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Regional differences in the development of tourism in Cuba

Abstract: In 1989, together with the weakening of the international position of the Soviet Union, Cuba’s
economic policy in the tourism sector has changed. In the years 1989-1994 the country reoriented this sector
to support international tourism and its development. The later years caused that it became one of the
most important sources of export revenues. The main purpose of this paper is to discuss the development
of international tourism in Cuba in the years 1985-2010. The authors also want to determine the level of
regional development of tourism infrastructure and tourism movement. Furthermore, one of the specific
objectives is to determine the causes of spatial diversification of the level of tourism development. In the
case of Cuba three basic factors determine the level of tourism development. The first of is the recreational
value of coastal areas (Veradero, Cayo Coco, Santa Lucia), the second is natural attractions (Valley of Vinales)
and the third — cultural heritage (Trinidad, Habana, Santiago de Cuba). Analyzed data will be compared with
other economic and social statistics to provide an inclusive depiction of spatial changes in Cuba’s tourism
sector.
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1. Introduction

The island of Cuba is one of the most important tourist destination in the
world. Cuba plays an important role in the American tourist region. According to
the UN World Tourism Organization, it is a crucial tourist-absorbing country in the
Caribbean sub-region region. Land-based tourism is the principal form of tourism in
Cuba, while sea-based tourism plays a marginal role (island cruises). The significance
of Cuba in the world tourist market increases considerably every year, as illustrated
by its growing tourist infrastructure and an increasing number of foreign tourist
each year.

One of the best developed tourist provinces in Cuba is the province of Matanzas,
which includes the key tourist center of Varadero and the capital city-state of
Havana. The amount of tourist infrastructure is directly related to tourist traffic. The
provinces with the biggest number of tourists are Havana, Matanzas, Ciego de Avila,
Holguin, Villa Clara, and Isla de la Juventud. On the other hand, other provinces do
not fully utilize their tourist potential.
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The first aim of the paper is to describe regional differences in the development
of tourism in Cuba. Three basic differentiating factors are at work in Cuba: (1) value
of coastal tourist areas (Veradero, Cayo Coco); (2) landscape value (Vinales Valley);
(3) cultural value (Trinidad). The second aim of the paper is to describe the direction
of development in Cuba in the context of changes in global tourist markets. Tourism
in Cuba is not merely a form of recreation (S3), but also a form of learning - the
country presented as a bastion of communism in the shadow of its large neighbor,
the United States. In this sense, Cuba is analyzed as a type of laboratory, which
shows the working of this political system (Simon, 1995).

2. Short history of tourism in Cuba

The tourist sector has been developing in Cuba since the beginning of the 20™
century, when the country became a popular destination with American tourists.
Four decades of dynamic growth began in 1914 and were interrupted only by the
Great Depression in the United States, and later World War II. The United States
served as the principal source of tourist traffic in the interwar period. The number
of American tourists stood at 33,000 in 1914 and increased to 56,000 in 1920.
Most American tourists would reach Cuba by ship. Havana and Santiago de Cuba
both offered sea links with New Orleans, Miami, Boston, New York, Baltimore, and
Jacksonville. A transportation milestone was reached in 1921, when Havana became
linked with Key West in Florida by air.

In the 1920s tourism was the third largest source of income for Cuba - after
sugar and tobacco. In recognition of this key source of income, in 1919 Cuba
established the National Tourist Commission (Comision Nacional para el Fomento
del Turismo). In the 1930s the Cuban tourist sector continued to grow in the face
of the Great Depression in the United States and the outbreak of World War II.
A total of 178,000 American tourists visited Cuba in 1937. Approximately two
million American tourists are estimated to have visited Cuba in the twenty years
between the two world wars. The number of American tourists after World War
Il increased even more rapidly due to better transportation options including air
travel. In effect, 356,000 American tourists visited Cuba in 1957.

By the late 1950s Havana had earned a reputation for being a world city. This
gave rise to a number of nicknames such as the Riviera of the Caribbean, Monte Carlo
of Latin America, Paris of the West Indies (Whittle, Lindeman, Tripp, 2003), as well
as Las Vegas of the Caribbean (Facio, Toro-Morn, Roschelle, 2004). Most visits were
weekend trips and the main tourist center was Havana. Dynamic tourist growth and
general freedom also brought about an array of social and economic problems, such
as prostitution, organized crime, drug use, and increased poverty among the Cuban
population (Facio, Toro-Morn, Roschelle, 2004).

The year 1960 proved to be another milestone year for Cuba, in the context of
social and economic policy. The new Cuban government of Fidel Castro began to
view tourism as source of prostitution, drug use, organized crime, and gambling. The
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end of the Cuban Revolution meant the end of foreign tourism - especially American
tourism. This also spelled the end of tourism as key source of national income. In
just one week, the new Cuban government closed down all nightclubs, casinos, and
brothels. In 1960, only 361 forigh tourists visited Cuba. It is estimated that Cuba has
lost 25 million tourists and 13 billion U.S. dollars as a result of the Cuban Revolution.
The Cuban tourist sector has become increasingly backward since 1962, due to the
closing of hotels and other tourist infrastructure - more than half have been closed
since 1962.

