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CUBAN TOURISM: A CRITIQUE OF THE CEPAL 2000 REPORT

María Dolores Espino

In 2000, the United Nations’ Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)
commonly refer to by its Spanish acronym, CEPAL,
published a second edition of its study of the Cuban
economy titled La Economía Cubana: Reformas
estructurales y desempeño en los noventa. The study was
financed by the Swedish government and had as its
stated purpose (CEPAL 2000, p.7):

…abordar con el mayor detenimiento y objetividad
posibles la evolución en la última década de una de las
economías menos estudiadas—aunque no la menos
interpretada—de América Latina. En particular, se
tuvo el propósito de presentar al gobierno de Cuba y a
la comunidad internacional un análisis independiente
del desarrollo económico del país.....

My comments on the volume will concentrate on
tourisn, a sector that commands its own chapter. The
chapter on tourism of the CEPAL volume covers the
development and performance of the tourism sector
during the last decade. The chapter is divided into
four sections: Institutional Organization; Basic Tour-
ism Data; Tourism Trends; and Conclusions. Rather
than discuss each section in turn, I will concentrate
on the areas that I find most interesting or most trou-
bling. These include: (a) description and analysis of
tourist expenditure data; (b) the weight of tourism
within Cuba’s aggregate economic accounts; and (c)
the discussion on the linkages, import substitution
and the import component of tourism.

TOURISM EXPENDITURES
The real economic importance of international tour-
ism lies in its ability to generate benefits for the host
country; improve the balance of payments; generate

government revenues; create income and employ-
ment; and promote economic growth and develop-
ment. These benefits are derived primarily through
tourist receipts or exports, the influx of outside mon-
ey into the economy. Estimating these exports is
therefore a necessary first step for the analysis of eco-
nomic impact.

In its profile of the Cuban tourism sector, CEPAL
dwells at length on tourist revenues and average tour-
ist revenues per day, comparing their performance
through time and to other Caribbean countries. I
take issue with this analysis on a number of points.

First, on the issue of international comparisons of
tourist receipts, as I have argued elsewhere (Espino
2000), unlike international arrivals—which are rela-
tively easy to account for—receipts from interna-
tional visitors are hard to estimate. Though attempts
are being made to standardize the methodology used
around the world to estimate these receipts, estimat-
ing techniques vary from country to country. This
makes a meaningful comparison of visitors’ receipts
across countries difficult.

Second, in the case of Cuba, the analysis of visitors’
receipts is complicated by the fact that data on two
identifiable and distinct series of receipts are collect-
ed and reported by Cuba. The existence of these two
series has been documented by a number of research-
ers (Martín Fernández 1988; Simon 1995; Espino
2000).

• The first is a visitor receipts series that follows
the recommendations of the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) for the inclusion of tourist re-
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ceipts in the Balance of Payments and includes
visitors expenditures on lodging, food, entertain-
ment, travel within the country and the like, but
excludes international travel fares.

• The second series refers to gross revenue, and it
includes not only visitors’ receipts but also reve-
nues from other activities related to international
tourism, such as international communications,
aviation and others. What else is included in this
series is not exactly clear.

While the two series exist since the early 1980s they
are often reported interchangeably and in recent
years the Ministry of Tourism (MINTUR) has been
divulging and emphasizing the second, broader se-
ries. It is the broader gross revenue series that the
CEPAL study compares to visitors’ receipts of other
Caribbean countries (see Table 1), thus compound-
ing comparison errors.

The fact that these two series are often reported in-
terchangeably has led to confusion among researchers
and at times to overestimates of the growth rate of
revenues, when a current statistic on gross revenue is
compared to previous years’ data of the expenditure
series. CEPAL seems to have fallen into this trap, us-
ing tourist receipts for 1990 and 1991 and compar-
ing these to gross revenues in subsequent years. The
annual growth rates are further overstated by the fact
that for 1998,1999 and 2000, CEPAL used MINT-
UR’s projection of gross revenues and an unrevised

gross revenues series (see Table 1). In recent years
both official sources and international agencies have
been publishing what seems to be historically revised
series (Espino 2000).

