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WHEN THE FLOW OF OIL STOPPED: 
CUBAN EXPERIENCES 
 

How the crisis called the “special period” affected Cubans after the collapse of Socialism in Eastern 
Europe is the focus of reflections upon those times by Cuban engineer Fernando Martirena, a 
founder of CIDEM, with Swiss architect Kurt Rhyner, a founder of Grupo Sofonias, both key players 
and motors of The EcoSouth Network. 
 
In celebration of its 20th anniversary EcoSur will publish their reflections as a series on their 
website. 

 
5 – ATTEMTS TO COPE:  
ALTERNATIVE TRANSPORTATION 
AND FOOD PROVISION  

by Fernando Martirena 

During the 1980s Cuba achieved decent 
levels of mobility, particularly public 
transportation. A local factory could 
assemble the so-called “Giron” buses, a bus 
resting on a chassis of a Russian truck, 
vehicles that became the backbone of local 
and medium distance travel.  

Long distance transportation, although not 
perfect, also functioned. However, the 
shortage of fuel combined with the scarcity 
of spare parts for the vehicles led to the 
collapse of this system in the first years of 
the special period. Thus compelled, the 
government sought alternatives for short, 
medium and long distance transportation. 
 

 
“Camello”, foto by MagicOlf 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Short distance transportation had the widest 
impact on daily life, as people had to travel to 
their work places and the public transit 
system simply was unable to respond. A 
brilliant government decision encouraged the 
massive use of bicycles as an alternative 
means of transportation. This idea was not 
new; Che Guevara, as Minister of Industry, 
inaugurated a bicycle factory in Caibarien 
back in 1964, and praised the positive 
influence of bicycles on people’s health. 

The country invested immensely in bicycles. 
The initial idea was to import half a million 
bicycles a year as well as assemble another 
half million. The main concern was the large 
cities, especially Havana, where people had 
to commute time-consuming distances to 
their places of work. It was clear that the 
public transit system had to downsize 
because of the fuel shortage, and bicycle 
availability compensated and became the 
best of alternatives. It was a hard way to 
learn from the mistakes of the past, when 
cheap fuel was available. Fidel Castro said “I 
hope we will not make the expenses again 
as when we had 70,000 or 80,000 tractors 
for agriculture; there were tires, batteries and 
fuel, and all those machines circulated all 
over the place”.  
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The massive use of bicycles brought very 
positive effects: the dramatic increase in 
exercise reflected in a drastic reduction of 
diseases like obesity and heart problems, as 
revealed in a study published by a group of 
Cuban and US scientists in the American 
Journal of Epidemiology. Just between 
1997-2002 deaths caused by diabetes 
dropped 51%, mortality due to coronary 
problems fell 35%, and strokes decreased 
20%. Fidel Castro said “I hope that we will 
never lose these good habits when this 
special period that we have been doomed to 
live is over”. 

Sunday at the beach 

Kurt Rhyner 

Some 20 km out of Havana there are 
beautiful beaches and every Sunday 
thousands make their pilgrimage to “Playas 
del Este”. But suddenly there are no more 
buses nor enough gas for private cars. The 
bicycle became the new mode of transport. 
Unfortunately the road from Havana to the 
beach climbs a hill before again descending 
down towards the beach, and this hill is 
rather steep when you ride it on a 25 kg 
Chinese roadster without gear changes. And 
of course one does not go to the beach 
alone....on the back carrier rides a kid with 
the rucksack full of food and drinks. The 
mother with the second child follows a few 
meters behind.  

Young men took pride in picking up their 
girlfriends and driving them to the beach, 
showing off their strength climbing the hill 
and their bravery on the descent to the sea. 
Every Sunday morning when I went for a 
training round on my racing bike I enjoyed 
seeing this pilgrimage on the wide freeway 
with literally no motor traffic.  

At the beginning cyclists had to ride around 
the bay in order to get out of Havana 
towards the beach, while cars could cut the 
distance through a tunnel that crossed the 
bay. The government prepared some buses 
that could be used with a bicycle, and at 
every side of the bay they placed small 
platforms where one could board the bus 
and cross through the tunnel, which eased 
the journey to the beach (and to a satellite 

town). They also built a cycle road closer to 
the sea, cutting out the steep hill and making 
the beach again more accessible for most 
segments of the population. 

Other innovate initiatives emerged to cope 
with the demand for short distance public 
transportation. Cities like Havana witnessed 
the birth of strange vehicles like the popular 
“Camellos” (camels) that carried hundreds of 
thousands of citizens to different parts of the 
city. Some ideas were imported from Asia 
such as bicycle-taxis. Others returned from 
our past, especially horse carts. Many 
innovative means of transportation have 
outlived the special period. 

