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When people think of Cuba, they often think of Havana. A bustling, colorful city known for the music that fills the streets and the murals that line the walls. But many people don’t think about the 1.4 million people (Zahniser et al., 2024) worrying about getting enough food every day. This kind of food insecurity plagues 2.33 billion people worldwide (World Health Organization, 2024). Additionally, 3.1 billion people suffer from malnutrition worldwide (World Health Organization, 2022). Food insecurity in Cuba is most likely caused by the deteriorating economic situation in the country. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as “reductions in domestic agricultural production”, Cuba is finding it harder and harder to support itself when it comes to food (Zahniser et al., 2024). However, some steps can be taken to mitigate this problem of malnutrition, and some have already been taken. For example, United Nations (UN) programs meant to provide nutritious food have been implemented in Cuba. But, I propose that the focus should be more on the children, and making sure that children get the proper nutrition they need to function, especially in the first 1000 days of their lives.

Background
Cuba, on its own, is a beautiful country, in both the city and natural aspects. Cuba has an incredibly diverse geography, with the country having plains, hills, mountains, swamps, and beaches over 42,000 square miles of land, which is close to the size of Tennessee or Louisiana. The climate is very tropical, and while this may be good for farming and other such things, the soil quality may be somewhat poor because of this. In Cuba, the average farm is about 32 acres, which is the same as about 16 tennis courts. 

For some more context, let’s examine a typical family structure in Cuba. On average, Cuba has about 3 people in a household, and a nuclear (just parents and kids) type household is typical. For the average person, jobs in fields such as tourism, education, and farming are typical, with the average wage across the board being about 4,000 Cuban pesos a month, which is about 166 American dollars. This is equivalent to 2,000 pesos every two weeks, or 48,000 pesos a year. To put that into perspective, that is equivalent to about 2,000 American dollars a year. Due to the number of people in a household and the wages that are earned, 88% of Cubans are living in extreme poverty as of 2023 (Felipe, 2023). Living like this can make it very difficult to get nutritious food in Cuba, despite the rations that every family receives. To make up for this, families often have access to affordable education and healthcare. The government has free tuition for students, and general healthcare is often cheap and accessible.

Speaking of food, in Cuba, a family’s typical diet consists of rice, beans, and roast pork, which is difficult to come by. Some traditional dishes with these foods include Ropa Vieja, which is shredded and boiled meat cooked with some vegetables in a sauce, Arroz con Huevo Frito, which is rice with fried eggs, and Arroz Amarillo Con Pollo, which is yellow rice with chicken (Cabrera, 2023). While these foods are rather nutritious, the quantity is often low or prices are high, which makes getting the right nutrients difficult, especially for a growing child or family. As for where to get these foods and ingredients, many Cuban families get their food from farmers' markets, buying directly from farmers. It is also possible to get food from stores controlled by the Cuban government.

Because the quantity of food and sufficient nutrition are issues, it is no surprise that malnutrition is prevalent in Cuba, especially impacting women, children, and people with diabetes. 7.1% of children experience stunting due to the malnutrition rates in Cuba.

The World Health Organization defines malnutrition as “deficiencies, excesses, or imbalances in a person’s intake of energy and/or nutrients.” Additionally, malnutrition is used as an umbrella term for undernutrition, micronutrient-related malnutrition (the one that seems to be the most prevalent in Cuba), and obesity-related malnutrition. Undernutrition is the type of malnutrition that most people think of when they hear the word and can refer to “wasting (low weight-for-height), stunting (low height-for-age), and underweight (low weight-for-age).” Micronutrient-related malnutrition can include micronutrient deficiencies or excess, and obesity-related malnutrition can refer to diet-related noncommunicable diseases (such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and some cancers).” (World Health Organization, 2024).

Challenge and Impact
Malnutrition is incredibly prominent in Cuba, with 12.8 percent of the population not getting the calories they need to thrive (Zahniser et al., 2024). Malnutrition is prominent all over the world, which can be a product of food insecurity. But why is food insecurity an issue in Cuba? Well, it goes back to the 1990s, during a time called the “Special Period.”

The “Special Period” happened in the 1990s following the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union had been propping up Cuba’s economy by selling oil to it for cheap, which allowed Cuba to resell it for a profit. But when the Soviet Union collapsed, the Cuban economy also collapsed, resulting in a food crisis. (Cuba Platform, n.d.) And, the way it seems, the economy has not recovered since then. 

A collapsed society, never to recover. A perfect setting for a dystopian tale. But it’s not just a story. Millions of people deal with this reality every day.

A product of food insecurity is malnutrition, as previously mentioned. Additionally, it is especially detrimental to children. The first 1,000 days of a child’s life, or the span from conception to about 2 years old, are incredibly important when it comes to nutrition. During the first 1,000 days, a child’s brain is growing and developing. Every second in this timespan, children are forming 1,000 new neural pathways, which are fueled by the food they eat (Likhar & Patil, 2022). This is why nutrition is so important in these first 1,000 days. If children are not getting enough nutrition during this period, they are affected for the rest of their lives. If malnutrition continues to be prevalent in this way, millions upon millions of children will be negatively affected for the rest of their lives. 

