Organic Agriculture in Cuba: A Summary

Context
Unlike the isolated sustainable agriculture movements that have been developed in most countries, Cuba developed a massive movement with wide, popular participation, where agrarian production was seen as the key to food security for the population. Still in its early stages, the transformation of agricultural systems in Cuba has mainly consisted of the substitution of biological inputs for chemicals and the more efficient use of local resources. Through these strategies, numerous objectives of agricultural sustainability have been serendipitously reached. The persistent shortage of external inputs and the surviving practices of diverse production systems have favored the proliferation of innovative agroecological practices throughout the country. 
The enormous economic, ecological, and social crisis that was unleashed at the beginning of the 1990s was the result of the high level of dependency reached in Cuba’s relationship with Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Many studies demonstrate the depth of the crisis and almost all agree with the conclusion that it would have been much worse if there had not been the will to change to centralized planning of material resources and to work toward an equitable social structure. Government assistance, together with its encouragement of innovation, the high educational level of the population, and the exchange of resources and knowledge among the people, allowed the creation of a sustainable agriculture movement and its implementation at a national scale.
The organic movement

In 1992, the promotion group of the Cuban Association for Organic Agriculture (ACAO) emerged in the Higher Institute for Agricultural Science of Havana (ISCAH). A group of people, mainly technicians and professionals from different institutions interested in supporting the process of change and the redesign of Cuban agriculture on an agro-ecological and sustainable basis, started to work together towards organic agriculture. The first attempts were related to how to apply the organic concepts in education and research as an important way of influencing the productive sector. ACAO worked for about 6 years, with a committee group and an executive board. The main objectives of ACAO were: (1) To raise national awareness on the need to carry out agriculture in harmony with nature and man, as well as to produce, in an economically viable way, sufficient and healthy food for the population; (2) To implement projects for the development of an ecological agriculture, including the education and training of human resources to lead with this new approach of sustainable rural development; (3) To stimulate agro-ecological research and teaching, as well as the recovery and learning of the basic principles of traditional production systems; (4) To establish pilot models of farmer self-management, for their re-assessment and use within the new production systems; (5) To co-ordinate the advising of producers, government and non-government organizations in the establishment of organic and natural production systems; (6) To facilitate the exchange of experiences with foreign organizations (with emphasis on tropical and sub-tropical Latin America) and individual actors working on sustainable agriculture and rural development; and (7) To stimulate the production, certification and marketing of organic products.
As a result of widespread activities in the country and the results achieved in the promotion and application of organic agriculture, in November 1999 ACAO was honored with the Right Livelihood Award (also called the Alternative Nobel Prize) by the Swedish Parliament. Some months later, the Ministry of Agriculture decided to give the mandate, carried out by ACAO until then, of the development of organic agriculture in the country to the Cuban Association of Agriculture and Forestry Technicians (ACTAF). Currently ACTAF continues editing the Agricultura Orgánica magazine, organizes the National Meetings on Organic Agriculture and carries out projects and other research and development activities, which have been the principal means to promote organic agriculture in Cuba. Its membership nowadays is greater than 20 000 members across the country.

Characterization 

Unlike many countries in the world, in Cuba the market has not been the driver for organic agriculture. There is not a national certification and control system for organic production, and this has been a great limitation for the recognition and monitoring of development in the sector. Only a few projects have pursued control and certification of their organic products. Such projects have been developed by foreign certification bodies, to export Cuban products to the European market. However, most of organic production is not being certified due to the lack of knowledge about the meaning of organic among the domestic markets.

Cuba has been labeled as the country that carried out the greatest conversion of its agriculture towards organic or semi-organic systems. Among the most successful programs based on organic and sustainable farming are: the National Program for Urban Agriculture and the Agroecological Farmer to Farmer Program of the National Association for Small Farmers (ANAP). Other programs with a nationwide impact have been the cultivation of rice in small plots in all areas suitable for this purpose, also called popularization of rice production, the promotion of integrated farming within all sectors and branches of agriculture, as well as the National Program of Local Innovation of the Institute of Agricultural Sciences (INCA). The creation and dissemination of Centers for Artisanal production of Entomophagus and Entomopathogenous called CREE has been successfully applied to the ecologization of Cuban agriculture.

Cuban agricultural systems applying organic farming practices have been motivated by three main factors: (i) the lack of chemical inputs at the beginnings of 1990’s made necessary to look for input substitution, (ii) environmental conservation and the use of locally available resources, and (iii) positive results in organic systems’ efficiency and productivity experienced by farmers. Organic production systems in Cuba are strongly linked to the agroecological concept that combines productive, ecological, economic and social components of agricultural sustainability. Due to the high heterogeneity, diversity and dynamism of organic systems in the Island, it wouldn’t be possible to characterize a typical Cuban model of ecological production. The lack of standards makes organic agriculture conceived as an attitude towards the rational use and conservation of locally available resources. Hence, in practice it is difficult to specify which proportion of the Cuban land could be considered in organic use. Many farmers and agriculture officials have misunderstood ideas about organic agriculture. Most of them considered themselves ‘organic’ just because they don’t utilize chemical inputs (by default). Studies have demonstrated that self-accredited organic farmers would use chemical inputs if available. The common situation is a mixture among organic and conventional practices.

Although it can be accepted that certified organic agriculture has increased in the decade 1998-2008, it can also be speculated that the total volume of organic products has experienced a substantial decrease in the same period. If during 1990s the practices and methods of organic farming were massively applied (the use of biopesticides, organic soil fertilization, the use of animal traction as well as the use of polycroping and other diversified crop arrangements and the use of local feeds for animal nutrition); recent recovering of Cuban economy has favored the return to conventional practices and there is an increasing access to chemical inputs. Such trends put at risk the growing capacity of the organic sector.

Achievements and challenges

The transformation that occurred in the Cuban countryside during the last decade of the 20th century is an example of a large-scale agricultural conversion from a highly-specialized, conventional, industrialized agriculture, dependent on external inputs, to an alternative input-substitution model based on principles of agro-ecology and organic agriculture. Numerous studies of this conversion attribute its success to both the form of social organization employed and the development of environmentally sound technologies.

However, further steps –indeed, profound changes– are necessary in Cuban agriculture. Although innovation has been present in all branches of agriculture and scientific institutions have tested environmentally-sound technologies on a large scale, these efforts have tended to focus on the substitution of inputs, and there remains a disjunction between the bio-physical and socio-economic aspects of agricultural development. If this newest stage in Cuban agriculture, characterized by the emergence of diverse agro-ecological practices throughout the country, is to progress further, it must recognize that neither the conventional pattern nor that of input substitution will be versatile enough to cover the technological demands and socio-economic settings of the country’s heterogeneous agriculture. Therefore, it is necessary to develop more integrated, innovative and locally oriented solutions as opposed to solving specific problems from the top-down.

Despite the existence of an organic movement in Cuba for about 15 years, many of its original goals haven't been reached. The golden opportunity for Cuba to make a consistent transition from a large-scale, monoculture, and centralized conventional agriculture to a small-scale diversified, and decentralized organic model is being threatened. As in most countries, organic agriculture in Cuba faces challenges and goals which won’t be reached in the short term. Powerful forces, especially those linked to the wrong perceptions of the definitions of agricultural development and sustainability, make Cuba not an exception. More innovative and adaptive initiatives and innovations need to be continuously created towards achieving sustainable agriculture. Cuba has probably better conditions than any other country to make the transition possible at large scale.
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