Third, using the gross revenue series in Table 1, CE-
PAL constructs two series it calls average expenditure
per visitor and average daily expenditure (p. 512).
CEPAL then analyzes the performances of this series
through time and against other Caribbean countries.
To get average expenditure per visitor, gross revenues
is divided by number of visitors. The latter is divided
by average number of overnight stays at hotels to ar-
rive at average expenditure per stay (see Table 2).

The first problem with these series arises from the use
of unrevised gross revenue and average number of
nights. In Table 2, I have made the proper correc-
tions using revised gross revenue and revised average
number of nights. But over and beyond the revisions
and the inconsistencies and comparability issues dis-
cussed above, there are some serious problems with
the CEPAL methodology and interpretations.

• The series do not represent average expenditures.
To get at a meaningful average expenditure se-
ries, one would have to start with visitors’ re-
ceipts and not gross revenues.

• In the construction of their average expenditure
per day series, CEPAL chose to use average
nights at hotels rather than average length of

Table 1. Tourist Receipts and Gross Revenues from Tourism

Year

Tourist 
Receiptsa 

(thousands of $) % Change
Gross Revenues 
(thousands of $)b % Change

Revised Gross 
Revenuesc 

(thousands of $) % Change

Gross Revenue 
(CEPAL)d 

(thousands of $) % Change
1990 243 243
1991 387 59% 387 59%
1992 443 14% 567 567 47%
1993 636 44% 720 27% 720 27%
1994 763 20% 850 18% 850 18%
1995 977 28% 1100 29% 1100 29%
1996 1185 21% 1333 21% 1331 21%
1997 1354 14% 1543 16% 1515 1816 36%
1998 1571 16% 1816 18% 1759 16% 1816 0%
1999 1741 11% 1901 8% 2220 22%
2000 1939 2% 2663 20%

a. Source: World Tourism Organization.
b. Source: MINTUR.
c. Source: MINTUR at www.cubagob.cu.
d. Source: CEPAL 2000, p. 510.
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stay. This makes absolutely no sense. As the CE-
PAL points out (see p. 511) not all visitors to
Cuba stay at hotels. While average nights at ho-
tels have been falling in recent years, average
length of visit has been increasing throughout
the nineties (see Table 3).

These factors explain the divergence in these two se-
ries from the growing importance in Cuba of two
types of visitors: those coming in cruise ships and
yachts and those in family visits. While it is very un-
likely that visitors in the first category contribute sig-
nificantly to the series, the differences can certainly
be attributed to the growing importance of family
visits to the Island, an issue to which I will return be-
low.

It is unclear why CEPAL used the average nights se-
ries to construct their average daily expenditure.
While tourists arriving by sea and those on family
visits do not contribute to the average night series,
their expenditures are included in the gross revenue
series. Thus, the CEPAL methodology overestimates
average daily expenditures. It also made the CEPAL
average expenditure per day series post a recovery to-
wards the end of the decade. While the CEPAL
average expenditure per visitor series shows a decline
since 1995—because the average number of nights

spent in hotels by visitors to Cuba has been falling
throughout the decade—average expenditures per
visitor day increases continuously until 1997, falling
in 1998 and then recovering. The recovery disap-
pears when revised average nights at hotels are used
(see Table 2); using the latter instead of average
length of stay would have accentuated the decline in
the average expenditures per visitors series.

Correcting for the problems in methodology still
leaves the problems of interpretation. I have in the
past constructed an average expenditure per visitor
series using visitors receipts and visitors arrivals (Es-
pino 2000). The series shows strong growth in inter-
national tourism receipts during the 1990s. Visitors’
expenditures (receipts series produced by the World
Tourism Organization, WTO) grew from $443 mil-
lion in 1992 to $1,741 million in 1999. From 1992
to 1995, tourism receipts grew at a faster rate than ar-
rivals. This is reflected in average receipts per visitor,
which increased from $962 in 1990 to $1300 in
1995 (see Table 4). Since 1995, however, average re-
ceipts per visitor have been declining and stood at
$1069 in 1999. The average expenditure per day se-
ries accentuates the decline. Average expenditures per
day reached a high of $161 in 1996 but fell to $95 in
1999. My estimate is that it did not surpass an aver-
age $88 in 2000.