Exploring Solutions
Iowa State University has created a program based in Uganda that is combating issues similar to this one. They do this in two ways: Nutrition Education Centers (NECs) and school gardens (ISU-UP, n.d.). One is focused on mothers and how they can provide nutrition to their families as they grow, while the other is focused on providing children with nutritious food during school days. I believe that a program similar to this one would be an amazing way to make sure that children are getting the nutrition they need, whether it’s at home or at school.

Now, there is an issue with this plan. There is already a program in place dedicated to providing children with good, nutritious meals in school in Cuba. The School Meals Coalition has made an agreement with the Cuban Ministry of Education, with commitments to promote healthy eating habits, provide nutrition and sanitation education, and improve the quality of school meals, among other things (School Meals Coalition, n.d.). 

Additionally, the World Food Program works with schools to provide nutrition education to students, both in classrooms and in extracurricular activities. The program is also trying to provide nutritious food to children while they are in school to promote growth and health (Cuba | World Food Programme, 2024). But here’s the real question: how are these two programs different?

For starters, the food that the World Food Program provides is largely imported, and this has put a strain on Cuba’s national budget. Additionally, very few fruits and vegetables are a part of this imported food, so the diets of the people being helped are still lacking in micronutrients (World Food Program, n.d.). In contrast, the School Meals Coalition has a focus on local food sourcing, which would strain the national budget less and possibly make it more accessible for schools to use in the meals they provide to children. It also focuses on increasing the budget for and improving the quality of these meals. (School Meals Coalition, n.d.). However, it is unclear whether or not this locally sourced food will include foods that provide micronutrients, such as fruits and vegetables. 

The current efforts in Cuba, such as the World Food Program and the School Meals Coalition, improve access to food but leave a gap when it comes to providing micronutrients, as the number of fruits and vegetables provided is uncertain. I recommend a trial run of school gardens, with the intention of supplying micronutrient-dense produce directly to school meals and nearby families, which will complement the School Meals Coalition’s local sourcing goals.

Recommendation
To be properly nourished, it is essential to include micronutrients in your diet. In Cuba, there is currently an issue with incorporating fruits and vegetables into people’s everyday meals. But, if there were free community gardens at every school in Cuba, it would be possible to not only provide these essential food groups to children's school meals, but also to the community around. Combined with programs already in place, school gardens could be a solution to the lack of sources for micronutrients. 

In Cuba, school is mandatory through the ninth grade (Cuba Platform, n.d.). If gardens were implemented in every school, it would be possible to not only provide fruits and vegetables to the children attending school, but also to their families. If the schoolchildren grow this food or help grow the food, it could also be a good way to teach children about nutrition and how to make sure that their bodies get the nutrients they need. By growing plants such as sweet potatoes, carrots, bananas, and mangoes, and making them more accessible to the community, it would be easier to incorporate these plants into common meals, allowing everyone, but especially pregnant mothers and children 3 or under, to obtain the micronutrients they need. Children can bring the plants home to their families if possible, or people could come by and get the things that they need.

Though it is not anymore, agriculture-based education experiences used to be a school requirement in Cuba. In secondary school, students were required to live in rural areas and participate in agricultural work on state farms. However, due to having no prior agricultural experience, this often did more harm than good (Ravsberg, 2011). A solution to malnutrition, such as school gardens, may be a call back to this time, with one crucial difference: education. Ideally, before participating in these school gardens, students would be educated in growing produce as a part of their school curriculum. This concept is highly similar to one developed by School-Based Agriculture Education (SBAE), which is a program focused in Sub-Saharan Africa meant to provide food security and increase agricultural productivity by “...harnessing the growing youth population…” and implementing agriculture education (SBAE, n.d.).

A project like this may be difficult to fund. But, yet again, SBAE proves a useful program. One of the goals of SBAE is that students may be able to sell the produce they grow to their community. While this does not solve the issue of getting funds to start, it may be a good solution for getting the funds needed consistently or later on to make improvements or simply keep the gardens stable. 

Again, there is still no telling how to provide the funding to start up the gardens. The Cuban Government allocates 14.24% of the national budget to education (Cuba Platform, n.d.). However, from what information can be gleaned, this portion of the budget goes to providing tuition-free education to all Cubans. So it is not likely that any of the budget from individual schools could be used to start up a garden. Something that may be possible is finding donors to fundraise for a project like this, which is also something that SBAE does. If pitched correctly, donors could be persuaded to donate. It is a vital cause after all, providing nutritious food to the women and children who need it most.

Conclusion
Cuba is a beautiful country, but its people face hardships. So many people are left undernourished every single day, which can directly affect how they perform in the world around them. But if we can provide enough nutritious food to mothers and children through the solution that I have proposed, it could positively affect the way that they move forward through their lives.
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