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Editorial

The background to this special country volume of TRIALOG is roo-
ted in a request by the Cuban Government to UN-HABITAT to sup-
port the preparation of a new Housing Law in 2013 — and connec-
ted to that, the publication of a special country volume on Cuba
being part of the UN-HABITAT Housing Profile series. Kosta Mathéy
- co-founder and TRIALOG member since 1983, and acknowledged
international expert on Housing provision in Cuba’ - was invited

to compile and edit this publication, and to share his observations
with the Cuban counterpart in view of the forthcoming Housing
Law. In gathering the necessary data, he was supported by a team
of national experts?, who each contributed their knowledge in the
compilation of individual chapters for the policy report, which was
submitted to the national counterpart in 2014.

In the same year, UNHABITAT published a 70-page ‘executive’
version of the Housing Profile®, based on a draft version by Kosta
Mathéy. But the initial request - to advise the Cuban Government
in the formulation of a new National Housing Law - had become
obsolete after the National Housing Institute (INV) had been dissol-
ved, and its former staff — and their functions - transferred to two
different state institutions: The Ministry of Construction (MICONS)
and the Physical Planning Institute (IPF). A digital version of the
full research report, * comprising over 500 pages, was informally
distributed among relevant state, academic and professional key
addressees within Cuba, but never formally published for lack of
funds necessary to cover the cost of copy editing and printing.
Nevertheless, there is a general agreement that, even today, this
work including its 15 comprehensive sector reports, represents a
key document to understand the Cuban Housing system.

Methodologically different from the many planning workshops
organized in the various provinces, our starting question was not
‘what needs to be done?’ — which invariably provokes actionist
ad-hoc recipes. Adopting a more ‘scientific’ approach, we started
by exploring the bottlenecks in the current national system of
housing provision and management. Following the identification
of these PROBLEMS — which are visible on the surface - we then
went forward analysing their roots. Finally, for each of the iden-
tified CAUSES, one or several possible REMEDIES were evaluated
and proposed as policy options. In medicine and other sciences
this LOGICAL FRAMEWORK is well established — but, strangely
enough, only rarely applied in politics.

Apart from the documentary part of the work, the RESULTS of this
analytical research culminated in the identification of 171 key
problems, which can be explained as a consequence of a list of
406 causes (or ‘roots’). For each of the identified causes, diffe-
rent alternative or complementary ‘cures’ have been described:
altogether not less than 518 remedies! This detailed analysis
offers an ample list of possible policy options to improve the ack-
nowledged housing crisis in Cuba.

Considering such a large number of policy options, the strategic
question is less a question of ‘'what to do?’ - but rather ‘where to
Start first?’ The good news for the policy makers is the observa-
tion, that most of the measure proposed in the Housing Profile
are not capital intensive - and a large part among them do not
require any capital investment at all. However, for having been
specifically developed on the basis of the concrete situation in
Cuba, most of the described solutions would not be applicable
automatically in a different national and economic context.
Nevertheless, the underlaying logic and methodology is rather
simple and not restricted to the Cuban case.

For publication in TRIALOG, the full research report would be too
voluminous, apart from the obstacle of only being available in
Spanish language. The short 'Version Ejecutiva’, was copy-edited
by UN-HABITAT with an official audience in mind, while TRIALOG
readers tend to be mostly academics plus some field professio-
nals. Hence, a different version was fully rewritten for TRIALOG in
English except for some smaller sections which are translations
from the original UNHABITAT manuscript. More importantly, since a
considerable number of international research on different aspects
of housing in Cuba has been published recently, the relevant new
references have been added in this paper.

On my last visit to Cuba, | asked a number of colleagues about any
important recent changes in the housing system, which should

be considered in the present edition. The uniform reply was that,
unfortunately, the originally planned comprehensive overhaul of
the housing system has not yet happened, and that the adjust-
ments made in between were of minor importance. However, mys-
elf | feel that at least one significant change needs to be pointed
out - and this is the new and acknowledged right to sell and buy
residential property on the market. This reform is significant since
it implies a change of meaning of the ‘home’ from being a basic
right into a commodity. Therefore, a separate paper on the recent
commodification of housing in Cuba, authored by Aline Miglioli,
was added after the main contribution in this volume.

| thank my colleagues in the TRIALOG editorial board for their pati-
ence until the finalization of this volume's manuscript, but also
especially to the members of my National Support Team and to
Claudio Acioly, my advisor on behalf of UN-HABITAT in the prepara-
tion of executive version of the Cuba Housing Profile.

Kosta Mathéy

1 Based on my PhD research in Cuba, see: Mathéy, Kosta, 1983/2021, Kann
Selbsthilfe-wohnungsbau sozial sein? Bielefeld: LIT. [https:/kobra.uni-kassel.de/
themes/Mirage2/scripts/mozilla-pdf.js/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/han-
dle/123456789/13348/DissertationkKostaMatheySelbsthilfewohnungsbau2021.
pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y] and: Mathéy. Kosta, 1992. ‘Self-Help Housing Policies
and Practices in Cuba’ in: Mathéy, Kosta: Beyond Self-Help Housing. London: Man-
sell, pp 181-216. [https://zenodo.org/record/58044494.Y1bI8OJP3MU].

2 The Cuban expert team comprised: Salvador Gomila (1), Alina Azze Meserene,
Manuel Coipel Diaz, Santiago Herrera Linares, Milagros Lopez Jiménez, Miguel
Padron Lotti, Yudelka Rivera Marzal, Carlos Manuel Rodriguez Otero, Ester Velis Diaz
de Villavilla.