 
“bici – taxi” 

Medium distance travel presented problems 
as well. In the 1980s it was not unusual for 
people to work at places situated 40-60 km 
from their homes and commute daily. As the 
transportation enterprises ran out of fuel, 
inter-city mobility was severely affected, 
shrinking the number of trips drastically. 
Meanwhile, a few official cars continued to 
circulate, often only occupied by the driver. 
Thus, local points were established where all 
state-owned cars –identified by blue license 
plates- were obliged to stop and pick up 
passengers. These points were attended by 
officers in yellow uniforms, popularly known 
as the “amarillos” (the yellow ones). Each 
state-owned car has a logbook indicating the 
destination, which made it easy for the 
“amarillo” to decide who should be picked 
up. Very often private cars volunteered to 
stop at these points and collect passengers. 
Millions of persons found practical solutions 
to meet their transportation needs and fill a 
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gap that otherwise would have implied high 
social costs. These survival practices could 
become examples of community solidarity 
and efficient use of transportation for 
industrialized countries, where streams of 
one-passenger cars overcrowd the 
highways.  

 
“New urban public transport”, foto by fse 

Arístides Hernández Ares (caricaturista) 

“Among Cubans the bicycle has a symbolic 
character. It symbolizes modesty (above all if 
it refers to the Chinese bicycle), ecology, as it 
does not contaminate and it is the best 
example of how to travel a great distance, 
but it is not enough to wish for one, one also 
has to pedal, and strongly.” 

 
Amaury Pérez (composer and singer) 

“I don´t know how to mount a bicycle as one 
should, with this elegance with which we 
Cubans assume and find a solution to any 
difficulty, including that of avoiding potholes 
and venturing onto bad roads, to take care of 
the tires and the thin inner tubes because of 
fear of an accident. 

 
I recall memorable moments at the beginning 
of the nineties. Jorge, my friend the tummy 
doctor, before leaving to attend his patients 
in his clinic at 21 and H in Vedado, adjusted  
the  spokes, polished the handle bar and 
covered the seat with a fine cloth—as if he 
were to ride through  Hanoi on a festive night 
with majestic dignity—. This was as an 
integral part of a new culture assumed with 
resignation, but also with pride.” 

 

Fernando Pérez (film director)  

“With the special period the bicycle was no 
longer an option but became an inevitable 
means of transportation. The first struggles 
with a bicycle changed into an affection and 
a contradictory love that even transformed us 
little by little —physically and spiritually. 
Today this ‘kid’ has even become a tourist 
attraction for foreigners who wish to have 
more intense experiences of our cities.  But 
the most profound, diverse and complete 
experiences are part of our daily reality, that 
is to say, our history, that is to say, our 
culture.”  

BICICRITERIOS, Magaly Cabrales | La Habana. La 
Jiribilla, No. 153 

The daily diet used to be rice and beans, 
manioc and pork. Pigs were raised in large 
state-owned farms; their food was a 
combination of cereals and protein, mostly 
imported from Eastern Europe. Rice was 
partially supplied by Cuban farms (about 
40%), and partially imported (about 60%). 
The shortage of fuel and energy in general, 
and the cut in imports had a tremendous 
impact on the production of foodstuff, which 
very soon became scarce. Studies of 1993 
show that 27% of the population lost 10% of 
their corporal weight. The scarcity of food 
reduced the energy received through diet 
from 2,899 cal/day in 1988 to 1,863 cal/day 
at that time.  

The supply of cooking fuel (kerosene, gas, 
electricity, alcohol) also diminished. Provision 
of kerosene -the most widely used cooking 
fuel at the time- fell from 60 kg/per in 1989 to 
20 kg/per in 1993. This had a strong impact 
on the quality of life, with a shift to other 
alternatives like firewood or charcoal, a 
practice that had practically disappeared. 
Women carried the heaviest burden, as often 
besides their duties at their workplace they 
were also responsible for the household. 

The government made great efforts to cope 
with this dramatic situation. Fidel Castro 
reckoned the efforts made in the food 
provision program, which included food 
imports, in order to keep a decent diet for 
the population. The food market was split 
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into different sectors: the formal market –
state owned- accounted for 40% of the total 
sales; the agriculture free market accounted 
for 30% of the total sales, while the informal 
and black market accounted for the 
remaining 30%. 

A large fish-farming program was launched, 
and soon fish –marginally included in the 
Cuban diet in the past- became the main 
source of protein. The program for urban 
agriculture and the agriculture free market 
soon became a success. The lack of foreign 
currency to purchase pesticides and 
chemicals for agriculture forced the farmers 
to produce biological products. Through 
these transformations the ordinary citizen 
had access to a very different but healthier 
type of diet: fish and organic vegetables. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“Catching dinner in Havanna”, foto by IV2K 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fish and vegetables 

Fernando Martirena 

Despite being an island surrounded by the 
sea, seafood was not considered among the 
best dishes. This was deeply rooted in the 
minds of the Cubans, who preferred to eat 
pork meat, rice and beans instead. These 
three products, however, began to disappear 
from the markets or became very expensive 
for the average family during the first half of 
the 1990s. As a result of a government 
fishery program launched some years before, 
fresh water fish, such as tilapia, was available 
at a very affordable price for the average 
Cuban. Further, the launch of urban 
agricultural gardens made products like 
salad and vegetables available at a low cpst. 
We were “forced” to shift from an unhealthy, 
cholesterol creating diet, to a healthier diet…  
that was not, however, a case of  freedom to 
choose what you prefer to eat; it was a 
choice for survival, and most of us had to 
surrender to eating fish and vegetables, for it 
was the only meal we could access… I 
remember very well my family’s comments 
on the table in the sense that we would soon 
grow fish scales if we continued to eat fish 
on a daily basis… 
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