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Growth of the Tourism Industry: Social and Economic Changes for Contemporary Cuba  

Background: 

The Cuban Revolution lasted between the years 1953 and 1959.  The armed 

revolutionaries were lead by Fidel Castro against the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista. The 

revolution began July 26th 1953 when Fidel and his armed rebels attacked the Moncada Barracks 

in Santiago; many of these revolutionaries were captured but later exiled to Mexico.  In Mexico 

Fidel Castro joined forces with other revolutionaries such as Ernesto Guevara “CHE” (CHE was 

one of the most influential characters in the Cuban Revolutions). The rebels took advantage of 

their location and networks to plan the revolution to over throw the Batista government.  Due to 

their immense knowledge of the Sierra Maestra Mountains and support of local Cubans, that aid 

them with food and shelter, the revolutionaries slowly began to overthrow the Batista regime.  

The battles continued and meanwhile the world began to label the Cuban Revolution as a 

communist movement. Even though Fidel stressed that they were not communists their land 

reforms and ideals lead everyone to believe otherwise.  Since majority of the land in Cuba was 

owned by foreign (mainly American) individuals and corporations one of the first policies made 

was to reclaim the land and do a complete reform. Americans and many investors were going to 

lose properties and were unhappy thus, began to retrieve their support towards the revolution. 

This further weakened the ties between Cuba and the United States making the Embargo 

previously set during the Batista government even stronger.  
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In 1960 President Eisenhower partially imposed the United States Embargo of Cuba. In 

1962, once Cuba repossessed the properties owned by Americans, the embargo was 

strengthened. The embargo consists of three main components: commercial, economic and 

financial. (Haney, Walt) In 1992 Under the Clinton administration the embargo was made into 

law. Again, in 1996 the Helms-Burton Act was passed which only strengthen and prolonged the 

embargo. The Helms-Burton Act penalized any foreign country that was involved in trade with 

Cuba. The United States intends to successfully establish a representative democracy and refuses 

to remove the embargo until the transition from a Communist government to a Democratic 

government is made. (Haney, Walt) By imposing such strong blockades on Cuba it leaves Cuba 

with very little options to expand economically. Since the United States holds a significant 

market majority of the foreign markets are inclined to maintain good relationships with them and 

defer from trading with Cuba. However, many countries have expressed their concern on the 

control the United States has in regards to how and who they chose to trade with.  

Due to the loss of various economic supports Cuba began to be increasingly reliant on the 

Soviet Union. They helped sustain the Cuban economy through the exchange of sugar and fuel. 

The Soviet Union would generously price goods at a low price in order to allow Cuba to develop. 

However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union Cuba entered a difficult economic time known 

as the “Special Period in the Time of Peace”. (Haney, Walt) This economic crisis began in the 

early 1990s. Since the Soviet Union was a high percentage of Cuba’s imports and exports Cuba 

had to immediately find other sources of goods especially petroleum.  

The crisis negatively affected the Cuban society trough diet, health, transportation and 

deficiency of many commodities that were no longer attainable. The lack of petroleum severely 

prevented Cuba from mobilizing any agriculture production nonetheless distributing anything 
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across the country.  Even if a country was willing to trade petroleum, Cuba did not have the 

resources to trade at a fair amount. With the embargo and the collapse of their main foreign aid 

only furthered their limited access to the global economy. Cuba needed to immediately reform 

their economic structure.  

Introduction to the Cuban tourism industry: 

The unique history and culture of Cuba gives the country an attractive edge for their 

growing economic success in tourist industry. The industry brings opportunity of foreign 

investments, restoring old housing and buildings, and economic advances to individuals and the 

state as a whole. One of the main advantages Cuba also holds within the tourists market is the 

low cost package vacations offered. In order to reach financial success for the country, new 

legislation was passed and enforced which opened their door to step in the global economy. 

Countries who decided to invest provided the resources to construct and develop tourist facilities.  

 

Figure: 1 Increase of tourists’ arrivals & origin of the tourists. 
http://sites.maxwell.syr.edu/clag/yearbook1998/scarpaci.htm 
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In the 1950s previous to the revolution 304,711 tourists visited the country. (Miller, 

Henthorne) However, in the 1960s tourism almost vanished because the revolutionary 

government discouraged it. Tourism brought along prostitution, drugs and all sorts of 

negative social problems that were a representation of capitalism. Fidel Castro wanted to 

provide a land of equal opportunity and access to essential things such as education and 

health and therefore did not see any good coming from tourism. Through the Soviet Union 

Cuba found economic supports that lead them away from sustaining the tourism industry.   

