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APPENDIX X 

Ann Inquiry on Self-employment and the Informal Sector in Cuba 

Duringg the first two weeks of February 1998, an inquiry on self-employment 

(cuentapropismo)(cuentapropismo) and the informal sector was conducted for this dissertation. The 

purposee was to find evidence of an emerging social or economic class - viewed 

differentlyy from state workers- among the self-employed, and to identify the ideas 

carriedd by same group of people. This project was not intended to be a scientific 

surveyy that pulls out numbers for the mere purpose of categorising those interviewed. 

Rather,, it is a sampling to provide some insight into dividing lines that are being 

developedd or possibly revealed during this time of social restructuring in Cuba. The 

topicss of self-employment and the informal sector were chosen because of its recent 

developmentt in Cuban society and its implication for labour relations in the country. 

Additionally,, very littl e research has been dedicated to this field. The services and 

smalll  products that are sold by the cuentapropistas supplement the daily needs of the 

majorityy of the population. Cuentapropismo was a potential force that was in the 

handss of the population and was unleashed by government leaders during the 

economicc crisis of the 1990s. The government uses the term cuentapropista to 

describee those self-employed individuals who pay their monthly taxes and adhere to 

thee terms set in Decree-Law No. 141. Decree-Law No. 141 does not consider workers 

inn the black market or conducting illegal activity. For reasons explained in Chapter 

Five,, the author found it necessary to include these ex legis dollar makers. A total of 

1799 self-employed individuals and informal sector workers, including 20 prostitutes, 

weree interviewed during my visit to Cuba in February 1998. 

1.. Method 

Thee selection for interviews was semi-random. An attempt was made to cover all the 

sectorss of the self-employed and informal workers' group. People were interviewed 

verballyy on-the-spot and usually at the workplace, be it on the streets, at the kiosks, or 

inn the living rooms of homes converted into restaurants (paladares) or hostels 
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(pensiones).(pensiones). I would make my own notes on the comments made and fill  out the 

questionnaires.. The questionnaire asked: 

Intervieweee Identification 

1)) Age 

2)) Race 

3)) Sex 

4)) Civil Status 

5)) Gross Income 

6)) Net Income 

7)) Amount of Taxes Paid Monthly 

8)) Years of Work in Self-employment 

9)) Do you receive money remittances from family abroad? 

10)) Level of Education (High School, Medium Technical Training, University) 

Attitudess and Beliefs 

TheThe following questions were answered on a scale from 0-10; whereas 0 represents strong 

disagreementdisagreement or negative reaction and 10 represents strongly agree or affirmative. 

11)) Have you experienced a serious material increase in standard of living due to your participation in 

self-employment? ? 

12)) On a scale from 0-10, where 0 represents repugnance and 10 represents adamant support, how 

wouldd you identify your attitude towards the Revolutionary Government? 

13)) How would you rate the economic and political situation in Cuba today? 

14)) Has the US economic embargo affected your standard of living? 

15)) Do you, as a self-employed individual feel exploited by the government? 

16)) Do the self-employed or informal workers of Cuba form an economic and social class apart from 

thee general population? 

Informall  workers were interviewed after lengthy social conversations, in order to 

convincee the interviewees that I was not an undercover police officer, inspector or 

informer.. For two weeks straight, from 9:00 AM to 9:00 PM, I interviewed workers 

thatt were stationed at public markets or had their kiosks set up on the street. During 
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latee night hours, I interviewed those who conducted illegal businesses; these included 

prostitutess (jineteras and jineteros), illegal restaurant owners, and unregistered hostel 

ownerss and taxi drivers. Since I have the physical appearance of a stereotypical 

Cuban,, speak Spanish and am familiar with the nightlife of the city streets, it was 

quitee easy to come across those informal workers involved in illegal activity. Simply 

byy sitting down at café terraces, bars and park benches, 1 was approached by a wide 

varietyy of individuals. Until I opened my mouth and revealed my non-Cuban accent, 1 

wass treated like any other young Cuban national. At times I was approached by police 

officerss that thought that I was a jinetero. In the case of unregistered taxi drivers, I 

wouldd simply pull out a US dollar bill and ask the driver to bring me to another side of 

thee city while the interview was conducted. 