3 Perfil de la Vivienda en CUBA (Executive Summary). Nairobi 2014, ISBN 978-92-1-
131927-9. [https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2021/04/edited version_ejecu-
tiva_housing_profile_cuba_web.pdf]

4 Kosta Mathey (ed.), 2018. La Vivienda en Cuba, 536pp. [https://zenodo.org/
record/5801730#.YcdtUWiZPMU]

5 Kosta Mathéy is director of the GLOBUS, the Global Urban Studies Institute (glo-
bus-berlin.org) and an active member of the European Network of Housing Research
(ENHR) and of the International Network for Urban Research and Action (INURA). He
also was founding member of TRIALOG. [https://www.globus-berlin.org/kosta-
matheyl



https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/themes/Mirage2/scripts/mozilla-pdf.js/web/viewer.html?file=/bitstream/handle/123456789/13348/DissertationKostaMatheySelbsthilfeWohnungsbau2021.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2021/04/edited_version_ejecutiva_housing_profile_cuba_web.pdf
https://www.globus-berlin.org/kosta-mathey
https://www.globus-berlin.org/kosta-mathey
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Editorial (Deutsch) — Kubas Wohnpolitik

Der Hintergrund dieses speziellen Landerbandes von TRIALOG geht
auf eine Anfrage der kubanischen Regierung an UN-HABITAT zurUck,
die Vorbereitung eines neuen Wohnungsbaugesetzes im Jahr 2013
ZU unterstlitzen. Kosta Mathéy - Mitbegriinder und TRIALOG-Mitglied
seit 1983 und international anerkannter Experte flr das Wohnungs-
wesen in Kuba' - wurde ausgewahlt, das Material zusammenzu-
stellen und das kubanische Institut fir Wohnungswesen (Instituto
Nacional de la Vivienda) bei der Ausarbeitung des kommenden Woh-
nungshaugesetzes zu beraten. Unterstitzt wurde er in dieser Auf-
gabe von einem Team nationaler Experten,? die ihr Wissen auch bei
der Erstellung des ,Sektor-Profils Wohnen' einbrachten. Eine 70-sei-
tige Kurzfassung veroffentlichte UNHABITAT schon 2014.3

In der Zwischenzeit war der urspringliche Auftrag, bei der Formulie-
rung eines neuen nationalen Wohnungsbhaugesetzes beratend tatig zu
werden, hinfallig geworden, nachdem der Auftraggeber, das Nationale
Wohnungsbauinstitut (INV), aufgeldst worden war, und seine ehema-
ligen Funktionen sowie die Mitarbeiterinnen und Mitarbeiter — in zwei
verschiedene staatliche Abteilungen (Bauministerium ,MICONS' und
Institut fir Raumplanung ,INV’) integriert worden waren. Eine digitale
Version des vollstandigen und Gber 500 Seiten umfassenden For-
schungsberichts* wurde informell an relevante staatliche, akademi-
sche und professionelle Schilisseladressaten in Kuba verteilt, aber
angesichts der Kosten fur das Lektorat und den Druck nie veroffent-
licht. Dennoch besteht allgemeiner Konsens daruber, dass das Werk
seinen 15 umfassenden Sektoranalysen auch heute noch ein Schlis-
seldokument Uber das kubanische Wohnungswesen darstellt.

Methodisch unterscheidet sich der Forschungsbericht von den in vie-
len Provinzen beliebten Planungsworkshops, deren Ausgangsfrage
simpel heisst: ,Was muss getan werden?” Wir dagegen wahlten einen
wissenschaftlicheren Ansatz und untersuchten zunachst die Eng-
passe im derzeitigen System der Wohnungsversorgung und -Verwal-
tung. Nach Identifizierung dieser PROBLEME - die an der Oberflache
sichtbar sind - folgte als nachster Schritt, ihre Wurzeln oder URSA-
CHEN zu analysieren. SchlieBlich wurden dann flr jedes dieser Prob-
leme eine oder mehrere mogliche AbhilfemaBnahmen bewertet und
als politische Optionen vorgeschlagen. In der Medizin und anderen
Wissenschaften ist dieses Vorgehen (auch als LOGFRAME beschrie-
ben) etabliert - aber seltsamerweise nur selten in der Politik.

Das ERGEBNIS dieser Forschung flhrte zu einer Identifizierung
von 171 Schliisselproblemen, die als Konsequenz einer Liste
von 406 Ursachen (oder ,Wurzeln”) identifiziert werden kénnen.
Flr jede der ermittelten Ursachen wurden verschiedene alterna-
tive oder sich erganzende ,Therapien” beschrieben - insgesamt
mogliche 518 MaBnahmen! Diese detaillierte Analyse erlaubt
eine umfassende Auswahl moglicher GegenmaBnahmen oder
Innovationen zur Verbesserung aus der bekannten Wohnungs-
krise in Kuba.

In Anbetracht einer so groBen Zahl von politischen Optionen ist die
strategische Frage weniger: Was ist zu tun? - sondern vielmehr: Wo
sollte man zuerst anfangen? Die gute Nachricht flr die politischen
Entscheidungstrager ist die Feststellung, dass die meisten der im
Wohnungsbauprofil vorgeschlagenen MaBnahmen nicht kapitalinten-
siv sind - und ein groBer Teil von ihnen Uberhaupt keine Geldinves-
titionen erfordert. Da sie speziell auf der Grundlage der konkreten
Situation in Kuba entwickelt wurden, waren die meisten der beschrie-
benen LOsungen nicht automatisch in einem anderen nationalen

und wirtschaftlichen Kontext anwendbar. Die Entflechtungslogik und
-methodik ist jedoch einfach und nicht auf den kubanischen Kontext
beschrankt.