Cuba was able to sustain economically without the industry because of the aid of the 

USSR, but after there was no choice then to go back and reestablish the industry. Between 

the years of 1985 to 1997, the number of tourist rose from 250,000 to over 1.2million. (cite) 

Although, tourism is providing great financial support it is also disintegrating many of the 

Cuban socialist values; private sectors are being encouraged, education is devaluated and 

culture is becoming a commodity. Cuba’s new integration into the global economy is 

providing the country the opportunity to grow however; it is also bringing forth new social 

issues.   

Integrating the new legislation and resources in the industry: 

 Cuba’s international legislation was limited and most had been ignored since the 

overthrow of the Batista regime. However, once Cuba faced the special period foreign 

investments and resources were crucially needed. The Decree Law of 1982 was the first foreign 

investment act which authorizes the formation of international joint-ventures with foreign 

investors. (Haney,Walt)  It allows room for various foreign investments however, does not allow 
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for full foreign ownership. Cuba was trying to maintain full ownership over their country but by 

doing so it does not provide well enough incentives for anyone to invest. 

In 1995 Law 77 on Foreign Investment was created under the Decree Law 50. The new 

Foreign Investment act classifies foreign investments as direct or indirect investments. In a direct 

investment the foreign investor actively participates in the development and management of the 

project. With an indirect investment for the most part the investor will just be providing financial 

assistance without actively managing the project. (Haney, Walt)  This legislation played a 

significant role in the growth of the tourism industry. Foreigners were able to create joint venture 

companies and even fully own companies in a country that had prohibited international 

economic associations before. Law 77 became appealing and profitable to global investors thus, 

provides a hard currency that Cuba needs to keep providing the essential benefits to their citizens 

such as health and education. 

Development of Tourism Industry 

Due to the embargo not only did the imports and exports of goods declined but also 

visitors. The airport terminals in Cuba were small and not developed since there was there were 

very few visitors and travelers. As tourism in Cuba began to be more and more popular the 

airports in various parts of the island could not fully meet the demand and were in need of 

expanding and remodeling. “The terminal should be able to handle 3 million passengers in 1998 

if the finance, estimated at $62.5m in total, can be raised. A spokesperson said talks on financing 

are taking place with foreign interests.”(Sacarpaci) To their interest investors whom have already 

funded several tourism projects are also crucial in the growth of Cuba’s airports. These 

renovations projects demand high funds in which Cuba’s new legislation has allowed other 
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countries to take a role in. The tourism industry then predominantly becomes an internationally 

funded project. Cuba needs all the resources to come from the outside and is left with no choice 

other than to allow other countries to have some ownership over the countries assets. This 

becomes a paradox for the country because it has in a way shifted towards capitalistic realms 

while still trying to maintain the socialist values 

Foreign investors have rapidly mobilized the industrial growth of Cuba. These countries 

have provided the resources to build and continue building Hotel rooms for the tourists. Like 

seen in Figure 2 tourism demands are higher in La Habana and Varadero but it is now expanding 

all over the island. The ability to build hotels in rural places different than the typical beach or 

city vacation will attract a whole different sector of tourists. Without the resources and 

technology that foreign investors have been able to provide Cuba would be completely unable to 

expand the industry that provides a significant amount of their hard currency.  

 
Figure 2: The increase of hotel rooms in Cuba 

http://sites.maxwell.syr.edu/clag/yearbook1998/scarpaci.htm 
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The success of the Cuban tourist industry has relied heavily on multiple components of 

aid in technology. Without these resources Cuba would be incapable of further expanding at a 

fast rate or even any rate at all. The new tourist industries are now able to provide bus tours 

transportation and even car rentals. The rental cars are nowhere near the one the Cuban 

community utilizes but brand new automobiles imported by Asian and European investors. Some 

of the Hotels and tours are on remote areas that have experience little to no development for long 

periods of time. The new machinery brought in by foreigners has allowed easy access and 

transportation across the nation.  

 

  
Figure 3: Companies activities-services and development projects  

http://sites.maxwell.syr.edu/clag/yearbook1998/scarpaci.htm 
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 In general the main activities and business revolve around the Tourism industry. As 

shown in Figure 3 there are companies in charge of supplies such as soft drinks, Jewelry, music 

etc but since the average Cuban does not earn high wages these commodities are sold to the 

tourists. A lot of the automobiles and commodities are only available to non-residents in Cuba. 