2.. Sample 

Thee sample of self-employed and informal workers represent a wide array of 

individuals,, those working legally and paying their monthly taxes and those who 

participatee in illegal activity as their principle means of income. Out of the 179 

interviewedd (121 men and 58 women): 

 39 were restaurant and hostel owners; these individuals earned primarily -and in 

somee cases, exclusively- in US Dollars; 

 44 were street food vendors; these include those who sell coffee from their 

windows,, sandwiches and other food kiosks and pizza runners, they represent the 

bulkk of the registered self-employed in Cuba, operating their businesses in 

nationall  currency; 

 12 worked in transportation (taxi, bicycle-taxis, horse and buggies), both legal and 

illegal; ; 

 37 interviewees worked in agriculture at public markets and on the field; 

 5 artisans were interviewed; 

 7 worked in the services sector including: shoe repair, automobile repair, cement 

mixers,, meat butchers, private tutors for children, barbers, tailors and beauticians 

 12 prostitutes were interviewed (six male and six female), 

 13 were vendors; from herbalists to hardware sales, books and music; 

330 0 



Thee bulk of those interviewed were legal cuentapropistas (148); only 31 individuals 

confessedd to be conducting illegal activity as a primary means of obtaining income. 

500 were interviewed in Santiago de Cuba, 50 in Havana City proper, 25 in the city of 

Camaguey,, 10 in Ciego de Avila, 14 in Guantanamo City, 7 in Holguin, 10 in the 

countryy side of Santiago province, 2 on the beaches of Trinidad, and 11 in Varadero. 

3.. Problems 

a)) Tourist versus non-tourist areas: 

Inn the municipalities outside of the nation's capital, Havana, certain cities, or town 

districtss are considered to be tourist areas; here the prices of products and services 

tendd to be higher as the amount of monthly taxes are considerably steeper. Illegal 

activityy like prostitution and unregistered taxi driving were also found more frequently 

inn tourist areas. Cuentapropistas tend to make more money in the tourist areas in 

dollarss than the average national currency businesses in the countryside or central 

regionss of the island. Havana City itself was considered to be a tourist area; prices at 

restaurantss and hostels were generally higher (20-25%) than the counterparts found in 

otherr cities like Santiago de Cuba and Camaguey. This all explains how taxes are not 

uniformm across the board. 

b)) Inspector-phobia: 

Thiss was a problem that stifled the gathering of authentic opinions, especially in terms 

off  their attitudes towards the government and the Revolution as a whole. Initially, I 

thoughtt that it would be unfair to ask each individual about their opinions on the 

politicall  and economic system while fearing that those interviewed would not be 

sincere.. That prejudice was based on two points. First, that district inspectors conduct 

undercoverr investigations and raids into the businesses that might be under suspicion 

forr illegal activity or practising unfair business (like not reporting all sales and 

servicess provided to clients or customers in order to evade taxes). Hence, there was a 

bigg chance that I would have been considered to be an informer. Second, some 

individualss would fear that I could be an undercover agent for the government, trying 

too control ideological tendencies. Though some individuals have mentioned that such 
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aa social control exists, I have found no evidence of that whatsoever. The fear of raids 

andd inspection, nevertheless, was based on real circumstances -I have witnessed such 

inspectionss and raids in addition to speaking with inspectors who have conducted 

undercoverr investigations. The questions regarding the system, the Revolution and the 

embargoo tended to represent the wide variety of opinions found across the island when 

informall  interviews were conducted with PCC members, students, workers, dissidents 

andd those living in the countryside. To my surprise, almost everyone had an opinion 

onn the political system that represented his or her own personal experience. Those not 

happyy with Cuban socialism were more than happy to express their opinions to the 

interviewer. . 