Flr eine Veroffentlichung in TRIALOG ware der vollstandige For-
schungsbericht bei weitem zu umfangreich. Die auf Spanisch ver-
Offentlichte Kurzfassung wurde von UN-HABITAT mit Blick auf ein
anderes (eher politisches) Publikum editiert, wahrend die typischen
TRIALOG-Leser eher Akademiker und einige Fachleute sind. Daher
wurde der vorliegende auf Englisch verfasste Artikel vollstandig
neu geschrieben, mit Ausnahme einiger kleinerer Abschnitte, die
aus der Autorenfassung des an UNHABITAT Ubergebenen Manu-
skripts Ubersetzt wurden. Wichtiger ist jedoch, dass eine betracht-
liche Anzahl internationaler Veroffentlichungen zu verschiedenen
Aspekten des Wohnungswesens in Kuba zwischenzeitlich erschie-
nen ist, und die entsprechenden Verweise in das Manuskript fur
die hier vorliegende Veroffentlichung aufgenommen wurden.

Bei meinem letzten Besuch in Kuba habe ich eine Reihe dortiger
Kolleginnen und Kollegen nach wichtigen aktuellen Veranderungen
im Wohnungssektor gefragt, die noch berlcksichtigt werden sollten.
Die einheitliche Antwort war, dass die ursprunglich geplante Aktu-
alisierung der Wohnungspolitik leider noch nicht stattgefunden hat,
und die vorgenommenen Anpassungen nicht signifikant waren. Ich
selbst bin jedoch der Meinung, dass zumindest eine bedeutende
Anderung hervorgehoben werden muss, und zwar das betrifft diese
das neue und signifikante Recht, Wohneigentum frei zu verkau-

fen und zu kaufen. Diese Neuerung ist insofern von Bedeutung, als
damit offiziell die Bedeutung von ,wohnung” als Ware und nicht

als ,Grundrecht’ eingefthrt wurde.® Aus diesem Grund wurde dem
Hauptteil des Heftes ein separates Papier Uber die jingste Kommo-
difizierung von Wohnraum in Kuba hinzugeflgt, das von Aline Miglioli
verfasst wurde.

Ich danke meinen Kolleginnen und Kollegen in der TRIALOG-Redak-
tion flr ihre Geduld bis zur Fertigstellung des Manuskripts dieses
Bandes, vor allem aber auch den Mitgliedern meines Nationa-

len Unterstlitzungsteams und Claudio Acioly, meinem Berater im
Namen von UN-HABITAT bei der Vorbereitung der Erstellung des
,Perfil de la Vivienda CUBA'".

Kosta Mathéy

1 Kosta Mathéy schrieb seine Doktorarbeit (ber das Wohnungswesen in Kuba:
Mathéy, K., 1983/2021, Kann Selbsthilfe-wohnungsbau sozial sein? Bielefeld: LIT.
[https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/handle/123456789/13348] und: Mathéy. Kosta, (1992).
‘Self-Help Housing Policies and Practices’ in Mathéy, K.: Beyond Self-Help Housing.
London: Mansell, pp 181-216. [https://zenodo.org/record/58044494.Ycc_SWiZPMU].

2 Die Mitglieder des kubanischen Expertenteams waren: Salvador Gomila (1), Alina
Azze Meserene, Manuel Coipel Diaz, Santiago Herrera Linares, Milagros Lopez Jimé-
nez, Miguel Padron Lotti, Yudelka Rivera Marzal, Carlos Manuel Rodriguez Otero, Ester
Velis Diaz de Villavilla.

3 Perfil de la Vivienda en CUBA (Versién Ejecutiva). Nairobi 2014, ISBN
978-92-1-131927-9. [https://unhabitat.org/perfil-de-la-vivienda-cubal

4 Mathéy, Kosta (ed.), 2018. La Vivienda en Cuba. [https://zenodo.org/
record/5801730#.Yugn4HbP3MU]

5 Die zahlenmé&Bige Begrenzung auf eine Stadtwohnung und eine Ferienwohnung auf
dem Land pro Person bzw. Familie bleibt aber erhalten.



https://kobra.uni-kassel.de/handle/123456789/13348
https://unhabitat.org/perfil-de-la-vivienda-cuba
https://zenodo.org/record/5801730#.Yugn4HbP3MU

01 The Historic and Global Context of Housing in Cuba

The international professional interest in Cuba’s housing and
urban policies tends to be considerably larger than for most
other countries of the global South — largely because, still today,
the country claims to apply socialist principles in its policies

and practices — including more people-oriented housing poli-
cies. In fact, many experts are surprised at how a small country
like Cuba, which has been subject to a commercial blockade for
more than 50 years, and which in turn has also been affected by
a series of devastating hurricanes in the last decade, has been
able to:

e Succeed to resist multiple military, economic, and political
attacks from one of the most powerful countries in the world.

¢ Maintain political stability and develop its socialist project,
while all its former allies in Eastern Europe went bankrupt.

¢ Maintain one of the highest standards of social life, education,
and healthcare worldwide with an average life expectancy of
80 years (baseline: 2013).

¢ Avoid extreme poverty and — different from the majority of
countries in the Global South - shows less homeless inhabit-
ants than some of the richest countries in the world. For exam-
ple, you will not find any pavement dwellers like in many parts
of the Americas or Asia.

