold include farmers’ production that bypasses offi-
cial outlets, the surplus from products distributed
through the ration booklet, and stolen goods from
state enterprises or other sources (“everybody steals
but nothing is missing”), and a few others that escape
my memory.

After a decline in these activities resulting from the
availability of food products at the MLAs and other
official outlets in the mid-1990s, a sharp increase in
black market sales has been noticed since 1998. This
fact could be the result of rising fees to operate in the
MLAs and the stability of its high prices. Black-mar-
ket sellers can offer their products at lower prices be-
cause of the savings from not paying either income
taxes or the fees for the space and services provided at
the MLAs.

Writing in mid-1998, the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Eco-
nomic Council states that, in addition to the official
markets described above, Cuba has a substantial
“black” market where available products range from
the stolen (meat, seafood, etc.) to the homegrown
(chickens and eggs) to the homemade (cheese, baked
goods which are permitted but may be produced
with ingredients obtained through the “black” mar-
ket) to the forbidden (beef and lobster) (29 June
1998 to 5 July 1998, p. 6).

BRIEF DISCUSSION ON QUANTITY, 
QUALITY AND PRICE
This section of the paper explores a few issues related
to quantities available in the different markets and
areas of the country, the quality of the products sold
at these outlets, and price differentials in the different
markets and areas of the country. Since all the data
required to conduct such analyses are not available, I
will concentrate on a few, but relevant, differences in
allocations and prices. The reason for these differenc-
es will be addressed in the final part of this section .

Regional Differences in Rationed Quantities: 
Havana and Santiago de Cuba

The first issue discussed is the potential quantity dif-
ference across regions in allocations of rationed
items. Form the outset of the rationing system, Ha-
vana has been allocated greater quantities than the
rest of the country for political reasons.18 The situa-
tion has not changed during the special period and in
fact the gap has grown. The comparison is made be-

17. To my knowledge, Pérez-López (1995) contains the only thorough treatment of Cuba’s underground economy, including agricul-
tural-related activities until the mid-1990s.

18. For example, for many years, when real beef was distributed, each person living in the capital received ¾ pound /week; those living
in cities outside Havana received ½ pound/week, and those living in rural areas were allowed to purchase only ¼ pound /week.
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tween Havana and Santiago de Cuba (Table 3),
which should be the least biased choice because San-
tiago is the second largest city in Cuba and has re-
ceived better treatment than the rest of the interior of
the country as the cradle of the revolution. Although
not containing all articles, and with more than one
year difference (which I believe to be irrelevant), the
information contained in Table 3 is very revealing
when compared with the last column of Table 1.

Only in four of the 19 items listed are the allocations
equal in both cities (the ratio=1). With regard to only
one product (toothpaste) was Santiago’s quota slight-
ly higher than Havana’s. In some of the items, Ha-
vana’s advantage over Santiago is 4, 6, 16, or 35
times greater. Canned fish and hen were two food
items appearing in Santiago’s list that were absent
from Havana’s. Therefore, the conclusion of this
brief analysis is that there are regional differences in
the allocation of rationed food products, with Ha-
vana receiving more items and in larger quantities
than the rest of the country. As stated above, prices of

rationed products, are the same in all regions of the
country.

Regional MLA Price Comparisons: Havana, 
Camagüey, and Santiago de Cuba

The second issue still refers to regional differences,
this time regarding prices at the MLAs. The data
contained in Table 4 allow price comparisons in free
agricultural markets in Havana, Camagüey (500 ki-
lometers east of Havana), and Santiago de Cuba (850
kilometers east of Havana). Data include prices at the
end of August 1999 and at the end of August 2000.

Of the 30 food items listed, three (tomato, tangerine,
and grapefruit) were not considered in the analysis
because of lack of complete observations in both
years, while lettuce and oranges were compared only
for 2000 and 1999, respectively. After extracting
these 24 observations, I studied the remaining 156.
For each year separately, prices in the three locations
were assigned a ranking (1, 2, or 3 from highest to
lowest) and the same ranking when they were equal.
I then added the numbers for each year and each city.

