Cuba: The Special Period 1990’s
Background Guide

Chairs:
Eagle MUNC
Model United Nations
Conference

Valentina Uribe
Valentina.uribe@bc.edu

Website:
www.EagleMUNC.org
March 22-24 2019

Cuba: The Special Period 1990’s

Introduction:
Letter from the Chair:
Delegates, Hello and Welcome to EagleMUNC VII!
My name is Valentina Uribe, and I will be the chair of this committee. I am a senior at
Boston College, and I am studying Political Science and International Studies in the Morrissey
College of Arts and Sciences. I was born in Colombia, and I have lived my entire life there. I
began to be interested in international affairs since my school was always concerned with
fostering in the students a passion for this topic. In the same way, since I was in seventh grade I
was part of the Model United Nations team of my school as a delegate, chair, and organizer and
this has continued since I started college. I have been part of Model UN since 2015, as a
simulation staffer at EagleMUNC IV and as the chair of the Mexican-American War committee
in EagleMUNC V.
No matter how much experience you have, you are going to learn as much as you can and
will grow as delegates and as a person. You will be discussing the vital issues that affected the
Cuban nation during the Special Period. However, take into account that the most important
thing is that your passion grows, that you enjoy the Committee, and that you make friendships
that will endure through time.

I wish you the best and good luck! See you in the spring!
Your Chair,

Valentina Uribe

Cuba: The Special Period 1990’s

Historical Background:
In March of 1990, Fidel Castro declared that Cuba was to endure the “Special Period
during Peacetime” after being notified that Cuba would no longer receive a series of generous
subsidies and sustained trade relations with the USSR. To say that Cuba had relied on the USSR
for the 30 years prior is an understatement. When the USSR fell, the “Special Period” marked a
period of economic and logistical disarray as the government made cuts of 20% in rations,
wages, and various job sectors.1 These cuts were
accompanied by adverse health effects such as loss of
weight,

increase

in

the

mortality

rate,

and

psychological damage that harmed many individuals
immediately as well as for years to come.2 Though the
US viewed this period as an “opportunity” to
democratize the regime, their methods (sanctions)
ended up crippling Cuba’s economy further. For Castro, this was a time of “resilience” and a test
to the “strength” of his socialist economic policies. For the Cuban people, it was a time of
endless suffering. The Special Period was brought about, and sustained by, a series of short
sighted decisions made by both Castro and the United States government that would have longterm implications on the health and economy of Cuba.
Overview of US-Cuba Relations 1960-1962
In order to analyze the effects of the economic sanctions imposed on Cuba paired with
the dissolution of the USSR, it is important to understand how the US viewed its goals with
1
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respect to Cuba after the end of the Cold War. Since the end of the second world war the US and
the USSR had been involved in a series of proxy wars fought through coups, military personnel,
threats, and trade. In 1961, President John F. Kennedy imposed sanctions on Cuba, citing the
illegal seizure of property without proper compensation as a violation of the Cuban people’s
human rights.3 The embargo was officially implemented in 1962 by President Kennedy. That
same year, Raul Castro met with the then Premier of the USSR, Nikita Khrushchev, and the two
decided to place intercontinental missiles capable of reaching the United States in Cuba.4 The
events that followed are known as the “Cuban Missile Crisis,” which led to threats of invasion
from the United States that were met by threats of nuclear war from the USSR.5 Though tensions
calmed and each side made concessions, the United States decided to eliminate all exports of oil
to, and any imports of sugar from Cuba, the latter of which was one of Cuba’s biggest exports.
The size of Cuba’s economy at this time was less than $5 billion (2018 US Dollars).6 Thus, in
order for the USSR to sustain its communist ally’s economy, it purchased sugar from Cuba that it
did not need.7 This marked the beginning of the USSR’s annual aid package to Cuba in the form
of $8.2 billion (2018 US Dollars). Cuba desperately needed this aid, but it was ultimately an
economic liability for the Soviet Union.8 Helping Cuba was extremely expensive. Not only was
the USSR buying sugar that they did not need, but they were spending huge amounts of money
on a country whose economy only managed “to keep its nose barely above the water.”9
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Overview of USSR-Cuba Economic Relations
This overview of early, post-revolution US-Cuba relations sets the framework for
understanding how dependent Cuba was on the USSR for the next 30 years. Ultimately, the US
embargo put Fidel Castro in a difficult position. Castro and the USSR knew that Cuba’s socialist
economic model was dependent on providing for the people. If Castro could not do that, he
would lose power. To put
this in perspective, there is
no other case of a country
receiving an annual subsidy
larger

than

the

Gross

Domestic Product (GDP) of
the recipient country.1011
First, this meant that Cuba
did

not

feel

the

full

economic effects of the
Embargo

since

it

took

effect. Despite the influx of Soviet aid, the Cuban people were nowhere near able to afford
everyday luxury commodities such as TVs, cars, oil, or food. Second, it meant that if the USSR
were to ever stop providing aid, the economy of Cuba would be sent into an economic
depression. The latter is precisely what happened when the Soviet Union fell.