All these achievements are perhaps customary to Cubans, who
have never been confronted with a different situation. Someone
from outside, however, may not be able to understand the Cuban
phenomenon without knowing the historical context of the coun-
try, and the impact of global events. Therefore, at the outset, a

set of national and international historical circumstances will be
highlighted. Subsequently, we introduce the reader to the different
periods of Cuban housing policies, which were based on different
practical interpretations of the Cuban socialist economy.

Generally speaking, the Cuban revolutionary socio-economic
models can be characterized as an expression of an idealistic
political attitude (maximum social equity) until the collapse of

the socialist bloc in Eastern Europe, and subsequently following

a more pragmatic orientation by accepting partial redistribution
through market mechanisms (focused on stimulating economic
growth through material incentives) on one hand, and alternatively
as adopting an experimental strategy (looking for a proper third
way through innovative programs). This flexible Cuban strategy,
and preparedness to learn from and correct mistakes, is one of
the explanations why this country has been able to achieve and
maintain most of the gains mentioned above — rather than sending
the nation back to square one, as it happened in Eastern Europe.
This opportunity was probably possible because Cuba had begun
its revolution independently, and was only forced to become a
soviet ally 3 years later, during the missile crisis in October 1962.

02 Regulatory and Legislative Framework for the Housing

Sector’

According to article 71 of the Cuban Constitution,? all persons
have the right to an adequate home, a safe and healthy habitat.

In the last instance, the state should guarantee, as far as pos-
sible, the provision of all basic needs, including housing, for the
country’s growing population, and involve the citizenry in the solu-
tion — and the benefits - its housing system. The necessary legal
framework has been defined, and periodically updated to this end,
by the nation’s Constitution, Civil Code, general laws and decrees,
norms and institutional resolutions.® The National Housing Insti-
tute (INV) was given the responsibility to develop, administer, and
guide this housing policy until its dissolution in 2014.*

The legal basis for the sector was set right after the revolution,

in 1959, and defined in the Urban Reform Law. This focused on
eliminating any possibility of real estate speculation and ending
the scandalous dual housing standards which characterized the
urban fabric in the past. The first legal adjustments in the housing

sector were made a few months after the victory of the revolu-
tion, including security of tenure, and the cutting of all rents by
half, while substandard dwellings were exempt from any rent pay-
ments all together.> For the residents living in the worst circum-
stances in 33 shantytowns, a construction program was initiated
and offered almost 5000 new dwellings produced in a mutual aid
program by the Ministry of Social Welfare. More impressive, how-
ever was Social Housing program providing about 10,000 of the
best ever produced social housing units in just 2 years under the
direction of the charismatic Pastorita Nunez who had previously
fought with Fidel Castro rebels in the Sierra Maestra. These units,
also referred to as Pastorita’s houses, had been micro by the
gains of the National Lottery until it was closed down by the revo-
lutionary Government in 1961 — which also terminated this other-
wise very successful housing program in 1962.¢ Otherwise, the
government prioritized housing in the rural zones, where the con-
ditions were notoriously appalling before the revolution and where

1 The most complete list of legal and otherwise related housing programs and efforts in Cuba from 1959 until the year 2000 can be considered: [Coyula 2000a]
2 ‘Article 71: The State recognizes the right to adequate housing and a safe and healthy home for all people’ For a good summary of the Cuban constitution —

including its most recent amendments of 2019 [CUBA 2019]

3 The fundamental legal provisions were set by the Urban Reform Law of 1960, the General Housing Law No. 48 of 1984 and its updating through the Housing
Law No. 65 in 1989, as well as the most recent Decree Law No. 288 in 2011, which regulates the selling and buying of houses or apartments by Cuban citizens
and permanent residents and guarantees the unrestricted choice of the place residence.

4 For the dissolution of the INV and transfer of responsibilities: [Havana Times 2014]

5 This and many subsequent references of this paper ‘Housing in Cuba’ were taken from a paper by the late Cuban Planner Mario Coyula (ca 2000), which is
about the best summary of Cuban housing policies over the first 40 years after the revolution. A reprint may be found under [COYULA 2000b].

6 For an excellent documentation of the ‘Pastorita’ housing program see the thesis by Ruslan Mufioz Hernandez and Maria Victoria Zardoya Loureda from 2015

"“Pastorita houses” in Havana. [HERNANDEZ, 2015a]


https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Cuba_2019.pdf?lang=en
https://havanatimesenespanol.org/noticias/cuba-elimina-su-instituto-de-la-vivienda/
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/2cm166nj
https://www.redalyc.org/jatsRepo/3768/376846368004/html/index.html

Social housing known as ‘Casas Pastoritas’ in East Havana, today known as ‘Camilo Cienfuegos’ neighbourhood. Built right after the revolution in 1959-1960, they are
still considered the bast mass housing scheme in Cuba — both in terms of architectural and living standards as well as in respect to the economic cost-benefit balance.

adequate accommodation was the principal incentive to stop, or at couple of years). In line with this principle, personal property
least reduce, migration into the cities. Until 1970, mor than 40,000 is limited to one permanent dwelling per household (plus one
houses were built in 214 new rural villages. Within the urban areas, holiday home outside the city). Furthermore, severe restric-
the Ministry of Construction started a massive house building tions on rental housing were one of the first legal interven-
program with different standardized prototypes -obviously inspired tions after the Revolution? — but exceptions have been granted
by Soviet experts who showed constant presence in Cuba after the with opening of the country for international tourism especially
Missile crisis. Further below, we will come back to the technologi- since 2013, when foreign visitors were specifically welcome as
cal and the urbanistic concepts behind this development. a contribution to the nation’s foreign currency income.