Table 3. Per Capita Allocation of Selected Rationed Food Products in Santiago de Cuba, 
2000

Product Unit Per year Per month Havana/Santiago
Rice pound 72 6 1
Sugar pound 72 6 1
Beans pound 15 1.25 16
Salt pound 9 0.75 1
Coffee, mixed pound 3 0.25 1.5
Pastas pound 6 0.50 1
Cooking oila pound 2 0.17 2.9
Eggsb one 24 2 6
Ground meat with soya (meat) pound 8.10 0.675 3.3
Mortadella (meat product) pound 3.6 0.30 6
Canned fish gram 1625 135.4 —
Frozen fishc ounce 11 0.92 34.8
Chickend ounce 20 1.67 9.6
Hene ounce 12 1 —
Potatoes pound 48 4 3
Soap (bathing) bar 5 0.42 2.4
Soap (laundry) bar 5 0.42 2.4
Toothpaste tube 7 0.58 0.86
Liquid detergent liter 3 0.25 4

Source: Rivera (2001).

a. One-half pound in February, April, August, and December.
b. Six eggs in September, October, November, and December.
c. In December.
d. Six ounces in June and August, and 8 ounces in December.
e. Six ounces in January and March.
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Needless to say, an inverse relationship between price
and the index is pre-determined, i.e., the lower the
index, the higher the price, and vice-versa. The ad
hoc procedure, which claims no statistical rigor, was
necessary because a weighted index was out of the
question since quantities purchased were not
reported.

For 1999, the index numbers were 30 for Havana, 52
for Santiago de Cuba, and 59 for Camagüey, reflect-
ing prices in descending order. For 2000, the corre-
sponding numbers were 31 for Havana, 49 for Santi-
ago de Cuba, and 65 for Camagüey. It is interesting
that the numbers were so close for the two years and
both times the three cities were positioned in the

same order. Therefore, the conclusion is that there
are regional differences in the pricing of agricultural
and meat products in the MLAs in different geo-
graphical areas of the country, with prices in Havana
being higher than in the rest of the island. The latter
makes economic sense since more people (about 2.4
million) live in Ciudad de la Habana province and its
inhabitants enjoy higher purchasing power. Higher
prices in Havana’s MLAs attract sellers from nearby
towns and even provinces.

Price Comparison Between MLA and MINAGRI 
at the National Level
By definition, prices in the Ministry of Agriculture’s
(MINAGRI) agricultural markets with fixed maxi-

Table 4. Prices of Selected Food Products at Free Agricultural Markets (MLAs) in the Cities 
of Havana, Camagüey, and Santiago de Cuba, August 1999 and August 2000
(in Cuban pesos)

Food product Havana Camagüey Santiago de Cuba
Product Unita 2000 1999 2000 1999 2000 1999
Rice LB 5 5 4 3–3.5 5 5
Black beans LB 8 10 7 9 10 8
Pork LB 25 25 15 16 16 15
Cooking fat LB 15 15 15 15 15 15
Lamb LB 25 25 15 14 15 14
Ham, boned LB 35 35 29 30 30 30
Garlic U 1 2 .8–1 1–2 .30–.50 1–2
Onion LB 8–12 10 8–10 6–8 10–12 6
Tomato LB 15–20 10–15 NA NA 6 NA
Lettuce B 5 5 1 NA 2 NA
Cabbage U 5–6 5–6 4–5 3 2 2–3
Cucumber LB 2–3 2 1.5–2 2 1.5 1.2
Carrots LB 8 4 3 3 3 4
Malanga LB 3–4 3–4 3–4 4 3.5–4 4
Yuca LB 2 2 1 1 1 1
Sweet potato LB 1–5 1–1.5 1.2 1 1.3 1
Squash LB 2 2 .6 1.5 1 1.2
Tomato sauce SSB 10 10 8 8 10 10
Limes U .33–.50 .50–1 .10 .70 .10 .10
Oranges U .50–1 .50–1 NA .33 .33 .33
Tangerines U NA NA NA NA NA NA
Grapefruit U NA NA NA NA .5 NA
Pineapple U 10–20 6–20 3–7 3–5 4–10 3–10
Papaya LB 4 4 1.5 1.2 1 2
Banana U 1 .50–1 .50 .60–1 .33 .50–1
Plantain, ripe U 2–4 2–5 1.5–2 1–1.5 2–3 1–2
Plantain, green U .50 .50–1 .20 .20 .25 .25
String beans B 5 3 1.5 1.5 2 2
Peanuts LB 7 11 8 7 10 10
Corn meal LB 5 5 3 3 3 3