Changes in the tourist sector immediately following the Cuban Revolution were
meant to improve the Cuban community’s access to tourist facilities and attractions
(Facio, Toro-Morn, Roschelle, 2004). In 1959 the Cuban government passed a law
that guaranteed access to beaches to all residents of Cuba (Playas del Pueblo). In
the same year, the government also established a new agency designed to regulate
Cuba’s tourist sector: Instituto Nacional de la Industria Turistica (INIT). In 1976, the
government established another tourism-oriented agency - the National Institute
of Tourism (Cuban acronym: INTUR). Cuba’s foray into the communist world also
meant new contacts in the international communist community, which would
later bring about new tourist traffic. Cuba then decided to limit foreign tourism to
communist tourists only.

Cuba’s political environment began to change in the 1980s, when the country
opened up to foreign investment in the tourist sector. Bill No. 50 passed in 1982
permitted Cuban business entities to partner with foreign companies in order to
create joint ventures. The first such joint venture was established in 1987. The
Cubanacan Company - Foreign Trade and Tourism Corporation - continues to do
business in Cuba today. Cubanacan opened its first hotel in Varadero in May of
1990, in conjunction with the Spanish company Melia. Two other hotels, with a total
of 1,400 hotel beds, were opened in the following years. Another company with
foreign capital - Gaviota - opened for business in 1988. Management contracts were
also signed with German partners (LTI), Jamaican partners (Superclubs), and other
foreign companies. The issue of business competitiveness is not relevant in the case
of Cuba, as any tourist facility must have government permission in order to exist.

One of the principal tenets of the Cuban Revolution was the cutting of political
and economic ties with global imperialism. However, the downfall of the Soviet
Union created the prospect of total economic disaster for Cuba, which could have
generated social unrest caused by even greater poverty. The Cuban economy had
been propped up primarily by sugarcane exports, with the Soviet Union as the main
customer. In exchange, Cuba purchased Soviet oil at heavily reduced prices. The
political and economic changes taking place in the Soviet Union in the early 1990s
led to the re-signing of unfavorable contracts between the two countries (Macaulay
1994).

Until the downfall of the Soviet Union, Cuban economic motto had been “no
sugar, no country” (no hay zucchero, no hay pais). The loss of favorable Soviet business
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deals meant that Cuba had to look to the international community for a new source
of income - tourism. The country’s economic crisis forced Cuban government to
return to the world tourist market. Paradoxically, new tourist income from capitalist
countries saved Cuba’s communist revolution (Taylor, McGlynn, 2009). In the face
of economic depression, Cuba came to treat capitalist tourists as a necessary evil or
a pact with the devil. The newly found income from foreign tourists helped save the
work of the Cuban Revolution.

A crucial moment in the history of Cuba came in July of 1992, when the
government amended the country’s constitution in order to safeguard foreign
investment and permit the formation of economic organizations. Cuba signed an
agreement with the governments of Italy, France, Spain, Russia, Colombia, and Great
Britain which guaranteed legal protection of investments. The country’s lease laws
were also amended. As a result, numerous new tourist investments came into being
in Cuba in the latter half of the 1990s. Most new investments occurred in three
touristregions: (1) Varadero, (2) Cayo Coco, (3) Cayo Guillermo in the archipelago of
Sabana - Camaquey. A total of 392 companies with foreign capital were registered in
Cuba in the year 2000 (Perez Villanueva, 2002). A partial breakdown was as follows:
industrial companies (92), tourist organizations (70), construction companies (33).
Most foreign investors were Spanish (97), Canadian (75), and Italian (55). The rate
of growth of the tourist sector may also be viewed in terms of investment value
- 1.15 billion U.S. dollars or 16.7% of all investment in Cuba (Henthorne, George,
Williams, 2010).

The significance of tourism in the overall economy is also visible in the labor
market. Cuba’s tourist sector employed 587,000 workers in 2007, which was
11.2% of all workers in Cuba. It is estimated that employment in the sector will
increase to 715,000 by 2017. While the educational level and degree of professional
training of workers in the tourist sector vary, all receive FORMATUR training -
Education Sistema Nacional de Formacién Profesional del Turismo. FORMATUR
was established in 1995 and currently has 19 locations across Cuba. In order to be
admitted to the two-year program, a candidate needs to graduate from high school,
live in the given FORMATUR region, and be under the age of 35 (Henthorne, George,
Williams, 2010). Cuban tourism industry is governed by a number of labor laws. One
of the most important and most strictly enforced laws is the limitation of contact
between Cuban tourist facility personnel and foreign tourists.

The economic changes introduced did not bring the desired results in terms of
hard currency, which is why the Cuban government decided to accelerate tourist
development even more. Hence, the Cuban government decided to update the Cuban
economic model (Perez Villanueva, 2012) by defining areas in need of an immediate
reform. The following areas were linked directly or indirectly to tourism:

e creation of incentives to work for the non-government sector, including private
work
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¢ elimination of limits (already partly in effect) on the private sale of real estate,
automobiles, and other goods and services

e opportunity to lease state-owned assets, including dining facilities, by private in-
dividuals and foreign investors

¢ amendment of tax laws.

3. The position of Cuba in the Caribbean tourist market

Cubaisfoundinthe American touristregionand Caribbean sub-regionaccording
to the UN World Tourism Organization. The Caribbean is part of Latin America
and includes islands located between the Caribbean Sea, Gulf of Mexico, and the
Atlantic Ocean, as well as the coastline of the Americas from the Yucatan Peninsula
to Guyana. The Caribbean region is identified based on cultural characteristics.
The most popular destinations for foreign tourists in the Caribbean region are the
Dominican Republic (4.1 mln), Cuba (2.5 mln), Cancun (2.1 mln), Jamaica (1.9 mln),
the Bahamas, and Puerto Rico. The tourist data does not reflect day-long trips taken
by tourists arriving on cruise ships (Rettinger, Urbariska, 2012).