In 1984, the General Housing Law defines legal framework for the ¢ Since 2011, the free purchase and sale of homes by nation-

implementation of the national housing policy following the above- als and permanent residents of Cuba, as well as the selec-
mentioned basic housing rights.” However, in order to reflect and tion of the place of residence, is being allowed with certain
respond to changing social, economic and cultural needs, the law restrictions. 0
was amended on not less than 12 occasions until today.® The most
important cornerstones of the law include: The practical results of the Cuban ‘Housing Revolution’ were
highly impressive in its initial phase: right after the revolution,
¢ The responsibility of the state “to work towards ensuring that housing for all was a political priority and showed quick, though
all families have access to a comfortable home” (Constitution not sustainable, gains for the poor. State mass housing was of
of Cuba, Item 9c). Moreover, the state is required to actively high quality - even by international standards. Unfortunately, it
engage with the population in solving the housing problem had to be drastically slowed down, but did not stop, due to US
(Housing Act 1988). embargo, first imposed by the USA under Kennedy in 1962.
e Home ownership for the vast majority of the population (Hous- Over the years, maintenance of the growing state housing stock,
ing Law of 1984). in combination with the negligible rent levels, became a signifi-
cant burden to the exchequer and induced radical changes in
o |egally protected security of tenure, prohibiting any eviction the sector as reflected in the Housing law of 1984 " almost the
without alternative accommodation. entire state rental housing stock was privatized from one day to
another, and passed into the ownership of former tenants with-
e The only purpose of housing is to provide a home (as a basic out any (immediate) cost. The formal justification argued that,
need), housing for purposes of speculation or exploitation after 20 years, the construction costs had been paid off, anyway
is prohibited in principle (but partially tolerated over the last (while land remained in state property).

7 The Cuban Housing Law of 1984 (ley no. 65) has been updated several times. For a summary of the original contents and mayor modifications see [CUBA
1984]

8 These changes have been very clearly summarized in an interview with Santiago Herrera Linares [HERRERA LINARES, n.d.]: Hacemos Cuba | Transforma-
ciones de la Politica de la Vivienda en el pais (Video).

9 Until 1984, when almost all renters became owners, regulatory rent was 10% of one’s income. Today, the average costs for housing is less because most
owners are in debt on account of buying their home.

10 See article by Aline Marcondes Miglioli in this same TRIALOG journal issue

11 Identified as ‘Ley No. 48, del 27.12.1984'(Ley General de la Vivienda). An overhaul of the law took place in 1988, but the name of the law remained identical.
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In contrast to this top-down decision, which came as a surprise
to the nation, another major housing reform which took off in
2011, after the adoption of new common development guide-
lines (‘lineamientos’) set by Cuban Communist Party Congress
meant to update the economic and social model of the coun-
try. These ‘guidelines’ were discussed and partly modified in
extensive public consultation, in which several million citizens
participated, and which resulted in the reformulation of about
two-thirds of the 313 originally proposed draft guidelines. > Of
particular importance to the future housing policies was the
proposal of a shift in social responsibility and initiative from the
central government to local levels ™ of government and to the
population itself.

UN-HABITAT's involvement in 2013, ™* which facilitated the
preparation of its CUBA HOUSING PROFILE, was intended to
support the formulation of a new and comprehensive Housing

Published Spanish version of the Cuba

Housing Profile [Executive summary] Cuba

Research team for the elaboration of the UN-HABITAT Housing Profile on

Law, which should substitute the ‘classical’ version of 1984

and its various amendments since then. "™ But along with the
decision to close down the National Housing Institute, and in
consequence of the new and highly decentralized participatory
legislation process, a complete overhaul of the National Hous-
ing Law was provisionally taken off the agenda. UN-HABITAT,
having proclaimed its New Urban Agenda (the interpretation of
the Sustainable Development Goals for the urban sector) during
the 3rd Habitat Conference in Quito, shifted its engagements in
Cuba towards promoting the New Urban Agenda in a series of
16 workshops in the different provinces, during which recom-
mendations for desirable achievements were agreed upon. '
However, different from the ‘Housing Profile’, neither the known
bottlenecks were analyzed, nor were specific strategies elabo-
rated for overcoming them. Instead, only some amendments to
the Cuban housing law from 1984 were published in 2017 and
2019.

UN-HABITAT guide for the implementa-
tion of the New Urban Agenda for Cuba

03 Principal Stakeholders in the Housing Sector

The social sectors involved in housing provision can be divided
into the state (central and local levels), the private sector (fami-
lies, businesses), and intermediate institutions (social-interest
organizations, NGOs, certain types of cooperatives). In Cuba, the
strongest actor in this context is the state, and after that, the
family. Business enterprises and intermediate institutions occupy
only a marginal role in this country. Only more recently, after
direct transfer of houses between individuals has been legalized,
some intermediate agencies have been officially recognized.

After the victory of the Revolution in 1959, the central govern-
ment was the only institution left which had the capacity to
organize the reconstruction of the housing system, and it con-
sciously accepted its responsibility to do so. Only in 1974, the
local government was institutionalized in the form of the so
called Poder Popular ("People’s Power”) and is part of the parlia-
mentary system of Cuba. The first general elections were held in
1976 and created 196 provincial and 14 municipal assemblies, '
alongside with the National Assembly which is the legislative

12 The Congress Party and its institutions are independent of the government and, therefore, can only suggest recommendations. However, as a majority of
the members of the National Assembly (parliament) belong to the Party, these recommendations carry significant weight. Note that the process of consulta-
tion that evaluates every detail of a future course of policy manifest a much more democratic political process than the multi-party systems in countries that
only allow a single option of ‘yes' or 'no’ for a party program.