All of the activities seem to favor the industry consumer society leaving the Cuban residents with 

few resources attainable to them.  

How crucial the tourism industry is to Cuba 

Aside of the international economic impact that Cuba is receiving there is also a huge 

growth of private independent businesses by Cuban residents. On the average the Cuban resident 

will own 10 CUC a month. This is a wage by which it is significantly difficult to get by on a 

daily basis. Though there is an excellent access to education and health Cuba lacks in providing 

resources for the citizens to practice their venue in. The tourists industry has provided many 

Cubans with the opportunity to make more money than the average job. There is a higher 

demand for transportation services, food, tours, entertainment, souvenirs etc. These different 

venues come out to be immensely more profitable for the average Cuban because what might 

seem cheap to the tourist can be half or all of the wages they are able to earn in a month. Not to 

mention the tips that come with the culture of providing a service, that is additional money that 

can raise the economic status of an individual and/or family rapidly. 

The redistribution of land after the revolution awarded those who played important roles 

in the revolution. Workers that have access to things such as cars to use as taxis or extra space to 

make food stands have benefited. Those who have careers such as Engineering, electricians 

etc… are negatively impacted since those jobs are decreasing and people are now more 
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interested in learning different languages or doing anything for the tourist industry since that is 

where the money lies. 

 Education is seen as something essential and literacy highly valued. However, to pursue 

a career after what is equivalent to high school diploma is no longer as important since the newer 

generation is mainly concerned with finances. The younger generation has a completely different 

perception of the government of Cuba since they have experienced some of the worst times after 

the revolution such as the special period and did not witness the Batista regime. As the younger 

generation losses support for the revolution and are often encountering foreigners that seem to 

have better opportunities they are driven to look for jobs in the tourist area. The tourist area is 

where fast upward mobility is possible.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  This is a 19 year old who works at a hotel performing various jobs. He is already fluent in 3 languages and wants 
to learn more so that he can one day become a manager or a tour guide. He originally wanted to become a Civil Engineer but 

struggled to see a good financial future and decided to learn different languages and work at a hotel to expand his 
competitiveness in the market.  
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Cuba is able to provide different attractions nationwide. Even the people in the most rural 

areas have been able to benefit by the industry. The different projects vary in order to attract a 

wide range of tourists. Whether the person is interested in nature, Cuba’s revolution to the 

architecture of old Havana they have the option to do this at a low price with little traveling 

distances. The opportunity to provide small services to the tourists grows in importance since it 

is reaching different areas and especially rural areas in which have not been developed. 

Nonetheless, those who have struggled to gain a degree or aspire to become of a certain 

profession are forced to change their plans into something that is profitable and attainable. The 

average Cuban has the opportunity to improve their living styles slightly but not the opportunity 

to own a company or have a partnership with foreign investors.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: This is a Cultural center built in a rural area. It was originally created to have a common 
space for the community and support one another through the financial crisis. They teach traditional 

dances, art, theater, gardening and different artisans. The center has become a tourist attraction and the 
souvenir shop consists of the art done by the children of the community. 
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Without the investments of foreigners Cuba would be unable to develop such a modern 

tourism destination. Furthermore, it is to the investors benefit to advertise and increase tourism in 

Cuba. In Figure 1 it is notable that the main group of tourism comes from those countries that 

have the most projects in Cuba. Advertisement has been possible due to the aid and concern of 

the developed countries. Cuban citizens are preoccupied with capitalizing their culture and 

providing the visitors with a variety of goods. The foreign countries role in developing and 

advertisement has made this industry boom and expanded financial opportunities for several 

Cubans.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: El Submarino Amarillo (Yellow Submarine) is a restaurant/bar that is themed after the band The 
Beatles it is located next to the John Lennin Park and it is a huge attraction for tourists coming from Canada and 

Europe. 
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The decline of opportunity in various professions is illustrated in the growth of 

prostitution. Male and female visitors come with money and goods that are appealing to the 

Cuban society. It encourages many Cubans to find a foreigner and obtain things that would be 

impossible to get in Cuba. In The Globalization of Sex Tourism and Cuba: A commodity Chains 

Approach by Michael Clancy he reports: “… in late 1998 and early 1999 nearly 7,000 women 

were processed for prostitution. Travelers to the island regularly face prostitutions on the streets. 