The Caribbean region is highly attractive to tourists, both in an environmental
and cultural sense, which brings about significant tourist traffic. Another key
advantage is its close proximity to its principal source of tourist traffic - the United
States and Canada (Rettinger, 2011). Neither Americans nor Canadians have to
travel across several time zones to reach sunny Caribbean beaches in November
or December. Americans prefer to visit Cancun (1.6 mln visitors) and Jamaica, Saint
Lucia, and the Dominican Republic (each about 1.2. mln visitors), while Canadians
tend to visit Cuba (945,000 visitors) and the Dominican Republic (659,000 visitors).
Europeans prefer to visit the Dominican Republic (1.2 mln visitors), Cuba (809,000
visitors), and Jamaica (271,000 visitors). Most Europeans visit the Caribbean in
winter. The United States is the largest source of Caribbean tourists; however, the
American embargo against Cuba excludes the island from American travel options
(Padilla, McElroy, 2007).

Hence, Cuba is not considered a competitor in the Caribbean tourist market,
which puts other Caribbean destinations in a preferential situation (De Holan,
Phillips, 1997). If the American embargo against Cuba were to be lifted, then this
might in the long run fundamentally change the vacation preferences of Americans
(Henthorne, George, Williams, 2010). On the other hand, the political and economic
ties between Cuba and Canada have been quite unique over the last few decades.
The two nations maintain diplomatic relations. Canadian tourists have been a pillar
of the Cuban tourist sector for many years. Numerous Canadian companies have
been doing business in Cuba since the early 1990s. About 40 Canadian companies
are present on the Cuban market today, and many of them are linked to the tourist
sector. The first Canadian hotel operator to enter the Cuban market was Delta Hotels
and Resorts, which managed three hotels in 1994 along with the Cuban company
Cubanacan. Today it helps manage nine Cuban hotels. In 1999, the Canadian
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company Transat Holidays made its debut in Cuba. It provides air travel services
and all-inclusive vacations at hotels in Camaguey, Cayo Coco, Havana, Holguin, Santa
Clara, and Varadero. Transat works with Cuban companies Cubanacan and Gaviota.

4, Tourist traffic following the Cuban Revolution

The political and economic situation in Cuba changed considerably in the early
1960s, as a result of political isolation brought about by the American embargo
targeting the new communist government. The number of foreign, especially
American, tourists decreased rapidly. One year after the end of the Cuban Revolution
only 361 foreign tourists visited Cuba. The number of foreign tourists has increased
steadily since the early 1970s. In 1971, the number of visitors stood at 3,000,
while in 1975 at almost 40,000. By 1978, the number of foreign visitors had risen
to 96,600. The number of tourists increased to about 300,000 in the 1980s. Most
foreign tourists arrived from Europe and Canada. The number of foreign tourists
in 1989 finally matched the number of foreign tourists from 1957. Currently, the
number of foreign tourists in Cuba continues to grow. One exception was the year
2001, due to the terrorist attacks in New York City (Fig. 1). Tourist traffic in Cuba
also experienced a drop in 2006 and 2007 for two basic reasons.

The first reason was the global economic crisis, which caused a general drop
in tourist traffic in the period 2006 - 2010 (Zdon-Korzeniowska, Rachwat, 2011).
However, this effect only lasted for two years in Cuba, and no significant decreases in
foreign tourist traffic was noted. Paradoxically, Cuba’s relatively low position in the
global tourist market helped protect it from the effects of the global economic crisis.
Another factor that reduced Cuba’s foreign tourist traffic for a period of time was
the increased competition from neighboring destinations, such as the Dominican
Republic and Cancun in Mexico. Both destinations began to offer higher quality at
competitive prices. In 2010 Cuba marked another milestone with 2.5 million foreign
tourists. That number increased to 2.7 million in 2011. Official estimates suggest
that foreign tourist traffic in Cuba will exceed three million in 2013.

The Cuban government officially considers tourism to be a key part of the
national economy, and its contribution to Cuba’s GDP increases every year, both
in absolute and relative terms. Foreign tourist revenue is usually strongly linked
with tourist volumes. However, the years 2009 and 2010 were an exception, with
an increase in the number of tourists and a significant decrease in tourist revenue.
This is explained by shorter stays (Fig. 2). Another factor behind the decline in
tourist revenue is the general situation in the global tourist sector, including recent
increases in airfare due to higher fuel costs. At the same time, these increases are
not being balanced by higher prices of all-inclusive vacations.

It is important to note that this pricing strategy affects businesses in the
destination country the most. Cuban tourist sector generated 2.2 billion U.S. dollars
in revenue in 2010 (Fig. 1). Supply and demand are illustrated best in terms of data
per one tourist (Fig. 1). In 1990, the average tourist in Cuba generated 743.4 U.S.
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dollars of revenue, which reached a maximum of about 1,500 U.S. dollars in 1995.
Revenue per tourist declined in the years that followed, until 2009 (885 U.S. dollars).
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Fig. 1. Number of foreign tourists and tourist revenue in the period 1985-2010

Source: prepared by the author on the basis of data from: Oficina Nacional de Estadisticas, 2012

The increasing number of foreign tourists translates into an increasing number
of hotel stays. The number of hotel stays in Cuba has been increasing since the early
1980s, with notable exceptions in 2002, 2006, and 2007. In 2010, more than 16.5
million hotels stays were attributed to foreign tourists (Fig. 2). One key global trend
that also affects Cuba is the decline in the average length of a tourist visit, in favor
of several tourist visits per year. Another reason for this trend is easier access to
transportation.