13 This decentralization process was first tested in 3 provinces and showed mixed results: the local autonomy was not always welcome by the mayors, as
they became accountable to their citizens while before they could blame Central Government for not providing sufficient funds.

14 See announcement of the Housing Profile in ‘Urban Gateway':JUNHABITAT 2011]

15 1988 (ley No. 65); 1998 (decreto-ley 185), 2003 (decreto-ley 233), 2011 (decreto-ley 288), 2016 (decreto-ley 322). A good and easily comprehensible sum-
mary of all amendments to housing law until 2018 has been provided by Santiago Herrera Linares in 2020. [HERRERA 2020).

16 [ONU HABITAT, 2018].

17 See paper by Aline Miglioly in this same TRIALOG volume.

18 Today, there are 168 municipalities with their own municipal assembly. The municipal assemblies are composed of delegates of the constituency (district)
and are accountable to and revocable by their constituents.
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Pastorita Nunez (+).

Member of the communist party
before the revolution later joined the
guerrillera led by Fidel Castro. After
the victory of the revolution she was
nominated director of the Instituto
Nacional de Ahorro y Viviendas and
ran Cuba'’s most admired hous-

ing program 1959-62, today known
under her name.

(Photo: lajiribilla.co.cu)

Construction Worker in the Social
Microbrigade of la Guinera. As this
brigade operated in a residential
neighbour-hood, the majority of
workers were women.

Salvador Gomila (+) was the vice-
president and director of Cuban
Housing Institute from its beginning
1984 until about 2010 and was lead
of the national expert team sup-
porting the compilation of the Cuba
Housing Profile.

(Photo: Silvia Matuk)

Self-Help builder (+) in the neigh-
bourhood La Guinera. He decorated
his house, including the afrocuban
chapel (cuarto de santo) with broken
ceramics.

Famous and not so famous Game Changers in Cuban Housing Policies

Selma Diaz (+), architect and soci-
ologist, worked with Che Guevara in
the Cuban Ministry of Planning. She
was asked by Field Castro to select
the architect for the ‘most beauti-
ful Arts school of the world and
engaged Ricardo Porro. Later she
was in charge of International rela-
tions of the INV until, in 1993, she
founded the NGO Habitat Cuba
(Photo: Silvia Matuk)

Salvador Gonzalez Escalona, the
artist who transformed an entire
Street into an open sky gallery and
organized afro-cuban concerts there
regularly.

Eusebio Leal Spengler (+)

was nominated the city historian

of Havana in 1967 and as such
became a close friend of Fidel
Castro, His lectures covered all:
history, architecture, socialism,
philosophy(recordings are still avail-
able).™ He started and managed the
unigue restoration program for Old
Havana.

(Photo: Ariel Cecilio Lemus / Granma)

Self-employed artisan in the city

of Palma Soriano. He produced arti-

sanal tiles on order in a large variety
of designs and colours.

(Foto: Silvia Matuk)

power of the nation. The electoral system was updated in 1992,
now relying on the secret and direct vote of the delegates.

With the General Housing Law of 1984, the National Housing
Institute (INV) was created as the key regulatory body of the
housing system. It directed the policy and coordinated the activi-
ties of other state institutions within the housing sector. The INV
operated at the central level and under double subordination as
well at the local level (provinces and municipalities). The INV also
supervised the Community Architects Program (PAC), which caters
to self-builders (the private sector). The coordination of housing
involvement by the different public institutions under the direction
of the INV is commonly known as the “Housing System” in Cuba.

Since 2011, the National Housing Institute entered a reorganization
process in which initially, the institute itself was physically inte-
grated into the Ministry of Construction; while some of it's pre-
vious responsibilities have been transferred to other state bodies

- like the Physical Planning Institute (IPF). Naturally, this insti-
tutional fragmentation is less than conducive for the development
of integrated solutions - typically needed solving complex issues
such as the housing problem. By January 2015, INV had been dis-
solved completely and most of its remaining functions remained
with the Ministry of Construction, apart from more specialized
responsibilities remaining with the National Institute for Physical
Planning (IPF), the Ministry of Labour and Social Security and other
central government bodies. %

Other Ministries and Administrative Organizations of the
Central Government (OACE) have always played specific roles
in the production and management of housing. For example: they
may be contracted to construct housing for the Government, thus
allowing more flexibility within the state housing sector. Some
municipalities maintain production units for the supply of con-
struction materials in order to complement the limited alloca-

tion of materials by the central government, and to assist the

19 Sample of one of Eusebio Leal’s conferences: About the foundation of universities: [CUBADEBATE 2018]

20 [SIEMPRE CUBANOS 2014]
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self-build construction activities by the local population. However,
the municipalities normally do not maintain their own construc-
tion companies nor architects and engineers’ offices but, with the
disappearance of the INV, could potentially assume an active role
in social housing provision.

The private sector mostly participates in housing production
through individual self-help activities (officially referred to ‘con-
struccion por esfuerzo propio’), as it always did, although its
important contribution to the national housing stock was only
formally recognized and promoted through the Housing Act of
1984. With the changes initiated after the 6th Congress of the CCP
in 2011, the private sector has been acknowledged to remain the
principal producer of housing. Apart from the engagement of self-
builders, this should happen through individual constructors and
building cooperatives. Their field of operation is hardly regulated
but will, sooner or later, require adequate norms, safeguards and
guarantees in terms of accounting and quality. Individuals may
also produce various building components and furniture. But sur-
prisingly, the profession of the independent architect has not yet
been legally introduced;?' although some qualified architects over-
come this limitation and formally register as building constructors

NGO Houses provided through the highly successful NGO ‘Habitat Cuba’ — winner of the World Habitat

Award 2002. (Photo: Adriana Rabinovitch)

Spontaneous neighbourhood animation in the Callejon de Hamel, led by
the spiritually inspired painter Salvador in Centro Habana. See also TRI-
ALOG cover photograph.

or interior designers which allows them to make full use of their
professional skills.