Source: U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council (September 11-17, 2000, pp. 7-8).

a. LB = pound; U = per unit; B = bunch; SSB = soda-sized bottle; and NA = not available.
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mum prices should be lower than those in the free
agricultural markets. It was for that reason that they
were established. A short list of selected products
covering the national average for 1999 and 2000 was
developed (Table 5). Simple observation confirms
that in fact average prices at MINAGRI’s markets
were lower than those in the free agricultural markets
for every product listed in 1999 and 2000.

Price differentials show wide variations. They range
from a few cents per pound (e.g., garlic in 2000) to
three and four times higher (like lime and papaya in
both years).

Price Comparison Between MLA, MINAGRI, 
TRD, Organopónicos, and Agricultural Fairs in 
Havana
By now, the reader must have a sense of price dispar-
ities among the food outlets in Cuba. I wanted to test
price disparities for Ciudad de la Habana province
(Tables 6 and 7).

The experiment produced almost identical results to
those in the previous section between the MLAs and
MINAGRI’s placitas for the whole country. It could
not be different since, again, by definition, the latter
were established to offer products at lower prices
than the former outlets. Prices of all products (except

garlic in both years) were consistently higher in the
MLAs than in MINAGRI’s outlets. The range varied
from almost identical price for lamb in 1999 to papa-
ya prices more than six times higher in MLAs in both
1999 and 2000. The products within the previous
range show wide variations (Table 6).

No surprises were found when comparing prices at
the TRDs with those at the MLAs (which were the
highest of those studied so far). As expected, prices at
the TRDs in 2000 were well above those at MLAs.
For example, while the average annual price of rice
was 169% higher in 2000, that of tomato was
1680% higher the same year (Table 6). The reasons
for these disparities will be explained in the last part
of this section.

Prices at the gardens (huertos) and organopónicos are
not systematically recorded by the Cuban govern-
ment. Only some examples of a few selected com-
modities were obtained from personal observations
(Table 7). No discernible trend can be observed from
this small sample. For example, the prices of malan-
ga, tomato, and banana were slightly higher than
those at the MLAs, while those of black and red
beans were lower. These observations, however, per-
tain to a specific date when supplies were low. The

Table 5. Prices of Selected Agricultural and Meat Products at the Free Agricultural Markets 
(MLA), and the Ministry of Agriculture’s (MINAGRI) Agricultural Markets with 
Fixed Maximum Prices, National Average, 1999 and 2000
(in Cuban pesos/pound)

MLA MINAGRI
Product 1999 2000 1999 2000
Malanga 3.18 2.70 1.81 1.81
Sweet potato 0.94 0.99 0.41 0.47
Cassava 0.91 1.04 0.29 0.36
Plantain 0.90 0.91 0.31 0.31
Tomato 1.45 1.76 0.47 0.64
Lime 1.34 1.62 0.38 0.36
Onion 4.15 4.10 1.89 1.82
Garlic 10.39 6.21 6.57 6.17
Rice 3.99 3.70 3.13 3.32
Beans 7.92 6.81 6.00 5.30
Papaya 1.78 2.19 0.43 0.51
Banana 1.12 1.17 0.39 0.45
Pork, whole piece 17.90 17.96 13.18 13.60
Lamb, whole piece 16.54 17.28 10.24 11.28

Source: ONE (January 2000; January 2001a).



Cuba in Transition · ASCE 2001

316

same observations can be made with respect with to
the agricultural fairs (Table 8).