In the case of Cuba, it is air transportation. Both the number of connections and
the number of international airports in Cuba have increased in recent years. Many
of the new air links funnel tourists directly to tourist regions. Cuba currently has
ten international airports: Havana, Varadero, Holguin, Santa Clara, Cayo Coco, Cayo
Largo del Sur, Camaguey, Cienfuegos, Santiago de Cuba, and Manzanillo de Cuba.
On the other hand, the percentage of foreign tourists arriving by cruise ship is very
small, unlike that in other Caribbean regions. All of the factors listed above have
contributed to a shorter average stay in Cuba, which in the early 1980s stood at 12.2
days. Currently, the average tourist stay in Cuba is 6.6 days - about half of what it
was thirty years earlier (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Changes in the number of overnight stay and the average length of stay of international
tourists

Source: prepared by the author on the basis of data from: Oficina Nacional de Estadisticas, 2012

One of the most important elements of tourist development in a given region is
its amount of tourist infrastructure, especially hotels, restaurants, and other facilities
that accommodate tourists’ needs. The most important facilities are all-inclusive
hotels that offer lodging, eating establishments, and entertainment packages. Other
facilities are of secondary importance. In 2010, Cuba possessed 565 lodging facilities.
The number of lodging facilities has fluctuated over the last 20 years between 529 and
693, due to the construction of new hotels and the permanent or temporary closing of
old hotels that do not fulfill modern tourist requirements anymore. The two primary
types of lodging facilities in Cuba are hotels and motels, which account for 76.8%
of all lodging facilities and 84.4% of all hotels beds (Fig. 3). Cuba possesses a total
of 117,526 hotel beds - 99,376 of which are found at hotels and motels. Other types
of lodging facilities include 98 villas and tourist houses featuring 16,000 hotel beds.

Cuba possesses 380 ranked hotels with a total of 98,500 hotel beds, 68%
of which are found at the island’s 115 four-star and five-star hotels. Only 37%
of Cuba’s hotels in the late 1990s were four-star and five-star hotels. Nowadays,
one-star and two-star hotels constitute 51.8% of all ranked hotels in Cuba; however,
these hotels only provide 11% of all available hotel beds. Most are small hotels that
do not play a relevant role in foreign tourist traffic in Cuba, and tend to be located
away from major tourist towns. Cuba’s small hotels are usually visited by Cuban
tourists. Finally, most hotels in Cuba (68.3%) are located close to the beach - only
24.5% are found at urban locations.
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Fig. 3. Changes in the accommodation facilities in Cuba in the years 1985-2010

Source: prepared by the author on the basis of data from: Oficina Nacional de Estadisticas, 2012

Many of Cuba’s hotels built since the early 1990s have been large all-inclusive
hotels. The key driver of large hotel construction is cost. Operating costs and the time
it takes to recover investment costs are both important considerations. In general,
larger hotels cost less to operate on. In 2010 the average lodging facility in Cuba
provided 208.3 hotel beds, while the average for hotels and motels being 229 hotel
beds (Fig. 4). The trend worldwide is for luxurious hotels in major tourist areas to be
large, which creates infrastructural costs and maintenance costs. This trend is also
true in Cuba, where the average five-star hotel provides 909.8 hotel beds, while the
average four-star hotel provides 475.7 hotel beds. Lower ranked hotels follow the
trend as well, with three-star hotels with an average of 236.2 hotel beds, two-star
hotels with an average of 70 hotel beds, and one-star hotels with an average of 36.5
hotel beds. In effect, the more luxurious the hotel, the larger it is. The one exception
to this rule are boutique hotels which offer very high quality and few hotel beds.

Another type of lodging facility is the casa particular - rooms in private homes.
The first casas particulares were opened for business in 1993, and 2,284 such
facilities were open for business in Havana by 1998. Another 1,537 were opened for
business in other parts of Cuba. The number of casas particulares has continued to
increase, especially outside of Havana. By 2002 Havana had 2,730 registered casas
particulares, and 4,980 were to be found in other parts of Cuba. This type of lodging
facility is very popular with foreign tourists who find it to be authentically Cuban
(Babb, 2011).
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Fig. 4. Change in the number of rooms and beds in the accommodation facilities and in the hotels
and motels

Source: prepared by the author on the basis of data from: Oficina Nacional de Estadisticas, 2012

The numbers above indicate that foreign tourist traffic in Cuba is highly
concentrated in selected geographic areas deemed attractive and offering
appropriate tourist infrastructure. The location of tourist towns is also political in
nature, as it was Cuba’s government that decided where these towns could emerge.
Many tourist towns are essentially enclaves. One example of this is the tourist town
of Varadero. Most foreign tourists come to Cuba in search of relaxation, which
explains the predominance of coastal hotels and resorts. The volume of tourist
traffic can be illustrated using the Charvat Index for selected Cuban provinces. The
index relates the number of nights stayed by tourists to the number of permanent
residents (Fig. 5). In 2010 Charvat Index values were the highest in Matanzas
Province (1026.6), which features the most important recreational tourist center in
Cuba - Varadero. Isla de la Juventud ranked second with 518.6 Charvat points. The
island features the Cayo Largo del Sur tourist area. The third highest Charvat value
was noted for Ciego de Avila Province (353.6), with its large Cayo Coco tourist area.