As one could imagine, the newly created arena for the private
sector has led to visible construction activities in the field of
repairs, renovation, and the improvement of the housing stock.
However, the incentives for new housing construction seem not
to be attractive enough to stipulate massive production of new
dwellings and to impact on the unsatisfied housing demand. Major
bottlenecks for expanding the sector include the sparce supply of
urban building plots, affordable building materials, and access to
grants and credits.

Since the 1970s (and again very recently), an interesting coopera-
tion combining inputs by the state and the population as well, has
developed under the name of “microbrigades”??> and contributed
an important share to the national housing stock. The microbri-
gades (described in greater detail further below) can be inter-
preted as a form of state assisted and collective self-help housing,
which exploits the benefits of this social form of collective produc-
tion and overcomes the inherent limitation of self-help housing

by benefitting only those who are capable of helping themselves

Soil Cement houses built by the NGO ‘Cieri’ close
to the Colon Cemetery in the early 1990's.]

‘Tradition Alley” in the city of Matanzas, led by the architect and city histo-
rian Rubier Bernabeu Garcia (photographer: unknown)

21 Only in 2021, a group of Cuban architects publicly organized to claim back their historical right to work independently, and decided on Facebook to be

the appropriate medium: [PERIODIGO CUBANO 2021].
22 [MATHEY 1989a] Mathey, K. Microbrigadas in Cuba.

23 A fair assessment of Habitat Cuba’s work can be found in the article ‘Los intereses sectoriales de la vivienda social en Cuba’ by Adriana Rabinovic [RABI-

NOVIC 2010]
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anyway — while leaving the most needy ones behind.? One of
UN-HABITAT's Housing Profile findings in 2013 was that, in spite
of their acknowledged limitations in the economic climate at that
time, the microbrigade system still received a significant consent
from the population. Most of their inherent benefits? could cer-
tainly be revived in some form of a cooperative modality of hous-
ing provision in the future. Whether this finding of the Housing
Profile had an influence or not, in the 2019 Adjustment of National
Housing Law, % the ,forgotten’ Microbrigades were reborn and
listed first (followed by state-built, cooperatives and individual
Self-Help) of the four pillars of current housing provision in Cuba.

It deserves to be mentioned that non-governmental agencies
are not considered as potential contributors in recent legisla-
tion, although at the beginning of the “Special Period”,?” some
of those organizations have been welcome pioneers in com-
munity-based coproduction of housing in the extreme crisis

after the collapse of the socialist block in eastern Europe. Most
noteworthy were, among others, Habitat Cuba (founded 1993
by Selma Diaz)?8,?? the Martin Luther King Center, and CIERIC .
Lacking sufficient support and acknowledgement on behalf

of the state, most of these organizations faced difficulties

with the authorities and none of them play a significant role in
Cuban housing provision today. Only the figure of the ‘Commu-
nity Architects’, who were the moderators of the participatory
design process in HABITAT CUBA, was adapted by the govern-
ment to advise self-builders mostly on administrative issues in
subsequent years.

However, there are some semi-formal neighbourhood initia-
tives emerging with fresh ideas (like the Barrio del Peluquero
in Matanzas) which could play a constructive role either in the
preservation or qualitative improvement of housing and the
wider habitat in the future.

04 Production and Supply of Housing

Housing construction

Since the triumph of the Revolution 1959, housing in Cuba has
been produced by three providers: the state, the population,
and to a lesser extent the agricultural cooperatives from 1990s
onwards. Accounts of the relative contribution of each provider
differ depending on the source of information. Specifically, with
regard to self-constructed buildings, the differences between
the accounts of the Institute of Statistics, the National Housing
Institute INV, and the Savings Bank are significant: the reported
numbers differ between zero and 25,000 units per year for the
first half of the 1970s, whereas ten years later the numbers oscil-
late between 12,000 and 55,000 units per year.

The apparently most reliable figures on the period 1960-1984
indicate that state production represents between 30% and
50% of the total production — which is the highest in the Ameri-
cas. Notable are the above-mentioned periods of intensive con-
struction activity from 1959 to 1961 (Repartos Pastorita), 1971

to 1976 (Microbrigadas de Trabajo), 1980 to 1986 (industrialized
production), 1987 to 1990 (social microbrigades), and 1997 to
2001 (building with local and alternative materials). From 2006
onwards, a concerted effort by several ministries allowed for a
stable production of around 30,000 homes per year.

In the “private” or “self-built” sector, at least three periods of
intense production are noted. The first boom period occurred
after the institutionalization of self-building through the Gen-
eral Housing Law of 1984, when the number of newly registered
dwellings jumped from 11,000 to over 40,000 completed homes
within one year. The higher one of both humbers includes an
estimated average of illegal constructions in the previous years
and indicate a rather stable production over the years. More

surprising, however, is the apparent decline in self-built con-
structions recorded two years later, with numbers only amount-
ing to 10,000 homes per year, possibly because the reserves

of available building materials had been exhausted. Another
reason may have been the growing movement of Social Micro-
brigades at this time, which offered an attractive alternative to
individual self-construction.

