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O
rganic agriculture in C

uba: 
T

he revolution goes green.

L
ukas K

ilcher 1

A
griculture in post-revolutionary C

uba is based on large-scale, capital-intensive and
labour-extensive m

onocultures. In order to sustain these, the island continually
im

ported fertilizers, pesticides and diesel at subsidized prices from
 the form

er Soviet
econom

ic aid com
m

unity, C
O

M
E

C
O

M
. Since this collapsed in the early 1990s, C

uba
has suffered from

 an acute shortage of raw
 m

aterials. A
t the sam

e tim
e, the m

ain sales
m

arket for C
uban agricultural production has disappeared.

G
iven this situation, agriculture in C

uba faces m
ultiple challenges: 

Firstly C
uba needs to find new

 custom
ers, practically overnight. Secondly, its

agricultural producers m
ust learn to m

anage w
ith the little that they them

selves have.
T

hirdly, C
uba needs financial resources to renovate its often out-of-date production

facilities. 

M
anaging on lim

ited resources
A

t the production level, the solution is low
 input agriculture. A

s early as the late 1980s
w

hen supplies from
 the E

astern B
loc began to slow

 dow
n, C

uba began nationw
ide

production of biological pest control agents and, as a result, drastically reduced the use
of pesticides. In the 1990s, national com

post production w
as extended. T

his w
as used

as fertilizer for the initial phase in establishing the prim
arily urban allotm

ent gardens
for self-sufficiency, the organoponicos. In agriculture for export, how

ever, chem
ical

fertilizers and herbicides continue to be applied. A
s w

e know
, using biological crop

protection is still far from
 farm

ing organically. 

O
rganic agriculture is the form

 of farm
ing that is m

ost consistently based on the use of
on-farm

 and local resources. T
his is an attractive proposal for C

uban farm
s. From

 the
m

arketing perspective, too, certified organic products are w
orthw

hile for C
uba: In the

search for new
 custom

ers, num
erous potential clients have been located in E

urope w
ho

are w
illing to pay good prices for C

uban organic products. Such prospects sw
ayed the

C
uban M

inistry of A
griculture to take first steps tow

ards organic production in the
1990s.
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T
he m

ain difficulties along the path tow
ards organic citrus production in C

uba are:
.

plant nutrition, especially use of nitrogen fertilizers on the highly specialized
plantations;

.
soil cultivation and ground cover, as w

ell as the replacem
ent of herbicides;

.
optim

um
 com

post production from
 the available raw

 m
aterials;

.
m

echanization of soil cultivation and fertilizer application.

T
he key to success in organic citrus production is a com

bination of com
post and

undersow
n legum

es. T
his has been dem

onstrated by experience in C
uba. Suitable

legum
es are N

eonotonia w
ightii, Teranm

us labialis, Stylosantes, A
lysicarpus vaginalis,

C
onchita azuland C

anavalia, of w
hich the first tw

o w
ere found to grow

 the best. T
he

greatest lim
iting factor is the availability of seed. A

rachis pintoi, for exam
ple, is very

w
ell suited to organic citrus farm

ing, but virtually unobtainable in C
uba.

T
he production of good quality com

post is first and forem
ost a problem

 of logistics.
For holdings on a scale of 200 ha and m

ore, quantities of 5,000 – 10,000 t of raw
m

aterial are needed. T
hese are relatively difficult to obtain in C

uba, since m
aterials of

both plant origin (citrus m
arc, sugar cane bagasse, rice straw

 etc.) and anim
al origin

(m
anure, slurry) are in increasingly high dem

and. O
rganic cooperatives effectively

need to build ‘com
post factories’, w

hich require substantial investm
ent (com

post
m

ixers, com
post spreaders, etc.).

G
ood organic farm

ing need not to be sm
all-scale

Soil cultivation and fertilization are the factors w
hich m

ake organic citrus production
expensive in com

parison to conventional production. T
his is particularly crucial for

large-scale citrus farm
s w

here labour is scarce and investm
ent in infrastructure is

needed.

H
ow

ever, large farm
s also have advantages w

hen converting: 
.

T
he planting distances betw

een citrus trees and row
s are often m

ore generous, w
hich

allow
s better air flow

 and consequently ensures a low
er incidence of disease.

.
T

here is greater flexibility for (additional) ecological com
pensation areas. T

he goal
is to establish a diverse m

osaic of production units w
ithin large-scale farm

s.
.

T
he larger farm

s can benefit from
 econom

ies of scale on all levels. 