Meanwhile,   European magazines extol Cuba as a ‘paradise of sexual tourism,’ awarding the 

island five stars for its ‘general erotic level’.” (Clancy, Michael) Since the foreign countries have 

the most control over the advertisement they have the ability to choose how and what to 

advertise the island; thus, perpetuates prostitution. Man are advertised a sexual paradise and 

come to the island with a mindset of having a beautiful Cuban woman. The more demand for the 

sexual partner the more supply created and Cuban women and some men see a financial 

opportunity. There are more prostitutions cases now than ever and prostitution becomes a 

profession alternative to any other profession.    

 
The benefits and Losses of the Tourist industry:  
 

The industry has been successful in creating a variety of destinations that can appeal to a 

broad market. In Havana the traffic and crowded streets have given business easy access to 

clients but to others it has created a hassle to fulfill everyday activities. The building in which 

citizens occupy are still old and very poorly taken care of while big new hotel rooms are being 

constructed blocks away from their home. Similar to the urban projects rural areas are 

experiencing a variety of gains and losses. “These sights will provide' light recreation' such as 

hiking, boating, camping, photography and wildlife watching. Although not high on the hard-

currency generating scale, they could provide revenue for environmental trusts to protect some of 
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the island's most coveted natural areas. At the same time, however, the increase in hotels and 

tourists also endangers many habitats.”(Sacarpaci) Many of the rural areas have not been 

exposed to any sort of visitors in vast amounts and therefore many development projects have 

been constructed to accommodate as many services possible. The hard currency helps Cuba in 

providing better services to their citizens and increasing the lifestyles of people in general. Yet it 

is impossible to not destroy some natural habitats during the process of constructing the projects. 

Furthermore, overtime if different projects continue being built without environmental 

responsibility the rural areas in Cuba can be negatively affected.  

 

 

 

The tourism industry only allows a small amount of progress for Cuban citizens. The big 

projects that have been constructed and could have only been done by foreigners thus the owners 

and main beneficiaries are not the citizens. The independent Cuban vendors will never be able to 

Figure 7: Unofficial Maquina stop that provide taxi like services.  A Maquina is a taxi that is 
independently owned by Cuban citizens anyone that has access to a working vehicle is able 
to work as an independent driver. Many of these Maquina drivers have professional degrees. 
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reach the income that a foreigner can make in Cuba. Even if a small stand is open every day a 

week there is no opportunity to expand it into something more profitable. It is notable to the 

Cuban community because they are still unable to occupy the resorts that are only a couple of 

blocks away from their home. “Nightly, scores of hustlers (macetas, or Havana's noveau riche 

hustlers), prostitutes (jineteras), and curious on-lookers gather outside, hoping a foreigner with 

hard currency will invite them inside the 400-plus room facility.” (Sacarpaci) Since there is no 

way for an average Cuban citizen to make significant amounts of money to attend the beautiful 

resorts in their country many resort to prostitution. Through prostitution not only can a person 

receive currency but they can have access to places that are prohibited to them. Overall, aside of 

the positive assets the industry is providing to Cuba, Cuba is still having to face new social 

problems and still provides little services to the Cuban society.  

Conclusion 

Cuba has a long history of struggles in their Economy. Their Socialists views have 

negatively tagged them as a country which no one can negotiate with. For the most part the 

Global economy has been formed to work for a capitalistic environment and anything alternative 

to that is left to struggle or assimilate. Countries are forced to adapt in order to not fall apart but 

trough adapting the country becomes a commodity. We saw how the interconnectedness of the 

economies between Cuba and the Soviet Union negatively impacted Cuba within a blink of an 

eye. There are few options in which Cuba can remain sustaining itself. 

Tourism is heavily dependent on other economies and is not an independent component 

yet it is still one of the biggest components to Cuba’s economic structure. No matter how much 

this has been able to upkeep Cuba’s hard currency it is an unstable and risky component to rely 
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on. If any of these countries chose to retrieve and tourism slows down Cuba will be hit with 

another crisis and this time there will be additional social problems affecting the country. The 

revolution is losing support and without the support any other financial problems can have 

devastating results. Nonetheless, Cuban citizens are becoming experts and educated in the 

tourism industry and thus Cuba has limited human capital that are skilled in various areas. 

Tourism leads to creating the countries values and culture into commodities. It is creating 

social problems and not providing a steady financial future for Cuba. The industry does open 

paths to trade with others globally and can potentially open other relationships. However, 

meanwhile vast of the foreign investments are going towards tourism and other job opportunities 

are not being open. Hard currency is needed but to remain with the solidarity that has kept Cuba 

together through hard times more opportunities need to be created for the Cuban society.  
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