Another wave of self-construction started from 1996 onward,
when individuals began to build homes in similar quantities as
the state provided, with 25,000 to 30,000 units annually. Part
of this new increase can be attributed to the so called “Popu-
lar Movement” (Movimiento Popular) — although this bottom-up
initiative was not widespread enough to influence the numbers
until after 2000 (see further below).

In 2003/2004, construction activity in both (private and state)
sectors dramatically dropped to less than 10,000 completed
units each. The cause of this recession is largely unknown, but
one reason may be the political shift at that time, known as the
"Battle of Ideas”, which not only tightened all foreign currency
transactions but also blocked all market-oriented initiatives.

Finally, in 2006, the third and most spectacular wave of hous-
ing production was recorded, with 110,000 houses being
completed in one year: 77,800 of such homes were self-
constructed (one year later, the figures dropped to half that
amount again). The explanation for this surge could be the politi-
cal initiative to push for the completion of the thousands of
unfinished projects — in many cases, only the completion certifi-
cate was missing which made it to let such a house appear

in the statistics.

24 See a series of publications of this paper’s author in the 1980's and 1990’s: [MATHEY 1989b, 1991, 1993]:
25 Integration of differentiated skills of the members, mutual aid, systematization of the labour process, more inclusive distribution of the created accommo-

dation compared to self-build construction.
26 [CUBA 2017] LEY No. 65 (Ley General de la Vivienda, Article 1, Chapter 1).

27 The Periodo Especial (“Special Period”) was an economic emergency plan after the collapse of the socialist governments in Eastern Europe at the begin-
ning of the 1990s, which also ended preferential terms of trade with those countries.

28 [GARCIA 1999]

29 Habitat Cuba’s Community Architects Program was winner of the World Habitat Awards in 2002.[HABITAT AWARDS 2002]
30 CIERIC = Centro de Intercambio y Referencia-Iniciativa Comunitaria or the Community Exchange and Reference Initiative.
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In conclusion, since 1960, a steady increase in housing produc-
tion (in both main sectors) can be observed. Occasional periods of
very intensive housing production can be linked to the launch of
innovative housing programs. Although the numbers and quality
of apartment buildings built since the Revolution are impressing,
they are not high enough to offset the losses in the existing hous-
ing stock and the growth in housing demand. For this reason, it
seems useful to thoroughly analyze the shortcomings both in total
and inherent to the different modes of production before compar-
ing the possibilities for overcoming these limitations.

The state mode of production

Almost all urban housing units built by the state were flats in
multi-storey buildings, which are expensive in terms of construc-
tion, but — as subsidized housing — are economically accessible

to the entire population. However, the number of units naturally
depends on the allocation of funds by the central government
(Ministry of Economy and Planning) and their total volume, as well
as the special distribution, follows national economic priorities. At
the local level, the ability to influence the amount of investment
in such housing is very limited. Following the recommendations
(‘lineamientos’) the 6th Party Congress in 2011, there have been
experiments to encourage self-financing ventures by the local
authorities, but after 50 years of central allocation, this requires
considerable re-thinking within the public service. There is still
space for local officials to better exploit such opportunities.

Most of the apartments built by the Ministry of Construction fol-
low a typical design that leaves little chance to adjust to demo-
graphic changes, to the specific urban context, or the preferences

Standard mass housing system being built on virgin land.

Standard mass housing system being built on virgin land.

of the inhabitants. Other ministries are more flexible in respect to
the design and budget - which generally results in better quality
of the results. AlImost all the houses built by the Ministry of Con-
struction are administered by its General Housing Directorate —
partially substituting the previous National Housing Institute.

social production of habitation by the collective
construction sector

The above already mentioned microbrigade buildings were devel-
oped from 1970 onwards, and employed staff from different
offices or factories that were left without work as a result of the
blockade imposed by the US after he missile crisis. In other coun-
tries their staff and workers would just be dismissed and ended
up on the streets, hungry and eventually also without homes.
However, for the socialist government in Cuba that was not an
option and would have created chaos - which precisely was the
intention of the embargo. Knowing that housing construction is an
excellent economic accelerator (which has been proved in Ger-
many in the 1950s and 60s) and requires mostly national inputs,
a massive house building program was introduced in Cuba and
staffed by the enterprises of ministries” underemployed workers.

When Cuba managed to recover from the first impact of the
embargo and production units resumed work with raw mate-

rial imported from Eastern Europe, these work-placed microbri-
gades were phased out step-by-step, since the workers were
now needed again in their original workplaces. But the experience
with the microbrigades had been impressive in terms of numbers
and work efficiency and became an inspiration for a new variety
of microbrigades by the mid 1980°s, and which became known

as ‘Social microbrigades’. The main difference to the old micro-
brigades was the recruitment of the work force from among the
residents living in the same neighbourhood, instead of the staff
of a factory a ministry or other over-staffed institution. Inthese
mostly peripheric neighbourhoods lived women who did not want
to commute to the town centre (in the case of Havana) and were
maybe only available part time.

Apart from the urban periphery, Social Microbrigades were also
started in the centre of Havana, were reconstruction of collapsed
houses and small construction sites did not allow the implantation
of huge standard housing blocks — which was the building solution
preferred by the Ministry of Construction but required huge build-
ing sites. This new approach experienced an unvoluntary end with
collapse of the socialist Block in Eastern Europe after 1990, which
caused a sudden and severe economic crisis in Cuba. The very
last "Social Microbrigade’ units were completed in 2013.

Microbrigades can be characterized as a cooperative “public-
private” mode of production, sponsored by the state. The system
was born in specific the economic and social context of the coun-
try at that time, which is totally different today. Microbrigades still
form part of the id