Charvat Index values above the national average (146.9) were noted for the
provinces of Holguin and Villa Clara, as well as the capital city of Havana. Other
regions of Cuba are characterized by very low tourist traffic and represent potential
areas for development. Index values calculated for entire provinces are merely
approximations that do not reflect population density in a given region and do
not reflect the distribution of tourist traffic in a given region. Due to the lack of
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data for smaller geographic units, spatial concentration of tourist traffic must be
approximated in order to obtain a more general idea. In summary, recreational
tourism in Cuba occurs primarily in two regions - Varadero and Holguin. Cities such
as Havana, Trinidad, Santiago de Cuba, Cienfuegos, and Vinales serve as optional day
trip destinations. This is obviously a simplification, as not all tourists visiting Cuba
choose to stay in the most popular tourist regions.
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Fig. 5. Main tourist centers and the intensity of tourist movement in Cuba in the year 2010

Source: prepared by the author on the basis of data from: Oficina Nacional de Estadisticas, 2012

5. Regional differences in the development of tourism

For the purpose of defining areas of potential development in the island’s
tourism sector, six Cuban tourist regions have been identified. They are as follows:
Havana, Varadero, Ciego de Avilla, Holguin, Santiago de Cuba, and Cayo Largo Sur.
The six regions are often considered to be major growth centers (Nufiez, Fernandez,
2011) featuring advanced tourist infrastructure, with about 70% of the hotel beds
and 88% of the foreign tourist traffic in Cuba. In addition, these six regions fulfill
most of the requirements imposed by Western tourists (Kowalczyk, Derek, 2010).
Many are closed areas - tourist enclaves - designed for foreign tourists and Cuban
hospitality workers. For this reason, many of the new tourist areas in Cuba are
located in remote locations, such as Hicacos Peninsula (Varadero), as well as the
islands of Cayo Coco and Cayo Largo del Sur. The purpose of creating these tourist
enclaves is twofold: (1) to isolate foreign tourists in order to exert more control
over them, (2) to isolate average Cubans from the Western lifestyle and Western
standard of living.

Regional differences in the development of tourism may be analyzed in terms
of the number of hotel stays (nights). In 2010, the total number of nights spent
by tourists at hotels in Cuba was about 16.5 million. The largest number of nights
were spent in the Cuban province of Matanzas (7.1 mln nights). The province
features advanced tourist infrastructure including large all-inclusive hotels. Its
close proximity to the capital city of Havana also makes it very appealing. The
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second largest tourist region in Cuba is Havana itself (2.6 mln nights). The next top
destinations are Holguin (1.88 mln nights), Ciego de Avila (1.5 mln nights), and Villa
Clara (1.2 mln nights). Less popular, but still significant, are the provinces of Isla de
la Juventud, Camaguey, Sancti Spiritus, and Santiago de Cuba, each with 300,000 to
400,000 hotel nights per year.

The oldest and most important tourist center in Cuba is the capital city of
Havana. It is primarily a center of urban tourism. Historically speaking, the tourism
sector played a very important role in the economy of Havana in the interwar
period. The city served as the primary Caribbean vacation destination for affluent
Americans. The main tourist offering at the time consisted of local rum and casinos.
Havana possessed the most advanced tourist infrastructure in all of Cuba. It is
currently one of the most important tourist regions in Cuba that has advanced
tourist infrastructure. In 2010, visitors spent 2.7 million nights in the city.

The main tourist center of Havana is Old Havana, which was neglected by the
Cuban government for decades until 1982, when UNESCO placed the neighborhood
on its list of world cultural heritage sites. The government then decided to revitalize
0Old Havana and turn it into a top tourist attraction. The neighborhood features 150
buildings from the 16% and 17* century and 200 buildings from the 18" century.
Consequently, Old Havana is one of the best preserved colonial towns in this part
of the world. The government of Cuba is now keenly aware of the immense tourist
potential of Havana and has taken steps to improve the city’s position among foreign
tourists. Urban renewal efforts are underway in Old Havana. Old, but renovated
buildings are changing roles and becoming tourist hotspots. Boutique hotels are
emerging in renovated buildings and cater to the needs of affluent and discerning
tourists.

One of the most important neighborhoods of Havana is Vedado, which is
found right next to Havana Vieja . The neighborhood includes a residential section
and a key government section, along with the headquarters of foreign companies
(Skoczek, 1980). Most of the city’s hotels are also found in this area. One of the best
known hotels in Vedado is the Hotel Nacional de Cuba, which began operating on
December 30, 1930. The hotel is found atop Toganana Hill and can be seen from
the Malecon. The facility features 457 rooms and 15 suites and is staffed by 502
employees - many of whom have worked there for thirty years. The Hotel Nacional
de Cuba has a long tradition of serving customers and is renowned for its quality
of service. Many well-known guests have stayed at the hotel. It is estimated that
700,000 guests have stayed at this hotel over the course of its existence. The second
most important part of Havana today is the neighborhood of Miramar, which, prior
to the Cuban Revolution, used to be an exclusive part of town (Skoczek, 1980). Today
it hosts luxurious hotels, such as the Hotel Melia Habana, Oasis Hotel Panorama, and
the Occidental Miramar.