10
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The decline and eventual fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 bore devastating implications
for Cuba’s economy. Up until this point, the Soviet Union accounted for 80% of Cuba’s sugar
exports.12 Cuba was also highly reliant on oil from Russia because it could not import oil from
the United States. By 1992, any form of aid or subsidies that Cuba received from the former
Soviet Union had stopped.13 Cuba was left to fend for itself in complete economic disarray. This
time of economic hardship is known among Cubans as El Periodo Especial, or “The Special
Period during Peacetime” as of August 1990. The decisions made and hardship endured would
revolutionize the country for decades to come.
Topic 1: Energy Crisis
After the fall of the USSR, Cuba’s situation became worse. The first crisis that the Cuban
population had to go through was the breakdown of the transportation system and energy sector
as a result of oil scarcity. Castro’s mandate, in 1990, of a 50% cut in energy across all sectors
brought catastrophic consequences for the country and its people as energy was central for their
everyday habits.14 Firms, such as oil and nickel
refineries, shut down because of the scarcity of
inputs and business owners were required to
make employment cuts. This was a significant
hit to communist philosophy as its premise is
no unemployment. Up until this point, there
had never been unemployment in Cuba. There
was no unemployment in Cuba, but rather an
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“excess of workers” in a communist country, who were reallocated to other sectors of the
economy.15

The difficulties in reducing energy consumption forced the Cuban government to begin
blackouts of neighborhoods on a rotating basis.16 Additionally, Castro cut gasoline consumption
by 30% through reducing the gasoline entitlements Cubans were granted depending on the type
of car they owned. The energy crisis and the limited supply of oil caused reformation in the
transportation system as well. The government required people to sell their cars back to them and
had to reduce the number of buses that would be en route.17
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The infrastructure of the country also suffered from the oil shortages and the cuts in
energy consumption. Many construction companies had to cease work on new buildings midway
through construction, culminating in lost jobs and many companies going out of business.18 Even
homes and government buildings in urban centers, like Havana, were never finished. To address
the infrastructure crisis, the government tried to incentivize families living in urban areas to
move to the countryside. The purpose was to depopulate urban centers, as there were few
available homes, as well as to consume less energy and grow their own food.19 Although it was
an

effective

policy

to

address

the

circumstances at the time, it de-modernized
Cuba to an agrarian-like society.
For the people of Cuba, their hardship
was just beginning, as the country would soon
feel the effects of harsher US sanctions and a
limited

food

government

supply.
would

Furthermore,

have

to

plead

the
its

remaining allies, Venezuela, Iran, and China,
for assistance.
Topic 2: Economic Warfare and Western Influence
Cuba was gravely affected not only by the fall of the USSR and the energy crisis but also
by the harsh sanctions imposed by the United States. One of the most devastating sanctions for
Cuba and its economy was The Cuban Democracy Act of 1992, which was renewed in 1996 by
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the Helms-Burton act by Bill Clinton.20 Through this act the United States severed all ties with
Cuba and any countries/firms that traded with them. The purpose of this act was to force Cuba, at
its weakest point, to make a transition to democracy. Until this process of democratization began,
“a vessel which enters a port or place in Cuba to engage in the trade of goods or services may
not, within 180 days after departure from such port or place in Cuba, load or unload any freight
at any place in the United States”.21 The countries and firms that traded with the United States
ceased all trade with Cuba, leaving the country ruined. The damages caused to the Cuban
economy ranged from $500 million (US estimates) to $675 million (Cuban estimates) annually.22
Both Castro’s decision to continue his policies and Clinton’s decision to cripple Cuba’s economy
was reckless, as the prices would be paid by the people of Cuba.
Even after all the different government efforts to alleviate the crisis, the suffering of the
Cuban people was far from relieved. On this account, many Western nations, including the
United States offered aid to Cuba. Despite the harsh sanctions, the United States allowed NGOs
and other philanthropic organizations to provide
humanitarian aid to Cuba in sums that amounted to
$800 million annually. Castro initially rejected this aid,
as he thought it would show him and Cuba as weak. In
1994, when the situation was far beyond the control of
his government, Castro decided to accept the aid 23.
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Topic 3: Agriculture and Nutrition
During this period the agricultural production fell by 54%, the exports fell by more than
one-half and imports fell by almost one third.24 To try to solve this agricultural crisis, in 1993,
the Council of State approved breaking up large
state farms into Basic Units of Cooperative
Production. The purpose of these units was for
farmers to use the land they worked for an
indefinite period, own the output they produced,
and sell it to the state. To complement the
creation of the cooperatives, in 1994, the Cuban government authorized the creation of
agricultural markets where producers of selected agricultural products could sell a portion of
their output.25
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The agricultural sector also suffered from the regime’s cut of gasoline as farmers had to
revert back to using farm animals instead of tractors to carry supplies, which resulted in large
inefficiencies. Furthermore, the production
of fertilizers and pesticides (which are oilby-products) was interrupted, leaving the
crops unprotected and vulnerable to pests.26
These

difficulties

production

decrease

made
more.

agricultural
The

few

urbanites that were left in the city centers
engaged with urban agriculture.27 Cubans, especially those living in Havana, started to garden
around their houses, in their patios and even on their roofs, growing mainly horticultural
products.
Unfortunately, all of these policies were not enough. The famine that the Cuban
population was going through became worse. Since Cuba had no trading partners, the food
supply rapidly declined and the government was forced to ration food and to feed its population
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with whatever was available on the island.28 Cattle were slaughtered and eaten so frequently as a
result of mass hunger that the government imposed a set of strict laws that banned the killing of
cows and the sale or consumption of beef. Killing a cow grants the “criminal” 10 years in prison,
while even getting caught consuming beef is eligible for 3 to 12 months in prison.29 According to
a report by the US Department of Agriculture, the daily caloric intake in 1989 (3,052) dropped
roughly 40% (1,863) by 1993 as a result of harsh food rationing policies.30 Overall this caused
several protests and negative short and long term effects on the health of the Cuban population.
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Questions to Consider
1. How useful and effective were Fidel’s policies in solving the crisis?
2. What could have been done differently by Cuba to avoid this period of crisis?
3. How might Castro’s goals in resolving the Special Period aligned with the Cuban
people’s during this time? How might they be very different?
4. How different is the Western perspective regarding the Special Period and the Embargo
compared to the Cuban perspective?
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