Prices at Underground (Black) Markets

The U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council has
provided some data from sampling conducted during
the last week of June 1998 in Havana, Camagüey

Table 6. Prices of Selected Agricultural and Meat Products at the Free Agricultural Markets 
(MLA), and the Ministry of Agriculture’s (MINAGRI) Agricultural Markets with 
Fixed Maximum Prices, Ciudad de la Habana, Average 1999 and 2000, and Stores 
for Recovering Foreign Exchange (TRD), December 2000
(in Cuban pesos/pound)

MLA MINAGRI TRDa

Product 1999 2000 1999 2000 2000
Malanga 3.34 2.73 2.21 2.33 15.24
Sweet potato 1.01 1.14 0.32 0.34 —
Cassava 1.25 1.52 0.47 0.75 —
Plantain 1.77 1.56 0.36 0.41 —
Tomato 1.61 2.14 0.37 0.57 38.10
Lime 1.70 1.84 0.46 0.65 11.43
Cucumber — 1.57 — 0.53 13.34
Onion 4.94 4.95 1.32 2.37 28.58
Garlic 10.41 5.80 11.53 7.97 53.82
Rice 4.38 4.21 3.42 2.09 11.34
Beans 8.99 6.92 7.65 6.73 25.52
Papaya 2.48 2.59 0.40 0.38 9.53
Banana 1.66 1.71 0.39 0.86 —
Pork, whole piece 19.09 18.94 — 13.95 103.42
Lamb, whole piece 18.08 19.89 18.26 — —

Source: Nova González (2000c) as taken from ONE (January 2000; January 2001a), for MLA and MINAGRI, and direct observations from the TRD 
located in Calle 70 and 1ra. Avenida, Miaramar, Playa, Ciudad de la Habana.

a. Prices in December. Converted from $/kg to pesos/lb using an exchange rate of 21 pesos = $1.

Table 7. Prices of Selected Agricultural Products in Two Gardens And Organopónicos, 
Miramar, Ciudad de la Habana, March 15, 2001
(in Cuban pesos)

Product Unit 22 St. and 7 Ave. 44 St. and 5 Ave.
Malanga LB 3.00 —
Plantain LB — 2.00
Lettuce One (≅ 1 lb) — 2.00
Tomato (grade 3) LB 1.00 —
Tomato (grade 2) LB 1.50 —
Carrot Bunch (≅ 1 lb) 2.00 1.50
String beans LB 7.00 —
Beets Bunch (3-4=1 lb) 4.00 —
Cabbage One 3.00 —
Onion Bunch 5.00 —
Garlic Head 0.60 —
Black beans LB 5.50 —
Red beans LB — 5.50
Papaya LB 2.50 —
Banana LB 2.00 —
Grapefruit LB — 0.60

Source: Nova González (personal observations).
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and Santiago de Cuba (Table 9). Although price ob-
servations for the three cities were obtained for only
seven of the 14 products listed, it is obvious that
black market prices do not behave with the same
consistency as was the case with prices in the free ag-
ricultural markets in the same three cities (Table 4).
For example, shrimp and lobster are cheaper in Ha-
vana than in the other two cities, while eggs are more
expensive in Havana, and fillet of fish is about the

same. A few other comparisons between black mar-
ket prices in Havana with the national average and
with those in the interior of the country confirm the
disparity observed in the previous set of prices (Table
10).

A better comparison can be made between black
market prices and prices at the state market (TRD)
in Havana (Table 11). It is obvious that, only for
three of the 16 items (eggs, cigarettes, and rationed
bread) are the prices equal in both markets. In the
majority of cases, prices at state markets are higher
than in the black market for the reasons explained
above.

Quantities Sold at MINCIN’s and MINAGRI’s 
Outlets
The previous discussions on price differentials only
make sense when the relative importance of these
outlets is known. To that effect, data on relative
quantities sold at two of these establishments are pre-
sented (Table 12). Unfortunately, the statistics avail-
able only differentiate between MINCIN (MLA) and
MINAGRI (Placitas with fixed maximum prices) es-
tablishments. The quantities reported are for the
whole country. The comparison is important since
these are the two outlets where most of the products
are sold.

