
Introduction

When Cuba lost its capacity to import goods following the collapse of 
trade relations with the Soviet Union and the Soviet-led Council for Mu-
tual Economic Assistance (COMECON) trading network in the early 
1990s, it faced a crisis of survival. Within the space of a few years, the 
highly industrialized agriculture it had historically practiced was no lon-
ger feasible for lack of imported petroleum, fertilizers, pesticides, and 
agricultural machinery. In response the country undertook a dramatic 
and unprecedented reorganization of its agricultural system, turning to 
the agroecological production of food in or near cities and to a focus on 
growing food for local consumption rather than crops for export. The 
government’s ultimate goal is to make the island self-sufficient in meeting 
the nutritional needs of the population through small-scale agriculture 
reliant on human labor rather than machinery and chemicals. In this ef-
fort, Cuba has achieved considerable success, especially in the production 
of fresh vegetables. As chapters 8 and 9 document, Cuba’s success has 
been uneven; the surprising level of success in raising fruits and vegeta-
bles is balanced against much more modest progress in raising livestock 
for protein and in restructuring rural agriculture along more sustainable 
lines. Also, the extent to which the Cuban government and populace have 
a philosophical commitment to urban agriculture that will survive the 
easing of the economic crisis remains unclear. This book aims not only to 
report on the successes and challenges of this experiment in urban agri-
culture but also to analyze its underpinnings in historical roots, current 
policies, and institutional innovations.
 The most important historical root undoubtedly is the Cuban gov-
ernment’s consistent efforts directed at human resource formation since 
1959: universal education at the primary and secondary levels, a rapidly 
expanding system of higher education, an emphasis on research and 
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2   ·   Introduction

development in universities and in specialized research centers indepen-
dent of universities, innovation in technology, and diffusion of that tech-
nology through training networks. These comprehensive investments in 
science, technology, and education, including in the area of agricultural 
sciences, were made over the 30 years between the Cuban Revolution and 
the implosion of the Soviet Union. This infrastructure ensured that when 
the crisis came, Cuba possessed a very high level of knowledge in science 
and technology, particularly for a third-world country. The country could 
also count on the availability of a universally literate, generally skilled, and 
educated workforce—adaptable, capable of learning new skills and engag-
ing in research aimed at turning development efforts in a new direction.
 Another significant historical legacy was the existence in revolutionary 
Cuba of a strong and coherent gender-, work-, and territorially based so-
cial organization: labor unions, the Federation of Cuban Women, student 
organizations, neighborhood committees, and small farmers associations. 
These social networks facilitated the government’s task of engaging in or-
ganizational innovation and implementing policy concerning urban ag-
riculture. What emerged in Cuba after conventional industrial agriculture 
became almost impossible in the 1990s were a number of new institutions 
and new policy measures that created a centrally directed organization 
providing motivation and administrative, technical, and material assis-
tance to a decentralized network of small-scale agricultural production 
units in urban and semiurban areas.
 In the process of making this shift in its agricultural sector, the govern-
ment promoted activities in Cuban cities that are neatly summarized by 
two words: urban and sustainable. Concerning the first, there is little am-
biguity in the concept of urban agriculture, which is primarily a territorial 
notion encompassing any agriculture practiced within or near popula-
tion centers. A recent review article on urban agriculture in developing 
countries exemplifies such a purely territorial definition: “The words ‘ur-
ban agriculture’ will be used as defined by the growing of plants and the 
raising of animals for food and other uses within and around cities and 
towns” (De Bon et al. 2010: 21). Some authors have sharpened this defini-
tion by supplementing the “where” criterion with considerations of “by 
whom” and “for whom,” stressing the reliance on “largely” local human 
and material resources and the “largely” local distribution of the products, 
services, and human and material resources generated (Mougeot 2000). 
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Regardless, Cuba, as we shall see, would have no difficulty in meeting the 
conditions of any conceivable definition of urban agriculture.
 In addition, the definitions of urban and rural, and of what it means 
to be near versus far from a city, are essentially country-specific. In any 
country, these definitions are in general somewhat arbitrary, being driven 
by how the government delineates its territorial administrative units and 
by the existing transportation infrastructure and availability. Different an-
swers to the question of how near is near would obviously introduce in-
consistencies and complications into cross-country and even cross-study 
comparisons. These kinds of issues are of little concern to the task of this 
book, because Cuban authorities in charge of the urban agriculture effort 
have established painstakingly precise criteria in these matters (described 
in chapter 2), eliminating any ambiguity.