Hotels across the city of Havana vary in terms of size and characteristics. Hotels
tend to be small in Old Havana - mostly boutique hotels and no major chains. On the
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other hand, Vedado and Miramar feature large chain hotels. There are no beaches
within city limits. The closest beach is the Playa del Este, located 18 km east of
Havana. The beach stretches along the eastern coastline and includes towns such as
Bacuranao, Tarara, El Megano, Santa Maria del Mar, Boca Ciega, and Guanabo. The
Playa del Este does not feature advanced tourist infrastructure and is used mostly
by Cuban tourists in summer.

Varadero is one of the most important and one of the oldest tourist regions in
Cuba. It is located in Matanzas Province on Hicacos Peninsula. The area first hosted
tourists in 1887, thanks to the construction of several vacation homes for families
from the city of Cardenas. Tourist traffic continued to increase and created the need
for an official hotel. Hence, the Varadero Club Nautico Hotel was constructed in
1910. The region’s high rate of development can be attributed to investments made
by Irénée du Pont de Nemours.

The main tourist attractions in Varadero are 21 kilometers of sandy beaches,
numerous small islands, and the close proximity of Havana, the principal tourist
attraction in Cuba. In addition, the region features advanced tourist infrastructure,
including luxurious all-inclusive hotels, casinos, and a golf course. The region
features about 50 hotels with a total of 20,000 hotel rooms. Varadero International
Airport handles 25% of all tourist flights to Cuba. The Varadero region hosts 40% of
all foreign tourists visiting Cuba. It is one of Cuba’s most important tourist regions,
with more than one million foreign tourists in 2009. While the region is known
for leisure-oriented tourism (3S), in the near future it may also become known for
other types of tourism. The Cuban government is currently working hard to expand
Varadero’s tourist offer by creating so-called ecological tourism options.

The third most popular destination in Cuba is the province of Holguin located
in the eastern part of the island. It is one of the most important tourist regions in
Cuba, with a total of 4,800 hotel rooms at eight hotel complexes. Most tourist traffic
can be found along the coast, between Guardalavaca in the east and Gibara in the
west. The most visited locations include Guardalavaca, Playa Esmeralda, Pesquero,
and Yuraguanal. Each location is a tourist enclave with luxurious all-inclusive hotels
found along the coast. The Holguin region is open to both foreign and domestic
tourists, which creates a unique cultural environment. The region’s capital city of
Holguin does not possess any tourist attractions or tourist infrastructure. Its main
purpose is to create access to Holguin Province via its international airport.

The Sabana - Camaguey Archipelago is another important tourist region in
Cuba and includes 2,500 islands along a 450 kilometer stretch of coast, starting with
Punta Maternillos on Cayo Sabinal Island (Camaguey Province) and ending with
Punta Hicacos on Varadero Peninsula (Matanzas Province). The Jardines del Rey
island chain is part of the archipelago and stretches for about 200 kilometers. The
Jardines del Rey islands with the best tourist facilities are Cayo Coco, Cayo Guillermo,
and Cayo Santa Maria.
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Ciego de Avila Province includes the island of Cayo Coco, which is linked with
the Cuban mainland by a 27 kilometer causeway constructed in 1988. The island’s
international airport began operating in 2002. Before the year 2002, tourists used
Ciego de Avila International Airport. The first construction work in this region began
in 1988, and the first hotel was completed in 1993. According to Traveler’s Choice
Edition 2012, the beaches of Cayo Coco rank 20th among the world’s most beautiful
beaches. Ten hotels serve the island with a total of 3,483 rooms. Three hotels belong
to the Melia Group. Two hotels belong to the Iberostar Group. Two hotels belong to
the Blue Diamond Group. Three hotels are operated by Cuban companies. The newest
hotel on the island is the five-star Hotel Memories Flamenco Beach Resort operated
by the Cuban Gaviota Group. It was built in 2012. The hotel has 624 rooms. There
are plans to build 50 hotels with a total of 20,000 rooms. The island also features a
marina and a golf course. Two additional golf courses are under construction. Cayo
Coco also serves as a training center for Cuban hospitality workers.

The island of Cayo Coco is linked with the island of Cayo Guillermo (area:
13 square km). Cayo Guillermo features beautiful Pilar Beach with 16-meter-high
sand dunes nearby - the highest sand dunes in the Caribbean. The island has four
hotels with a total of 1,093 rooms. Three of the hotels belong to the Spanish Sol
Melia Group and Iberostar Group, while one is operated by a Cuban company.

Villa Clara Province possesses more than adequate tourist infrastructure.
Tourists spend 1.18 million nights per year in the province. Most tourists choose
to visit Cayo Santa Maria - an island connected with the city of Caibarien by
a 48-kilometer-long causeway. Villa Clara is one of the newest tourist regions in
Cuba. Its first hotel was opened in 2001. By 2011 the island had nine all-inclusive
hotels with a total of 5,000 rooms, as well as an international airport - Las Brujas.
The airport handles mostly charter flights. Aside from its hotels on beaches and
transportation infrastructure, the island does not have any permanent inhabitants.
Shopping centers and service centers have been constructed in order to connect
hotel complexes and urbanize the area by offering additional services.

