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Visiting Cuba 2026 — A Critical Point

While we note the “ Sadistic Savagery on Display: Trump-Rubio’s Assault on Cuba” we publish a
report also on a solidarity delegation to Cuba from the US. [IVP]

I VISITED CUBA over the 2026 May Day week with a delegation from Building Relations with Cuban Labor. The
effects of the 65+ year U.S. embargo and recent blockade of oil were everywhere to be seen. [1]

The airport was practically empty with only one terminal open and another closed due to the lack of aviation fuel
necessary to refuel planes, other than those who could carry enough fuel to do a round-trip visit. Canada was one of
many countries whose airlines cancelled travel to Cuba, curtailing tourism and its income. Other countries are
similarly affected.

The Cuban Revolution is today under the most serious threat since the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961. That was
defeated, but the U.S. intention to overthrow or cripple the Cuban government has never ended, no matter whether
Democrats or Republicans are in power. Today the economic pressure exerted against the entire country is reaching
a critical point with military action a real possibility.

The tourist industry is practically shut down. This has dramatically decreased one of the main sources of foreign
currency needed to buy products on the international market.

Along with the embargo on oil shipments the Trump administration has escalated the pressure by threatening
sanctions on companies who continue to invest in Cuba and now have pressured the bank that was processing Visa
and Mastercard transactions in Cuba to cease operations.

Two Spanish resort chains Iberostar and Melia, which operated 12 and 15 hotels respectively, just announced they
are withdrawing from their partnership with GAESA, a Cuban governmental institution. Blue Diamond, a Canadian
company which according to the New York Times ran dozens of hotels, is also leaving.

On the streets of Viejo Havana, a tourism magnet of colonial buildings and maze of restaurants and hotels, was
practically deserted. The people who would drive visitors around in their 1950 vintage cars were mostly absent, and
restaurants that would normally be open were closed along with music clubs that cater to tourists.

It had the feeling of a ghost town, but one in which the population was still present.

Due to the blockade on Venezuelan oil, traffic was sparse and electric vehicles and motorcycles were more
numerous than gas ones. On the major highway traversing the island there were few cars, fewer buses and trucks.
The oil shortage has wreaked havoc on the necessary mechanisms to move people and goods.

Power Outages and Daily Life

Power outages are regular in all areas of the island and probably longer in rural areas. In the town of Viñales, which
we visited, power might be on for less than half the day and people will charge electric vehicles and batteries while
they can. I saw no gas stations that were open during a ten-day period.
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Some people, a minority, who have been fortunate enough to have solar panels, use them to supply their houses in
the day and store energy in batteries for the periods when power is out.

Prices have risen, and the exchange rate for access to U.S. dollars has climbed to over 500 pesos to a dollar on the
informal market. Access to dollar stores which supplement the basic food supplies that are available in monthly
rations are reduced accordingly.

The average base salary according to people we talked to is roughly 3000 to 4000 Cuban pesos (between $6 to $8 a
month), which doesn’t go far. This has led many people we talked with to have to work three or even four jobs to
survive. This has amplified the effects of this long policy of economic starvation.

What Do People Think?

First, there is no hesitancy to speak freely about the difficulties that they are facing individually and what they would
like their lives to be like. During our trip we met with artists, workers in the privately owned restaurant industry,
medical people and leaders of various institutions across health, biotechnology, education and farmers, as well as
our host families in Viñales.

Not being fluent but able to have limited conversations in Spanish, and longer ones with people whose English was
better than my Spanish, along with conversations that other members of our delegation shared, gave a similar
picture.

People have dreams of a better life, but confront a daily reality where they think their dreams could probably more
likely be achieved in other countries. Younger people wished to be able to travel and believed that their lives could be
better in another country, Europe being a destination mentioned frequently.

Austerity and Migration

An urban planner who gave our delegation a history of Cuba from Colonial days to the present gave some context
when he talked about the effects of the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990 on the economy, and the beginning of
the first “special period” and significant emigration from Cuba.

He stated that 65% of the migrants over the past ten years are from Havana and most are well educated. That is
striking and alarming as some of the best educated people don’t see a future under the present conditions of
austerity.

This is a reality, and people’s expressions of what to do range from those who don’t see life improving in the
foreseeable future and thus want to leave, to those who just want the suffering to stop no matter how.