 The concept of sustainability is somewhat more diffuse. It has a generic 
meaning of long-term persistence and reproducibility of any activity. In 
agriculture, the concept entered into scholarly and policy discussions in 
the late twentieth century as more and more people came to recognize 
that modern, industrial agriculture was giving every indication of being 
unsustainable in the long run. First, modern, industrial agriculture re-
lies on extremely intensive use of fossil fuels, especially petroleum. Fossil 
fuels are required to run the machinery used in the large-field, mono-
crop cultivation paradigmatic of industrial agriculture. Petroleum is also 
a key component of the chemical fertilizers and pesticides mandatory to 
produce the high yields demanded of this model of agriculture. Its prod-
ucts—being produced in massive quantities in relatively few locations 
and in excess of local needs—must be transported over long distances to 
reach consumers. This necessity introduces additional fuel use, not just 
in transportation but also in retarding spoilage of the foods during trans-
port. M. King Hubbert’s theory of a global peak in oil production with 
a subsequent downward trend once most global oil reserves have been 
located and the rate of discovery of new sources consequently declines 
has gained currency. This heightened awareness of the implications of 
profligate use of nonrenewable resources has raised questions about the 
long-term prospects for industrial agriculture. A second concern is the 
immediate, harmful effects on people and the environment of this way 
of producing foodstuffs. The agrochemical pesticides used on individ-
ual production units have widespread toxicity, not only to agricultural 
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4   ·   Introduction

workers and consumers but also to animals and ecosystems. The runoff 
of excess fertilizer is polluting and degrading rivers, lakes, and bays. Soil 
conservation has become problematic due to the tilling techniques em-
ployed and the use of heavy machinery in the fields, which compacts the 
soil. And this catalog of drawbacks does not even mention the possible 
global environmental effects of greenhouse gas emissions and climate 
change.
 In reality, it could be said that the discourse of sustainability in agricul-
ture was born as opposition to “unsustainability” rather than as a coherent 
set of principles. Ideas about what it means to be agriculturally sustain-
able are quite varied. At the most basic level, a necessary and therefore 
relatively uncontroversial condition would seem to be maintaining (or 
increasing) yields while conserving the natural resource base of agricul-
ture, all in a context of economic viability for the producers. Some have 
found this merely technical approach to the problem inadequate. In these 
opponents’ view, “sustainable agriculture” makes sense only as a compo-
nent of a more general notion of “sustainable development,” a concept 
that incorporates considerations of inter- and intra-generational equity, of 
the provision of not only secure food supplies but all basic human needs 
for all people, of democratic participation in governance, and of the pres-
ervation and protection of the natural environment. As one author puts 
it, sustainable agriculture “cannot be usefully viewed merely or even pri-
marily as farming systems that are technically able to maintain or increase 
yields while conserving their natural resource base. Such a narrow vision 
brushes aside crucial political, economic, and other social issues that have 
to be faced simultaneously with ecological ones at all levels from local to 
global” (Barraclough 2000: 9).
 Agroecology emerged in the 1990s as a discipline that gives voice to 
these kinds of concerns. It applies ecological theory to agro-ecosystems, 
that is, plant-animal communities constructed and managed by humans 
to produce food, fuel, and fiber. These systems are studied in a holistic 
manner and managed in a way that pays attention to environmental con-
cerns and to the human participants in their political, economic, social, 
and cultural settings. The agroecological performance criteria applied in-
clude ecological sustainability, food security (that is, individuals’ access 
to adequate food supplies), economic viability, social equity and justice, 
conservation of resources, and increased production. Examples of such 
management techniques include eliminating the use of agrochemicals to 
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reduce toxicity; increasing biodiversity and natural pest resistance by ex-
panding the number of plant and animal species raised in one unit, and by 
practicing intercropping and crop rotation; and enhancing beneficial or-
ganic matter and biological activity in the soils being used for cultivation. 
The general goal is to manipulate agro-ecosystems to make them produc-
tive with fewer external inputs—ideally, in a self-sustaining manner—and 
with fewer damaging environmental and social outcomes (Altieri 1995, 
2000).
 In the early 1990s, history and force of circumstances induced Cuba to 
introduce urban agriculture as an important source of foodstuffs and as 
almost the only source of fresh produce in the diets of its city populations. 
Not only did families provision themselves through home gardens, but 
workplaces also initiated self-sufficiency production for their employees 
in nearby lots. Somewhat larger production units practicing innovative 
technologies began supplying their own workers as well as schools, hos-
pitals, and a variety of different markets and produce stands selling food 
to urban residents. Circumstances also dictated that this turn to urban 
agriculture took place in a way that met the agroecological requirements 
for sustainability. In a way, Cubans were forced to act as trailblazers in 
unknown territory.
 It is true that agriculture in cities has a long history and has been in-
creasing in importance over recent decades throughout the world, es-
pecially in the developing world. But the urban agriculture movements 
taking place in Africa, Asia, and Latin America differ from the Cuban 
case in both their origins and their point of arrival. The florescence of 
urban agriculture in the third world in the second half of the twentieth 
century accompanied the massive population growth in its cities due to 
a hectic process of rural-urban migration. The peasants that migrated to 
cities in search of urban jobs and higher incomes ended up, more often 
than not, in the informal sector, living in poverty and with precarious 
employment or earnings. Either ignored or actively mistreated by urban 
governmental authorities, they saw growing food for themselves and for 
sale in urban food markets as a survival and income-generation strategy. 