c)) Retirees 

Itt is necessary to note the number of self-employed individuals that are retirees from 

statee positions (for example, those who receive retirement checks from the military or 

simplyy those who were formerly factory workers). The opinions varied, but still 

representedd a more conservative leaning in support of the government. The bulk of 

retireess receive a social security check as well. 

d)) Religion 

Religionn also plays a role in attitudes towards self-employment and the party/state 

apparatus.. However, on only two occasions were cuentapropistas reluctant to give 

theirr opinion about the Revolution. These individuals claimed that they were 

prohibitedd by their religious affiliation to form an opinion about their community's 

statee of affairs. One was a member of some unidentifiable "Evangelical" organisation 

andd another a Jehovah Witness. The Jehovah Witness said that she felt neutral 

towardss the government and due to her sole allegiance to her cause; she had no 

opinionn about the Cuban government or any otherworldly governments. However, she 

alsoo stated that she did not feel exploited because paying taxes was her obligation. On 

thee other hand she stated that the embargo did not affect her personally. 

e)) Gender 
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II  attempted to interview equal numbers of females to males; however the attempt 

failedd greatly as men certainly comprise the majority in self-employment. In 

prostitutionn however, this was not the case. 

f)) Dollars versus Pesos 

Somee cuentapropistas work in dollars while others in the national monetary unit (the 

Peso);; the official exchange rate in February 1998 was conducted was US$ 1: 21 

Pesos. . 

g)) Prostitution 

Itt was difficult to decipher between those who participated in jineterismo (or 

prostitution)) as a principal means of generating income, and those who sold or rented 

themselvess out to foreigners only once in a while. However, in tourist areas and in city 

centres,, many of the jineteros and jineteras have become well known and are 

availablee day and night. These were the prostitutes that were interviewed. Some of 

themm were students; otherss were single and unemployed young adults. 

4.. The results 

a)) Age 

Thee average age of those interviewed was 40; where twenty-eight interviewed were 

underr 25 years of age; forty-three interviewed were 51 and above, the bulk of which 

weree retirees receiving social security; but 60.3% (108) were between the ages of 25-

50. . 

b)) Race 

Outt of the 179 interviewed, 44 thought themselves to be Mulatto, 41 considered 

themselvess to be Mestizos, 57 called themselves White, and only 37 were proudly 

Black. . 

c)) Civil Status 

1100 interviewees were married (61.4%) and 69 were single. Those with children were 

foundd in both groups of men and women. 96 (53,6%) of those interviewed had no 

childrenn whatsoever; those with children had only one or two. There were 32 
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individualss with only one child; 35 people with 2 children; only 13 individuals had 3 

children;; and only 3 interviewees had 4 children. I noticed that a large, but unknown 

numberr of self-employed individuals were newlywed men. 

d)) Education 

Thee educational level of the 179 interviewees was representative of the country as a 

wholee according to the people I met on the streets. These results were a testimony on 

howw the Revolution advanced culture in Cuba. The interviewees were asked to 

identifyy the highest level of education attained and specifically what they studied and 

wheree they worked on a regular or previous basis. 59 out of the 179 had a basic High 

Schooll  education; 92 (51.3%) stated that they had medium (meaning pre-University) 

orr technical/vocational training, 28 of those interviewed held an university degree; 

somee were in the sciences, others in the humanities. 

e)) Currency of operation and length of time in self-employment or in the informal 

sector r 

Mostt the self-employed individuals interviewed (65.7%) had been operating their 

businesss for less than three years. 

1311 self-employed individuals out of 179 (73,1% of those interviewed) reported to be 

operatingg their businesses in the national Peso; 48 out of the 179 (26,8%) dealt in US 

dollars. . 

