Cuba’s Organic Movement Marches Onward!

– GO and The Urban Farmer Announce: “Organic Cuba 2009” a tour to Cuba for Albertans

From May 13-16 of this year, Havana, Cuba will host the seventh annual Meso-American Conference on Organic and Sustainable Agriculture. Over 700 participants from around the world will visit organic farms and urban agricultural projects throughout the country to learn first-hand how Cuba has transitioned from a high-input, agro-chemical based agricultural model to a more localized, organic and sustainable agro-ecology. In just two decades since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Cuba has positioned itself as a global leader in the organic movement after many years of massive mono-cropped plantations and chemically dependent state-run farms. 

The uniqueness of Cuba’s organic movement resides in the fact that it was born not out of a search for new market niches or the creation of value-added products, but rather out of a dire need to feed its population following the loss of both food imports and agro-chemical imports in the late 1980’s. Through massive educational campaigns and technical support to rural farmers (and a new breed of urban micro-farmers), the Cuban ministry of agriculture suggests that approximately 20% of the country’s production is now either organic or in transition to becoming organic. Compared to the estimated 1% in North America and 4% in Europe, Cuba’s level of organic production is indeed impressive.

The organic movement in Cuba has grown to such proportions precisely because it offers an economically viable farming model for the majority of the country’s population. By learning organic techniques such as composting and vermi-composting, cover-cropping, poly-cropping, crop-rotations, livestock integration and the use bio-controls, small organic farmers have been able to become far more self-sufficient. Freed from the high costs of external inputs (agro-chemicals, heavy machinery, fuels), they have been able to realize incomes that are typically 2-4 times higher than the average state wage. 

It has been in the agricultural sector that Cubans have also been given the most space to be entrepreneurial, selling their produce directly to the open market after meeting required state quotas. President elect, Raul Castro, has signaled that there will be additional opening of agricultural policies to further stimulate local food production – presumably good news for Cuban small farmers.

Cuba now produces far more of its own food than it did prior to the crisis twenty years ago. By 2001, Cuba’s food exports and imports were equally balanced, providing a drastically improved level of food security. There are also far more Cubans directly involved in growing food today, since the dismantling of large state farms, the creation of the urban agriculture sector, and land reform measures that have given more small farmers access to land. Women, young people, and former professionals turned farmers are among the vanguard leading Cuba’s organic revolution today.

In February 2009, The Urban Farmer and Going Organic Alberta will offer 15 Albertans the unique opportunity to travel to Cuba to meet directly with organic farmers, agricultural technicians, permaculture (ecological agriculture) promoters, and many other movers and shakers in the Cuban organic movement today. This will be a grass-roots tour that will offer an in-depth insight and exposure to Cuban agriculture and society that cannot be seen from the resorts and tourist hotels. Of course the tour will also include visits to some of the amazing cultural, historical, and natural sites that the country has to offer.

If you would like to receive more information about “Organic Cuba 2009”, please contact Ron at theurbanfarmer@shaw.ca or call 780 221-4800.