The agricultural history, knowledge, and habits they brought with them 
from the countryside did not include any particular concern about use of 
fossil fuels, agrochemical pesticides, or fertilizers. They were not exactly 
steeped in agroecology. To this day they remain with one foot in the city 
and one foot in the countryside and rural habits. A recent comprehensive 
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6   ·   Introduction

review of urban agricultural experiences in Asia, Africa, and Latin Amer-
ica reported that these urban agriculturalists continue to make use of 
petroleum-based fuels and agrochemicals (De Bon et al. 2010). Urban ag-
riculture so implemented exacerbates hard-to-resolve problems of pollu-
tion and toxicity affecting the urban population. It also has to confront the 
reverse problem: pollution from other urban activities—industrial and 
human waste and emissions—degrading the urban soil, air, and water, 
and thereby degrading the quality of the produce itself.
 In Cuba, by contrast, urban agriculture was not fueled by uncontrolled 
rural-urban migration. Nor, by the time the movement took place, were 
fossil fuels and agrochemicals readily available for use in agricultural pro-
duction and distribution. Urban agriculture in Cuba was not simply a 
territorial rural-to-urban shift; it also involved a sea change in production 
technologies. It can and should be called a shift from industrial-rural to 
agroecological-urban agriculture using fossil fuels very sparingly as an 
energy source.
 Another major contrast between urban agriculture in Cuba and in 
the rest of the world relates to the official, governmental recognition and 
support it received as it developed. In the developed world and in the 
postcolonial third-world countries that have inherited most of their ideas 
about appropriate urbanism from their former colonizers, agriculture in 
urban spaces is frowned upon. Thus, as rural migrants have descended on 
the cities and typically squatted on public and private lands to construct 
their houses and cultivate food crops, most governments have responded 
by ignoring or outright seeking to eliminate these developments. Nei-
ther governments nor private landowners approve of this helter-skelter 
land use, which conflicts with both official urban planning and private 
property rights. Zoning regulations, trespassing laws, and protection of 
property rights have rendered a considerable portion of urban agriculture 
illegal and subject to waxing and waning campaigns of eradication and 
forcible removal. This pattern of benign neglect alternating with periods 
of hostility persists in most places outside of parts of Asia and a few fledg-
ling efforts elsewhere. China, with its long history of land scarcity, high 
population density, and production of food in or near cities, is perhaps 
the only exception to this generalization. In Cuba, by contrast, once urban 
agriculture was embraced as a potential way out of the food crisis, it en-
joyed strong, continuous, and effective support from the Cuban govern-
ment and leadership. One of the main arguments of this book, in fact, is 
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that urban agriculture has been able to flourish in Cuba precisely because 
of the strong government support since the crisis, along with government 
policies in such areas as education, science, and technology over the 30 
years preceding the crisis.
 The same theme of benign neglect can be carried over to a discussion 
of the status of scholarly studies of urban agriculture. Mainstream aca-
demia has yet to produce book-length studies on the subject. Research 
and publication of books and case studies on urban agriculture have 
tended to take place in specialized research centers, development agen-
cies, and nongovernmental and United Nations organizations focused 
on agriculture. A short list of such institutions would include the Cana-
dian International Development Research Centre; the French Centre de 
Coopération Internationale en Recherche Agronomique pour le Dével-
oppement (Center for International Cooperation in Agronomic Research 
for Development); the German Stiftung für Internationale Entwicklung 
(Foundation for International Development); the Oakland, California–
based Food First (Institute for Food and Development Policy); and the 
international Resource Centres on Urban Agriculture and Food Security 
(RUAF). RUAF publishes Urban Agriculture Magazine, which by now 
contains an impressive list of case studies of urban agricultural experi-
ences from all over the world.
 Scholarly literature on Cuba’s urban agriculture, especially in Eng-
lish, is more limited yet. José Alvarez (2004a) does an excellent job of 
covering the institutional and organizational measures and innovations 
Cuba instituted in the 1990s to restructure the production and distribu-
tion of agricultural output, but he addresses agriculture in general, not 
primarily the urban innovations. A number of articles relevant to but 
not directly focusing on urban agriculture have also appeared in Cuba 
in Transition, the annual published proceedings of the Association for 
the Study of the Cuban Economy (Espinosa Chepe 2006; Gayoso 2008; 
Hagelberg and Alvarez 2007, 2009; Royce 2004). However, there are no 
published book-length studies on Cuban urban agriculture as a whole, 
in either English or Spanish. One book-length study, Agriculture in the 
City: A Key to Sustainability in Havana, Cuba (Cruz and Sánchez Me-
dina 2003), is very informative but addresses solely Havana. In fact, for 
the most part it focuses on urban agricultural projects in two small areas  
of the city: the Parque Metropolitano de la Habana, a large green area 
along the Almendares River that was designated a city park in 1963; and 
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