Table 2. CEPAL’s Average Expenditures by Tourist and Average Daily Expenditures and 
Revisions

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Average Expendituresa ($) 715 948 1193 1319 1373 1476 1327 1319 1283 1306 1310
Average Expendituresb ($ revised) 1295 1242 1186 1093
Average Number of Nightsc 10.9 9.2 9 9.4 9 8.6 7.4 7 7.1 7.1 7.1
Average Number of Nights (revised)d 7 7.1 6.8 6.6
Average Expenditures per Daye 66 103 133 140 152 172 179 188 180 183 185
Average Expenditure per Dayf (revised) 185 175 174 165

a. Source: CEPAL 2000, p. 512, calculated by dividing gross revenues by number of visitors.
b. Source: Author’s calculation from MINTUR revised gross revenues series.
c. Source: CEPAL 2000, p. 512.
d. Source: Author’s calculation from MINTUR data.
e. Source: CEPAL 2000, p. 512, calculated by dividing average expenditures by number of nights.
f. Source: Author’s calculation.

Table 3. Average Number of Nights at Hotels and Average Length of Staya

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Average Number of Nights 10.9 9.2 9 9.4 9 8.6 7.4 7 7.1 6.8 6.6
Average Length of Stay 8.7 8.7 9.1 9.6 9.1 8.7 7.3 11.3 11.3

a. MINTUR
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The fluctuations in the average receipts per visitors
series, and their decline since 1995, might be due to a
number of factors, among them change in expendi-
tures per tourist, changes (increase and decreases) in
prices, and inconsistencies in the tourism receipt se-
ries. Any meaningful interpretation on the perfor-
mance of this series is hindered by the fact that Cu-
ba’s official statistics aggregate the activities of two
very different types of tourists: traditional tourists
and tourists on family visits. As already hinted at
above, these two types of tourists exhibit quite differ-
ent expenditure patterns. Tourists on family visits do
not stay in hotels and therefore spend less in lodging
than the traditional tourist to the Island. They never-
theless tend to stay for longer and their expenditures
have lower import component and more direct effect
on the economy. Not all expenditures made by tour-
ists on family visits, however, can be considered tour-
ist expenditures; a large proportion of these expendi-
tures should be considered family remittances (WTO
1995, p. 11). The increase in family visits in recent
years has no doubt complicated the job of estimating
tourist expenditures in Cuba.

We would get a much better picture of trend in over-
all expenditures if expenditures by traditional tourist
and expenditures by those on family visits where re-
ported separately. Unfortunately they are not. Cuba
does not even officially publish statistics on the num-
ber of tourists on family visits. There is evidence that
in recent years visits from Cuban nationals on family
visits have been increasing rapidly. These visits have
helped Cuban tourist arrivals data stay close to pro-
jected levels. They also, however, have dampened av-
erage expenditures statistics.

RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF TOURISM 
WITHIN THE CUBAN ECONOMY
The CEPAL study provides estimates of the relative
importance (weight) of international tourism on dif-
ferent economic aggregates: Gross Domestic Product
(GDP), employment and balance of payments. I will
comment on each of these estimates separately.

Gross Domestic Product
According to the CEPAL study, tourism represents
8% of Cuba’s GDP. The study does not provide us
with a historical series on how this contribution has
changed over time. There is no discussion on the
methodology used to arrive at this number other
than to point out that “tourism is included in the
category of ‘commerce, restaurants and hotels’” (p.
515) and to assure us, in a footnote, that:

La llegada de viajeros se encuentra todavía dominada
por el turismo de paquete y debido a su estructura es-
pecífica como parte de la economía del Estado, los
movimientos de los viajeros pueden ser conocidos en
el circuito monetario de divisas (p. 515).

There is no discussion or analysis of the meaning of
this contribution. For purposes of comparison, tour-
ism’s contribution to Jamaica’s GDP has been esti-
mated at 28 percent, in Bahamas at 33 percent, and
in Antigua at 40 percent (WTO 1998, p. 71).