Al ll  the salaries were broken down into national currency and then again into dollars in 

orderr to arrive at a comparable average. The average gross income of legal workers in 

Pesoss was 2.489 per month before taxes, and the average tax paid was 1.055 per 

month.. In US dollars that would amount to a monthly gross income of $118 per month 

andd an average total of $50 in taxes; thus the average net income in dollars would be 

$688 per month. The national average salary of state workers is 350 Pesos per month or 

US$16.. However, for workers in illici t sectors the average monthly income would 

amountt to 2.697 Pesos per month or US $120 of non-taxable income. 
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Wheree Question 11 would indicate satisfaction with the material gain of the self-

employedd as opposed to working for the state, the numerical average of answers given 

provedd a medium level of increased satisfaction (6,8). 

Wheree Questions 12 and 13 would indicate attitude towards Cuba's socialist regime, 

thee numerical averages proved medium to moderate identification with the Revolution 

andd satisfaction with the government (6,8 and 5,6 respectively). Self-employed 

individualss are not particularly pro-state, nor are they especially anti-socialist. 

Wheree Question 4 would indicate the level of blame the self-employed worker would 

placee upon the US embargo for their economic and material hardships, the numerical 

averagee proved a medium level of anti-US policy sentiment (6,8). At the same time, 

thee average answer did not prove that the interviewees were convinced that the 

numberr one problem in Cuba was the US embargo. 

Wheree Question 15 and 16 would indicate a collective belief that the self-employed 

comprisee an emerging or already existing economic or social class in Cuba, the 

numericall  average proved a low indication (3.5 and 3.7 respectively). Hence, the 

varietyy of self-employed persons in Cuba does not consider itself to be an emerging or 

alreadyy existing social class. Many indicated that they understood themselves to be 

memberss of the general working class, where their labour contributed to the nation's 

wealthh and the welfare of the general population. 

Otherr interesting indicators were derived from this survey that may be applicable or 

helpfull  in understanding the social contradictions produced from the opening up to the 

self-employmentt sector and apertura towards the market in general: 

 56% of those who receive dollar remittances from abroad answered less than 7/10 

onn Question 2; indicating that those who receive monetary gifts from abroad 

identifyy themselves somewhat less with the Revolution as opposed to 63% of 

thosee who did not receive money from abroad who sympathy with the Revolution 

abovee 7/10 
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 The author sought the average colour or race of those self-employed/informal 

workerss who received dollar remittances from the family living abroad. Out of all 

thee skin color groups (races) that were identified, Whites represented 50% of those 

whoo receive monetary gifts from abroad. The other 50% were represented by 

Mulattos,, and Mestizos. Finally, the smallest number of those receiving money 

fromm abroad considered themselves to be Blacks. 

 46% of those operating their businesses in US dollars answered less than 7/10 on 

Questionn 2, indicating that this particular group is not especially anti-Revolution 

orr anti-state. 

 92% of those operating their businesses in US dollars said that they have certainly 

increasedd their material standard of living as opposed to those earning in Pesos; 

whereass only 47% stated that they have experienced a serious or significant 

increase. . 

5.. In general and other conclusions 

 The self-employed/informal workers generally make more money than state 

workers; ; 

 Those who can earn dollars are at a higher advantage than those earning in pesos; 

 Dollar earners can buy materials for production and reproduction of services; 

 Dollar earners are strictly service oriented. Profits for those who conduct their 

businessess in the national currency by selling products depended on (raw) 

materialss purchased from the state; 

 Material earnings and benefits for dollar earners (home improvement, cars, and 

neww televisions, etc.) bring a relative yet serious hike in the standard of living. 

CuentapropristasCuentapropristas do not represent a different class outside of the general worker 

population.. However, the points of differences are: 

 State workers and illegal workers do not pay taxes 

 Cuentapropistas are not unionised, so with the exception of health and education 

services,, they are left alone to the forces of the market with no kind of solidarity 

forum. . 
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 Cunetapropistas are not covered by social security, no retirement system, no sick 

leavee time and no vacation time, no time off for either sick leave or for vacations 

Takingg into consideration that state structures maintain wages low in Cuba, in order to 

fundd the socialised welfare system, cuentapropistas would be thought to have an 

advantagee over state workers. When asked about their feelings on state exploitation, 

mostt of the interviewed self-employed say that they do not feel exploited by the 

governmentt until they are reminded of the taxes they pay. 