An example of this type of investment is Pueblo la Estrella (area: 65,000 square
m), which is a region managed by the Cuban Gaviota Group with numerous service
centers, shopping centers (artisan products), restaurants, entertainment options,
sports facilities, and recreational areas. Another investment of this type is Pueblo Las
Dunas; however, this region is much smaller. The island of Cayo Santa Maria is linked
via a causeway with Cayo Ensenachos and Cayo Las Brujas. The provincial capital
of Santa Clara experiences far less tourist traffic. Its principal tourist attractions are
the monument and mausoleum of Che Guevara, and other museums associated with
the Cuban Revolution. In addition, Santa Clara features a cigar factory.

Cayo Largo Sur is a tourist region (polo turistico) in Isla de la Juventud Province.
The region encompasses about 300 islands located along the southern coast of Cuba.
The largest island is called Isla de la Juventud (Los Canarreos Archipelago). The best
tourist area in this region is Cayo Largo with 27 kilometers of sandy beaches. Its
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most attractive beaches are Playa Blanca, Paraiso, Sirena, Lindamar, Los Cocos, and
Tortuga. This stretch of beaches is one of the most expensive and commercialized in
Cuba. The island has its own international airport and luxurious all-inclusive hotels.
It is a tourist enclave where only foreign tourists and Cuban hospitality workers
are permitted. Tourists are also offered the opportunity to take day-long trips to
neighboring islands: Cayo Rosario, Cayo Cantiles, Cayo Iguana, and Cayo Rico. The
area has about 1,000 hotel rooms and is visited by about 70,000 foreign tourists each
year. The island was devastated by Hurricane Michelle in November of 2001. This
event prompted the decision to move some tourist facilities north to Cayo Santa Maria.

Isla de la Juventud is a larger island with its capital in Nueva Gerona. It features
two beaches: Bibijagua and Paraiso. The island possesses little tourist infrastructure.
However, its key asset is its snorkeling area, with beautiful coral reefs and about
200 shipwrecks. This area also has an interesting educational history. Sixty schools
designed to teach 150,000 students existed in this part of Cuba during the Cuban
Revolution. Many of the students were from other countries and were supposed
to learn the ideals of the Cuban Revolution. The major obstacle to travel across the
island is military sites (Caleta Grande), entry to which is obviously forbidden. Some
parts of the island may only be toured with a guide. Near the town of Nueva Gerona
tourists can visit Punta del Este with its unique cave paintings - the Ciboney Sistine
Chapel.

One of the most important tourist centers in Cuba is the colonial era city of
Trinidad, which is found on the UNESCO cultural heritage list. The city is located in
Sancti Spiritus Province and serves as a cultural hotspot in Cuba. Only one hotel is
available in town - the Iberostar Grand Hotel Trinidad - with only 40 rooms. Many
tourists stay at bed and breakfast type accommodations called casas particulares.
A peninsula known as Ancon Beach is located close to the town, along the southern
shore of the island. This area includes two hotels - three and four star - with
atotal of 520 rooms. Another hotel complex found along the shore offers 131 rooms.
Finally, the northern part of Sancti Spiritus Province offers little as far as tourist
infrastructure is concerned.

Pinar del Rio Province includes the key tourist town of Vinales and offers unique
karst landforms (Skoczek, 1980), which are considered Cuba’s greatest natural
treasure. The province features two hotels and a number of casas particulares. The
town of Vinales is supposed to remain an ecologically-oriented tourist town with
no large hotel complexes. The same is true about another part of the province - Las
Terrazas - which is a protected natural area (5,000 hectares). Las Terrazas is also
aregion characterized by the presence of casas particulares.

6. Implications for further development in Cuba

Future development in the tourist sector in Cuba will be determined - in part
- by the policies enacted by the Cuban government. Cuba returned to the Caribbean
tourist market in 1991 and its tourist sector is now a leading source of income
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(Espino, 2000). It appears that the Cuban government is set on maximizing tourist
revenue, which may result in further product differentiation and marketing.

Cuban social scientists argue that the moment has come for Cuba to change the
structure of its economy in the direction of more productive sectors of the economy
and value added. Tourism is certainly one such sector. Considering the above, what
Cuba really needs is an objective analysis of its tourist sector in the context of global
market changes. This is particularly true of the potential transition from recreational
tourism to other types of tourism.

One of the main challenges facing the development of the tourist sector in Cuba
is the notion of sustainable tourism, which is based on four key areas of analysis:
(1) environmental, (2) economic, (3) cultural, (4) social. The environmental area
includes all issues associated with the protection of the natural environment. This
is especially true of regions experiencing significant tourist traffic - regions such as
Cuba’s coastline. Controversial decisions in this area include the decision to expand
Varadero’s tourist infrastructure at the expense of its coast (Becker, 2009) and the
construction of two causeways linking the Cuban mainland with Cayo Coco and
Cayo Santa Maria.

The construction of huge hotel complexes featuring several thousand rooms
places a large burden on small islands found along Cuba’s coast. It is important
for the Cuban government to implement environmental protection programs that
would precede any type of development along its fragile coastline. The concept of
ecological tourism is an important part of sustainable tourist development and has
become a strategic part of development programs in three areas of Cuba: Zapata
Peninsula, Viniales, and Las Terrazas.

The second area of analysis - economic conditions - is both directly and
indirectly associated with the development of the Cuban tourist sector. One
negative aspect of foreign tourism is the dependence on market conditions in
foreign countries. Another negative aspect is the creation of tourist enclaves with
little potential for broader multiplier effects. This includes cases such as Varadero,
Cayo Coco, and Cayo Santa Maria. To some extent, Cuba has recently redirected
its economy towards other areas of the national economy including agriculture
(Enriquez, 2010). In effect, tourism in Cuba should be more than a source of hard
currency. It should also serve as a stimulus for other areas of the nation’s economy,
as well as Cuba’s entry into the world economy (Colantonio, Potter, 2006).