Employment
CEPAL estimates that tourist-related employment,
both direct and indirect, accounted for 6.9% of total
employed in 1998. As a percentage of those em-
ployed in the state civil sector, this percentage is esti-
mated at 5.3% in 1990, 9.3% in 1997 and 10.5% in
1998 (see Table 5). I have some questions and mis-
givings about these estimates. First, the indirect em-
ployment figures are not estimated independently
but are derived from applying a “multiplier” of 2.7 to

Table 4. Visitors, Visitors’ Receipts and Average Receiptsa

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Visitors (thousands) 340.3 424 460.6 544.1 617.3 745.5 1004.3 1170.1 1415.8 1602.8 1774
Visitors’ Receipts (thousands of $) 243 387 443 636 763 977 1185 1345 1571 1741 1759b

Average Length of Stay (days)c 8.7 8.7 9.1 9.6 9.1 8.7 7.3 11.3 11.3 11.3 11.3
Average Receipts per Visitor ($) 714 913 962 1169 1236 1311 1180 1149 1110 1069 992
Average Receipts per Visitor per Day ($) 82 105 106 122 136 151 161 102 98 95 88

a. Source: Author’s calculation from WTO, unless otherwise specified.
b. Author’s estimate.
c. Source: Cited by CEPAL 2000.
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the direct employment figures. The CEPAL study
does not explain how the value of 2.7 is arrived at,
but other researchers using the same methodology
are more upfront about it (e.g., Pérez Mok and
García 2000):

Según estudios de diferentes especialistas y organis-
mos internacionales en materia turística, se estima que
por cada empleo directo se generan 2.7 a 3.0 empleos
indirectos (p. 13).

In other words the “multiplier” used has been im-
ported from other sources. This introduces a serious
flaw in the CEPAL estimates. 

I have argued elsewhere (Espino 1991, 1993, 1994)
that the value of a multiplier varies from economy to
economy and depends on a number of factors, such
as leakages, linkages and supply constraints among
others. Aside from the impropriety of using an im-
ported multiplier I find the value of the multipliers
used—2.7 for the direct to indirect employment and
of 3.7 for direct employment from tourism to total
employment—excessively high. Though tourist re-
lated employment data are hard to find, a study by
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) for industrial countries
shows much lower values for multipliers (WTO
1998). In all countries studied, indirect employment
from tourism was lower than direct employment
from tourism, thus generating a value of less than
one for the direct to indirect multiplier. Values for
the direct employment from tourism to total em-

ployment from tourism multipliers range from a low
of 1.3 for France, Belgium and Switzerland to a high
of 1.7 for Spain.

Trying to justify the high value of the multiplier it
uses for Cuba, CEPAL argues that, “El efecto es des-
igual, porque presenta alto en los destinos turísticos
emergentes y más bajos en los destinos maduros” (p.
515). This argument however is not relevant to Cuba
due to: (1) the amount of supply constraints; and (2)
the fact that employment in construction related to
tourism, which accounts for the high indirect tourist
employment in areas with an emerging tourism in-
dustry, is probably already included in the direct
numbers. Because of the difficulty in arriving at total
employment in tourism number, in my on work I
have only used the direct employment numbers (Es-
pino 2000).

Finally, the employment shares used by CEPAL are
inflated because of the use of employment in the
state civil sector as their denominator. In the chang-
ing Cuban labor market, the participation of the la-
bor force in the state sector has been declining in the
1990s. Using direct employment divided by the total
number of persons employed in the civilian labor
force (see Table 5), the percentage of direct tourism
employment to total persons employed for
1996,1997, and 1998 remained at a constant 2%
(Espino 2000). This share would be even lower if
evaluated over total labor force, that is those em-
ployed and unemployed.

Balance of Payments
In their analysis of the relative importance or weight
of tourism on Cuba’s balance of payments, CEPAL
correctly points out that tourism activity has become
“of fundamental importance in generating hard cur-
rency for the country” (p. 516). While revised data
would change somewhat the value of the contribu-
tions, it would not change the conclusions. However,
CEPAL avoided the issue of the import component
of revenues from tourism. That is, that the credits in
the balance of payments related to tourism are ac-
companied by debits elsewhere in those same ac-
counts. In tourism this is known as the import com-
ponent, and includes such things as: the cost of
imported goods and services used by tourists; the for-

Table 5. Tourism and Employmenta

a. Source: CEPAL 2000; Pérez Mok and García; Oficina Nacional de
Estadística; and author’s calculations.