O
verall, C

uba is w
ell prepared for m

anagem
ent-intensive organic agriculture. T

he
cooperatives tend to be open to innovations and increasingly fam

iliar w
ith sustainable

production practices. O
rganic agriculture is not just an alternative for C

uba during the
present resource scarcity. It is also a sustainable answ

er to agronom
ic, ecological and

econom
ic challenges. In addition, organic agriculture reduces C

uba’s reliance on costly
im

ports of agricultural inputs. 
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O
rganic structures in developm

ent
T

he first certified organic products from
 C

uba are citrus juices (current area approx.
900 ha) and sugar (approx. 300 ha). Initial certification w

ill shortly be issued for 400 ha
coffee and 480 ha cocoa. M

angoes, coconuts and other tropical fruits are also in the
project pipeline. T

he typical C
uban organic producers are large-scale cooperatives, in

w
hich farm

ing fam
ilies are m

ore or less loosely organized. T
hese cooperatives

norm
ally specialize in one or a few

 products.

T
he C

uban initiatives on organic agriculture are supported by a grouping of agrarian
researchers and advisers w

ho have pooled their specialist know
ledge on organic

agriculture and organized them
selves since 1992 as the G

rupo de A
gricultura O

rganica
(G

A
O

). T
his year G

A
O

 ran its fourth C
uban organic agriculture sem

inar, in w
hich over

300 C
uban and foreign experts participated. G

A
O

 publishes the journal ‘A
gricultura

O
rganica’ and organizes courses throughout the country for practitioners. 

Interest in organic agriculture is now
 being aroused in the C

uban M
inistry of

A
griculture. D

rafts for national legislation are in preparation. H
ow

ever, organic
inspection to date has been conducted exclusively by international certification bodies.
In the view

 of the M
inistry of A

griculture, the critical m
ass for a C

uban inspection and
certification body has not yet been reached. H

ow
ever support has already been

requested from
 various E

uropean partners to develop C
uban organic certification.

O
rganic certification is currently geared entirely tow

ards exports to E
urope, and a

national m
arket for organic products is probably still a distant prospect. Prelim

inary
discussions have been held on the sale of C

uban organic products in the context of
increasing tourism

, how
ever. O

rganic products for the international m
arket are

generally m
arketed by C

uban export m
onopolies in cooperation w

ith E
uropean

im
porters.

Project to establish organic citrus production
Since 1997, FiB

L
 has been w

orking as a partner of C
uban institutions (Instituto de

Investigaciones de C
ítricos and

C
orporación N

acional del C
ítrico)

and E
uropean

investors to develop organic citrus production. In this project, FiB
L

 is overseeing the
conversion of several large citrus groves and supporting the m

arketing of organic citrus
juices in E

urope. A
t the sam

e tim
e, investigations are being carried out jointly w

ith the
Instituto de Investigaciones de C

ítricos
on cultivation m

ethods. G
oals of the trials

currently in developm
ent are:

.
T

o evaluate the feasibility of organic production on C
uban organic citrus farm

s;
.

T
o develop best m

anagem
ent practice under C

uban conditions;
.

T
o dem

onstrate the effects of conversion of organic citrus farm
s.

A
s anyw

here, organic agriculture in C
uba begins w

ith the soil. T
he heavy rainfall and

the high tem
peratures speed up the m

ineralization of nutrients and slow
 dow

n the
accum

ulation of organic m
atter in the soil. 



189

Picture 3:Planning for conversion at a coffee and cocoa cooperative
in the east of C

uba. FiB
L

 advises agricultural enterprises in the south and east on
conversion to organic farm

ing.

Picture 4:
O

rganic orange juice for the E
uropean

m
arket.

O
rganic orange and grapefruit juice from

 C
uba is

sold by the Sw
iss C

oop and other E
uropean

buyers. For C
uba, this is the first tim

e that its
citrus juice has been sold w

ith a label of origin.
C

uban producers receive double the price for their
organic oranges.

A
ll photos: FiB

L
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Picture 1:C
om

post spreader on an organic citrus farm
 in C

uba.
C

om
post is the basic fertilizer used on an organic citrus farm

. T
he production of good

quality com
post is a logistic challenge and dem

ands considerable investm
ent.

Picture 2:U
ndersow

n legum
es on an organic citrus farm

 in C
uba.

U
ndersow

n legum
es supply extra nutrients, im

prove soil fertility and reduce leaching
of nutrients. For large farm

s, how
ever, the associated additional w

ork is often a barrier.