Table 8. Prices of Selected Food Products 
in the Agricultural Fairs, Havana, 
March 25, 2001

Item Unit Pesos/unit
Cucumber LB 0.80
Calabaza LB 0.70
Yuca LB 0.40
Malanga LB 1.50
Orange LB 0.50a

Black bean LB 4.40
Onion (bunch) LB 3.00b

Papaya (green) LB 0.40
Pork LB 20.00
Beet LB 2.50
Garlic String of 100 heads 15.00–25.00
Plantain (macho) One 1.50

Source: Nova González (personal observations).

a. Six oranges for 1 peso.
b. Three bunches for 10 pesos.

Table 9. Black Market Prices of Selected Food Products in Havana, 
Camagüey and Santiago de Cuba, Last Week of June 1998
(in Pesos/unit)

Item Unit Havana Camagüey Santiago de Cuba
Powdered milk LB 20.00 — 12.00
Fresh milk L — 4.00 —
Shrimp LB 20.00 25.00–30.00 25.00
Lobster tail One 40.00 30.00 20.00–30.00
Egg One 2.00 1.50 1.20
Fillet of fish LB 20.00 20.00–30.00 20.00
Chicken LB 20.00 15.00–20.00 15.00
White cheese LB 20.00 12.00 20.00
Yellow cheese LB — — 30.00
Coffee bean LB 40.00 20.00a 12.00a

Processed meat LB 40.00 — —
Beef LB 40.00 15.00 NA
Ham LB — — 25.00
Butter LB — — 25.00

Source: U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council (29 June 1998 to 5 July 1998, p. 6).

a. Ground.
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The data show interesting results. In 1999, MINA-
GRI’s agricultural markets with fixed maximum pric-

es accounted for 70% of all agricultural products sold
in the country, while MINCIN’s free agricultural
markets sold the remaining 30%. The next year, MI-
NAGRI’s outlets accounted for 79.5% with MIN-
CIN’s MLAs selling the remaining 20.5%. It is a sur-
prise that the new agricultural markets with fixed
maximum prices have been able to surpass the MLAs
in a short period of time, for these markets were es-
tablished at the end of 1998.

The situation is the opposite in terms of meat prod-
ucts. In 1999, 85% of total sales of meat products in
the country were made at the MLAs, while MINA-
GRI’s outlets sold the remaining 15%. In 2000, the
MLAs sold 84% and the rest (16%) was sold at the
agricultural markets with fixed maximum prices op-
erated by MINAGRI. It is obvious that, in the case of
meat products, the free agricultural markets were still
the dominant force in 2000.

Explaining the Previous Findings

I recognize that, in the previous discussions, some
statements may appear to be contradictory, while
others may not make economic sense on the surface.
Let me make an attempt to clarify the situation.

Table 10. Black Market Prices of Selected Food Products in Havana, Compared with the 
National Average and the Interior of the Country, April 2001 (in Pesos/unit)

Item Unit National average Havana Interior
Powdered milk LB 18.00 20.00 15.00–18.00
Fluid milk L 6.00 8.00–10.00 3.00–5.00
White cheese LB 15.00 20.00 10.00–15.00
Cream cheese 60 grams 5.00 5.00 —
Butter 4 OZ 8.00 10.00 5.00–8.00
Rice LB 3.00 3.00–3.50 2.00–3.00
Bread 80 grams 0.50 0.8–1.00 0.50–0.80
Chicken LB — 20.00 —
Chicken (alive) LB 15.00 18.00 10.00–15.00
Chicken (quarts) LB — 10.50–21.00 —
Ham (Viky) LB — 35.00 —
Ham (Leg) LB — 35.00 —
Lobster LB — 42.00 —
Shrimp LB — 42.00 —
Snapper LB — 19.00 —
Egg One — 1.75 —
Bean LB — 4.00 —
Beef LB — 36.00–42.00 8.00–15.00
Sugar (refined) LB — 3.00 3.50
Sugar (raw) LB — 2.50 2.00
Tomato sauce L — 21.00 —

Source: Nova González (personal observations).