The third area is cultural value, which can serve as a key element of the
development of the tourist sector in any given country. Cultural value can be defined
as value derived from tangible and intangible heritage. Unfortunately, mass tourism
has a tendency to become very commercialized and local identity is lost. This is why
programs such as Authentic Cuba help protect the island’s cultural heritage, while
also helping to develop its tourist sector.

The fourth area of analysis is social issues. One basic question in this area is
this: Will tourism help create sustainable social development in Cuba, or will it
lead to even greater disparities and conflicts within Cuban society (Chavez, 2005;
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Sanchez, Adams, 2008). Unfortunately, Cuba’s experience with tourism prior to the
Cuban Revolution confirms the suspicion that tourism stratifies society and does
not benefit everyone.

Another important issue in Cuba’s tourist sector is the future of cruises. Cuba
loses large amounts of hard currency by marginalizing this sub-sector of the tourist
economy. Official estimates indicate that the average tourist on a cruise ship making
a day-long trip to Cuba (usually Havana) would spend about 150 U.S. dollars while
ashore. This type of tourism does not require much capital investment. The one
investment that would be necessary is the modernization of the seaport in Havana,
in order for it to host large cruise ships. The construction of small marinas on Cuba’s
coastal islands would be another investment worth making.

The development of Cuba’s tourist sector will depend on further diversification
of its tourist offering. One area to consider is snowbird tourism. Snowbirds are
affluent tourists, usually retirees and freelancers, who are able to move to a warmer
climate during winter in the Northern Hemisphere. Many Americans, Canadians,
and Western Europeans wish to migrate south for the winter months, but cannot
necessarily afford to purchase a home or apartment in southern countries. Some
snowbirds travel south using recreational vehicles and some lease apartments or
homes in southern countries (time sharing).

Today there are several regions around the world that welcome snowbirds.
Those regions include Florida, the Spanish coast, some Caribbean islands, Australia,
New Zealand, and some countries in Southeastern Asia. This form of tourism is
especially popular with Canadians, who migrate for the winter to Mexico and
warmer parts of the United States. Cuba may be interested in this type of tourism, as
Canadians make up a significant portion of its existing tourist traffic. Most snowbirds
are retirees, which would require Cuba to update its laws in the area of banking,
insurance, and medical care. One of the benefits of staying in Cuba is its medical care
system, which is known to be one of the best in the Caribbean. Currently, the parts
of Cuba best suited to this type of tourism are Varadero, Tarara (near Havana), and
Havana itself, especially its Miramar district.

Any analysis of the development of the tourist sector in Cuba needs to take into
account institutional efforts to promote the island in the global tourist marketplace.
Cuba has participated in the International Tourist Fair in Madrid (FITUR 2012).
Its theme was Authentic Cuba, which seeks to expand the island’s tourist offer
towards environmental, cultural, and conference-oriented tourism. Cuban tourist
organizations also organize fairs in Cuba itself. One example of this is the 33" Feria
Internacional de Turismo FITCuba in Varadero in 2013. The special guest at this
event will be Brazil. In 2012 the fair was held in Villa Clara (Cayo Santa Maria) and
the special guest was Argentina. This fair and other events of this type appear to
help produce additional Latin American tourist traffic in Cuba.

Cuba has hosted a number of major events in the last few years. Such events
may help attract tourists by promoting Cuba in the global community. Such events
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have included the Ernest Hemingway International Billfishing Tournament, as well
as the CMAS Underwater Photography World Championship in April of 2013.

7. Summary

In 2011, Cuba hosted 2.7 million foreign tourists, who generated a total of 2.5
billion U.S. dollars in revenue. Estimates for 2012 indicate a total of 2.9 million
foreign tourists. Geographic concentration is an important aspect of tourism in Cuba
- 60% of foreign tourists stay in the Havana and Varadero regions. However, the
new tourist enclaves of Cayo Coco and Cayo Santa Maria are becoming increasingly
important due to their advanced tourist infrastructure including large hotel
complexes and international airports, as well as the high quality of their services.

Tourism in Cuba is characterized by areas of high concentration. Urban tourism
is concentrated in Havana, Trinidad, and Cienfuegos, while recreational tourism is
concentrated in far less urban areas such as Varadero, Holguin, Cayo Coco, Cayo
Santa Maria, and Cayo Largo del Sur. The diversification of Cuba’s tourist offering
has decentralized foreign tourism to some extent by including areas such as Vinales,
Las Terrazas, and the Zapata Peninsula. The three new areas are focused on what
is known as ecological tourism. One factor that has influenced the decentralization
of tourism in Cuba is the broader range of lodging options now available to foreign
tourists. These include all-inclusive luxurious hotels and guest rooms at the so-
called casas particulares.

The further development of Cuba’s tourist sector, as well as its competitive edge
in the Caribbean tourist market, will require a number of institutional and structural
changes. Cuba is looking for foreign investors with both financial means and tourist
industry experience. The country’s political system has helped marginalize Cuba in
the global tourist marketplace. However, this barrier to development has become a
tourist attraction. Today’s Cuba is a fast-growing tourist region. Future development
will depend on the island’s ability to maintain its tourist base and attract new tourist
traffic from the United States, if its embargo is ever lifted.
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