In one extended conversation I had with a university-educated server in a restaurant, he stated that he was not
supportive of the United States but critical of what he said were inequalities within the Cuban system where those
with resources have ways of gaming the system. He was dismissive when I brought up some of the achievements of
the revolution in terms of education, literacy and health care.

It is unwise to generalize from a small sample of society, but I have the impression that the economic impact of the
last 35 years has been one of erosion of the major gains of the revolution in bringing a country from subservience,
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illiteracy and exploitation by foreign ownership, an economy that was dominated by sugar production and the
unsavory mob influence in Havana.

Socialism in One Country?

Being in Cuba reminded me of visiting Nicaragua before and during the U.S.-funded-and-directed Contra war. Two
years before the counter-revolutionary war began, investments were being made in schools, clinics and other social
services that had only previously been available to a small slice of society.

After the war started, the effect of having to divert resources to defending the revolution was evident from what was
attempted in 1980 through 1982.

The effects that I could see in Cuba are due to the lack of access to resources available on the world market and
denied either directly by the United States or indirectly through Washington’s economic and political threats to other
countries willing to trade with Cuba.

All small, underdeveloped countries face daunting challenges in trying to compete with larger countries whose
industrial capacity and economies of scale are more efficient than what any small country can muster.

This makes them dependent on trade and purchase of goods which can’t be manufactured locally. This leaves any
small country, socialist or not, subject to market pressures and the inequality of selling low while buying high for
value-added products.

An example is the Biotechnology research center. Cuba is rightfully proud of being able to develop medicines and
vaccines, but limited access to the international scientific community through conferences, and the inability to afford
the latest technologies – like automated gene sequencing, reverse transcription technology, the restriction enzymes
used to produce the new RNA vaccines — makes developing new medicines slower.

These are products difficult to manufacture and expensive to buy. While using dated technology is still effective, it
also hobbles production and incentivizes scientists to pursue other options like emigration.

Compromises to Survive
The challenges that Cuba faces in the face of an economic blockade are many and have led to coping mechanisms
to withstand the pressure. A basic divide in Cuban society is between those who have access to either the tourist
industry or remittances from relatives who live outside Cuba, and those who don’t.

Many people have family who have emigrated and send money back to Cuba, while fewer have a direct connection
to the now diminished tourist economy where daily tips at a restaurant or hotel can equal the monthly salary of school
teachers or doctors. Those with dollars can supplement their diet through access to dollar stores, while those without
are even more dependent on auxiliary income through multiple jobs.

The economy since the collapse of the Soviet Union has evolved into parallel state and private sectors. While the
private one based upon tourism injects significant money into salaries and helps the state sector continue to
subsidize basic food allowances, healthcare and education, it is vulnerable to the pressure of U.S. actions and also
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can lead to resentments over the inequality present with the dual systems.

Ending the economic blockade would allow the Island to restore sources of hard currency like tourism and even
barter arrangements where doctors could provide health care in other countries so that oil and other products in short
supply in Cuba could be purchased. That would restore public transit, which is needed for many to go to work.

It is hard to assess just how soon real access to materials would begin to restore production and alleviate some of
the most grievous effects the population is suffering. On the long term a continued conversion of the energy sources
from oil to solar and other renewables will take a long time and most easily achieved by purchases from China, thus
once again reliant on hard currency.

Agriculture is an industry that faces challenges as well. Life on a farm is demanding in every country and people can
have easier lives in cities, yet dependence on agricultural imports should be minimized.

The too-long dependence on sugar sold or bartered on the world market delayed addressing self-dependence for
food. In the rural town we visited, our host now goes to their field via a horse cart, not a car.

Lack of fuel renders much machinery useless and makes it difficult to get to a market. In the long run sustainable
agriculture, renewable energy production and the further development of a balanced economy are essential goals;
they will not be advanced by any surrender to U.S. economic and possible military actions.

Cubans want solutions to this dilemma and short of international counter-pressure and willingness to break the
blockade, an internal dialogue among all Cubans on the future of the revolution needs to be part of a solution. And for
us, of course, the urgency of stopping this strangulation of Cuba is critical.

May 2026

Source: Against the Current.

PS:

If you like this article or have found it useful, please consider donating towards the work of International Viewpoint. Simply follow this link: Donate

then enter an amount of your choice. One-off donations are very welcome. But regular donations by standing order are also vital to our continuing

functioning. See the last paragraph of this article for our bank account details and take out a standing order. Thanks.

[1] Photo: The Building Relations with Cuban Labor delegation brought medical supplies collected by Not Just Tourists.
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