Table 11. Black Market Prices in Havana, in 
Pesos Compared with State 
Market in Dollars, April 2001
(in Pesos/unit)

Item Unit Black market
State

(TRD) marketa

Powdered milk KG 45.00 116.00
Vegetable oil L 40.00 48.00
Beef liver KG 40.00 33.00
Chicken KG 40.00 47.00
Butter ¼ LB 6.00 9.00
Tuna Can 20.00 24.00
Egg One 2.00 2.00
Wheat flour KG 16.00 20.00
Cristal beer Bottle 10.00 12.00
Coffee bean LB 25.00 NA
Ground coffee KG 40.00 122.00
Detergent 500 g 10.00 13.00
Washing soap One 7.00 9.00
Deodorant One 15.00 19.00
Cigarettes (black)Pack 10.00 10.00
Rationed bread One 1.00 1.00

Source: Economics Press Service (2001, pp. 5-9).

a. Converted by the author from U.S. dollars to pesos using an ex-
change rate of 20 pesos = US$1.
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Table 13 ranks the nine food outlets in terms of as-
sortment, quality, quantity, and price. In terms of as-
sortment, the free agricultural markets (MLAs) and
the black market (BM) occupy the two top places be-
cause of the wide variety of products they offer, while
the last two belong to the agricultural markets with
fixed maximum prices (AMFMP) and the rationed
market (RM).

The best quality is offered at the stores for recovering
foreign exchange (TRDs), followed by the BM. The
outlets with the lowest quality are the AMFMPs and
the RM. It is interesting, and should be a surprise to
most readers, that the AMFMPs, despite their low
ranking in terms of assortment and quality, rank first
in quantity. In fact, Table 12 showed the big differ-

ence in quantities between the AMFMPs and the
MLAs, being greater in the former than in the latter.
The reason is that a large quantity of the increases in
agricultural production is sent to the AMFMPs, ex-
cept potatoes and bananas, some amounts of garlic
and some viandas19 that are sent to the rationed mar-
ket. Yet, these placitas cannot compete with the
MLAs because of their lack of assortment and quality
shown in the first two columns of Table 13. Below
the first place of AMFMPs are the MLAs and the
BM. The last two places are claimed by the agricul-
tural fairs (only in Havana and only in the last Sun-
day of the month) and the RM.

The last column of Table 13 ranks the outlets in
terms of prices charged. The highest prices are found
in the TRDs (they also rank first in terms of quality),
and Table 6 shows them to be several times higher
than those charged at other outlets. The lowest prices
are found at the agricultural fairs and the rationed
market.

Perhaps the most startling finding is the price differ-
ence between TRDs and the rest of the outlets. Why
would people buy at TRD stores when they can find
the same products at much lower prices in other out-
lets? There are several explanations. Some of them
are: (a) many of the products sold at the TRDs are
imported and thus command a higher price; (b) most
products sold are of much higher quality, e.g., Chil-
ean garlic not sold at the MLAs, as well as imported
onions and tomatoes, clean and 100% whole rice,
and others; (c) products are very well displayed, are
sold year-round, and the customer gets an exact (no

Table 12. Sales of Agricultural and Meat Products by MINCIN (MLA) and MINAGRI 
(Agricultural Markets with Fixed Maximum Prices), 1999 and 2000

1999 2000
Agric. products Meat products Agric. products Meat products

Leading Ministry 1,000 cwt. (100,000 lb)
Ministry of Internal Trade (MINCIN) 3,283.3 163.7 2,858.0 148.1
Ministry of Agriculture (MINAGRI) 7,773.8 28.1 11,099.6 28.0
Total 11,057.1 191.8 13,957.6 176.1

Source: ONE (January 2000; January 2001a).