CuentapropistasCuentapropistas are equally exploited by the state, except for those who conduct 

illegall  services (prostitution, black market activity, transport services, etc.); they are 

exploitedd in the form of a very rigid and high tax system. Those participating in 

officiall  self-employment are exploited and oppressed by corrupt inspectors, i.e. those 

inspectorss that overcharge the cuentapropistas. The biggest complaint from dollar 

earnerss is that they are taxed too heavily, that they should be allowed to accumulate 

moree capital so that they can benefit from their own work and improve the quality of 

theirr services. 

6.. Testimonies 

II  found that a major problem for cuentapropistas is corrupt inspectors. The owners of 

paladarespaladares and pensiones have expressed the feeling of being terrorised; they are often 

scared.. The Director of Inspection for the Province of Santiago de Cuba agreed that 

thee laws and rules concerning cuentapropismo needed to be revisited; that 

bureaucracyy smothers the economic space in which the self-employed produce and 

earnn a living. "We [the inspectors] are the exploiting tools that the state uses to 

suppresss the maximisation of profits and accumulation in our sector." 

Howw do corrupt inspectors conduct themselves? I have received testimonies from over 

aa hundred cuentapropistas on the issue of corrupt inspectors. A typical scenario of the 

streett food vendor is the following: 

Ann inspector arrives at an isolated street kiosk, asks for the record of earnings with 

updatedd permits; the inspector states that word has it that the individual is earning 
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moree than reported and the individual denies the accusation. The inspector closes the 

businesss on the spot, escorts the individual to his home, and proceeds to look 

throughoutt the house for evidence of money or material goods that are not licensed. If 

anythingg is found within the house, the inspector will demand a certain amount of 

money-usuallyy in sets of twenty pesos, if the individual does not comply, then the 

inspectorr will close the business permanently and have an order of fine by the police 

madee out. 

"Onee time an inspector took 200 pesos from me and threatened to impose a bigger fine, two hundred 
pesoss is all that I earned that month, the rest went to the monthly tariff." 

Anotherr interesting testimony was given by a woman who conducted a restaurant 

businesss out of her home. She, Martha, was frank and confessed to have had 

participatedd (forced into) in unregistered activity. Her paladar was among the most 

popularr of all in Santiago de Cuba. This interview was recorded in February 1998; she 

wass finally forced out of business in March of that same year. 

"" Cuentapropistas that own paladares are more likely to get fined, especially now in the declared 
"touristt areas." The current tax for paladares in Vista Alegre is 12.000 Pesos (MN) per month ($600). 
Thiss was just imposed this month (February 1998). It is another way of telling me to close down. I do 
nott make $600 a month. The most I make after all the costs of preparations and cooking is US $300 per 
month.. I cannot even decorate the paladar. There exists one general tax form ...we cannot even call it 
tax,, let us call it an "entry tax into the market", you either have US$ 600 per every month you are open 
orr you simply must go underground. Sometimes they raid our homes, they call it "operación policial"; it 
iss a cleansing of the home from all clandestine possession or uncontrolled food products that may have 
beenn stolen from government factories or businesses. The police do not have to prove anything in order 
too confiscate materials. They confiscated refrigerators, food, cooking pots and pans, microwaves, many 
thingss that were bought with my own money. Worse than the police are the informers; those who come 
too eat a delicious meal and then go tell the police that we have an extra table that is not accounted for. 
Or,, that we charged tourists greater amounts in prices, or that we offer illegal meats (turtle, prime rib, 
eel,, lobster etc.) Some informers are simply jealous neighbours." 
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