1996 1997 1998
Direct Employment (thousands) 64.0 70.9 81.0
Indirect Employment 

(thousands) 172.8 191.4 219.0
Total Employment (thousands) 236.8 262.3 300.0
Direct to Indirect Multiplier 2.7 2.7 2.7
Direct to Total Multiplier 3.7 3.7 3.7
Direct Tourism Employment/

Total Employment, State 
Civilian Sector 2.5% 2.5% 2.8%

Total Tourism Employment/Total 
Employment, State Civilian 
Sector 9.3% 9.3% 10.7%

Direct Tourism Employment/
Total Employed 2.0% 2.0% 2.0%
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eign exchange cost of capital investment; payments
that leave Cuba in the form of profits, interest pay-
ments royalties, management fees, payments to for-
eign travel agents, and so on; and the cost of overseas
training of service personnel. While no precise esti-
mate of Cuba’s import component from tourism is
available, official sources admit that it high and re-
ducing it has been stated as one of the goals of Cuban
economic policies (Espino 2000).

When assessing the ability of export industries to
generate foreign exchange, a more accurate measure
would be net earnings, that is, gross earnings minus
the associated import required to generate those
earnings. It is therefore inaccurate and misleading for
CEPAL to state that remittances from abroad
amounted to 35% of tourism revenues (p. 515). Be-
cause remittances have practically zero import com-
ponent, they might well contribute more in net
terms to the balance of payments accounts than tour-
ism.

LINKAGES AND THE IMPORT 
COMPONENT
In this section, CEPAL enumerates a number of
measures that the Cuban government has undertaken
to encourage income substitution in the tourism sec-
tor; increase incentives to workers and corporations
in tourism, including a more flexible foreign invest-
ment regime, decentralization and increase autono-
my of the corporations in the sector; and the creation
of government institutions geared toward providing
services and financing to increase domestic produc-
tion of tourism inputs. Unfortunately, while we are
assured that an intensive investigation on the “ad-
vance” of the domestic components of tourism was
undertaken, we are provided with very little evidence
of the actual “advance.”

The data provided is mostly anecdotic and at times
contradictory. Thus we are told that, “in only two
years, the sales of many government entities to the
tourism sector have more than doubled”(p. 535), but
the data shown on the same page do not support the
assertion. In the data provided, increases in sales to
the tourism sector between 1995 and 1997 ranged
from a high of 225.3% increase in sales by the Minis-
terio de Sideromecánica y Electrónica (SIME) to a

low of 26.2% increase by the Ministerio de Agricul-
tura. These growth rates are hard to interpret given
that we are not given the level of base year sales, what
percent of the increase is due to increase in prices, or
what is the import component of these sales. There is
one observation that certainly can be made: an in-
crease of only 26% in agriculture’s sales to the tour-
ism sector, while tourist arrivals grew 57% during the
same time period, does not bode well for import sub-
stitution.

One interesting piece of information cited by CE-
PAL is that the Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones
Económicas (INIE) estimates that, on average, 44%
(46% is reported by Pérez Mok and García) of all
purchases made to service the tourist sector corre-
spond to goods domestically produced. The percent-
age is reported to have been only 10% in 1990. The
increase indicates improvement in import substitu-
tion, but does not give us the import component (or
coefficient) of tourism. This is because, first, domes-
tically-produced goods have their own import com-
ponent and, second, as discussed above, the cost of
imported goods and services is only one of the com-
ponents of the import coefficient of tourism.

A recent report claims that the in 1999, domestically-
produced goods made up 53% of all purchases by the
tourism sectors, and that this percentage increased to
61% in 2000 (Muñoz 2001). The same report cites
Ibrahim Ferradaz, the Minister of Tourism, stating
that: “the cost of generating one dollar must be about
78 cents (as of data from the end of November), ap-
proximately the same results as those obtained last
year.” This is the clearest hint as to a tourist import
component given by a Cuban official in a long time.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The Tourism chapter of the CEPAL report turned
out to be mostly descriptive in nature, offering pri-
marily a compilation of data that for the most part
had already been available to researchers from other
sources both inside and outside the island. Though at
times it offers some interesting bits of informaiton,
serious analysis is limited and some is seriously
flawed. CEPAL promised a detailed, objective and
independent study. For tourism, at least, the promise
proved hollow.
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