Table 13. Ranking, from Highest to Lowest, 
of all Food Outlets Concerning 
Assortment, Quality, Quantity, 
and Pricea

Assortment Quality Quantity Price
MLA TRD AMFMP TRD
BM BM MLA ICH
TRD ICH BM MLA
G-O G-O TRD BM
AF MLA G-O G-O
CPA-EJT CPA-EJT ICH CPA-EJT
ICH AF CPA-EJT AMFMP
AMFMP AMFMP AF AF
RM RM RM RM

a. RM = rationed market; MLA = free agricultural markets; TRD =
stores for recovering foreign exchange; AMFMP = agricultural markets
with fixed maximum prices; G-O = gardens and organopónicos; CPA-
EJT = stands of agricultural production cooperatives and work youth ar-
my; ICH = Imágenes chain stores; AF = agricultural fairs; and BM = black
market.

19. The term viandas refers mainly to malanga (taro), boniato (sweet potato), yuca (cassava), calabaza (pumpkin), and ñame (yam); it
sometimes includes plantain and potato.
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cheating) weight; (d) when seasonality is present, the

TRDs’ main customers include those with plenty of

dollars; and (e) customers purchasing special prod-
ucts not available at the MLAs take advantage of the
trip and buy other products to avoid making another
stop.

A word of caution: I have placed one outlet per slot
in Table 13 when, sometimes, more than one should
be included. Price is a good case in point. I have reit-
erated that the purpose of the new food outlets is to
try to lower food prices for the population. The truth
is that, sometimes, some of the new outlets have pric-
es very similar, and even slightly higher, than those at
the MLAs, because price transmission is not fast
enough.20

Faced with high prices in relation to their salaries,
Cuban consumers continue to wonder why prices do
not go down when the official statistics portray an
agricultural sector with increasing production in
most of the commodities discussed in relation to
1989 production levels (Figures 1 and 2). Of the sev-
en commodities, or groups of commodities (rice,
corn, beans, citrus, tropical fruits, viandas, and hor-
talizas21), portrayed in the figures, rice is the only one
that shows a recent decline in production (21% de-
cline from 1994 to 2000). Production increases from
1989 to 2000 included 106% in viandas, 318% in
beans, and 332% in corn. From 1994 to 2000, citrus
production grew 66%, tropical fruits 80%, and hor-
talizas 139%. When compared with data provided
earlier in this paper, it becomes obvious that these
production increases are not reflected in the rationed
quotas.

Finally, there is some discussion in Cuba about the
benefits of establishing cooperatives for the market-
ing of agricultural products.22 Such organizations
would perform the functions of collection,23 packag-

Figure 1. Total Production of Viandas, 
Citrus, Rice and Corn, 1989 and 
1994–2000

Source: CEE (1989, p. 197; 1989, p. 182); MINAGRI (1989); 
ONE (2001b).

Figure 2. Total Production of Hortalizas, 
Tropical Fruits, and Beans, 1989 
and 1994–2000

Source: CEE (1989, p. 197; 1989, p. 182); MINAGRI (1989); 
ONE (2001b).

20. Despite the competition introduced by the new food outlets, prices still remain too high in relation to the purchasing power of the
majority of the population. This issue is beyond the scope of this paper and is discussed in detail in my book in preparation mentioned
in footnote 1.

21. The term hortalizas refers to a variety of vegetables such as tomato, carrot, onion, pepper, lettuce, and others.

22. To what extent this recommendation will be implemented is anybody’s guess. Torres and Pérez (1994, p. 42) mentioned this pro-
posal for the first time right after the creation of the free agricultural markets with no positive results.

23. Food scarcity is sometimes the result of collection problems. Discussing the inefficient state collection system (Acopio) is beyond
the scope of this paper. For some information on this subject, consult Alvarez and Messina (1996, pp. 189-190).
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ing, storing, and selling. They would also minimize
the tendencies for the creation of monopolies and
oligopolies, and the development of cartels. In addi-
tion, these cooperatives would help in increasing pro-
duction and quality (Rodríguez Castellón, 2000, pp.
52-55).

Despite some gains made relative to increasing food
outlets with the resulting options for the consumer,
the food problem is far from being solved. The food
issue has dominated the thinking and behavior of the
majority of Cubans for four decades and it appears
that it will do so for several years more.
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