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Cuba, as many say, is a place of many contrasts. Walking down a charming 

cobblestone street in Old Havana, there’s a crumbling home and an elegant five star 
hotel sitting side by side. There are two types of currencies. One is the Cuban peso 
CUP (1USD to 24CUP) and the other is the “convertible money” or “tourist money” 
called CUC (1USD to 1CUC). And nestled between the homes of families whose gross 
income approximates US$30/month is a trendy bar with live Cuban music, and a menu 
averaging US$10/plate. The obvious question is how does one live on $30 a month? As 
I searched for answers, I learned that Cubans have been asking themselves the same 
exact question for decades. The answer is, no one can really live on $30/month, and 
what they do to make more money is everyone’s little secret.  



However, this secret turned into reality 
for many Cubans when Raul Castro’s 
government decided to enlarge the 
private sector in 2010. This was one of 
the main governmental reforms in 
at tempt to “update” the social ist 
economic model. “This was a boom for 
the country,” says “El Chino” who works 
as a bartender four days a week at La 
Doña, a four year old private restaurant in 
Old Havana. “Since then, people have 
been thinking about ways to work 
independently from the government and 
start their own business.”





Parallel to this shift of economic possibilities in Cuba, the thawing of relations 
between the U.S. and Cuba has led to a stunning 36 percent increase in visits by 
Americans to the island. The booming tourism organically led to the rise of private 
restaurants, but the country’s infrastructure doesn't seem to be equipped for so many 
people. 

“It’s difficult because as a private restaurant owner, I have to buy where everyone else 
buys. Sometimes I go to the market and they've run out of food. All this leads to food 
shortages in the country. It’s not easy.” Natacha Serrano Casanoba, who opened a 
private restaurant with her husband Fidel Carrillo in their garage in 2014, says the 
government claims to be working on fixing this issue, but they haven’t seen changes 
yet.



Although many people are given the go ahead to open a restaurant, they face 
many limitations. For example, you can’t have more than 50 chairs and you’re not 
allowed to have the menu or any writing in English. Yet the biggest obstacle they face is 
not being able to buy wholesale, unlike state restaurants.



“We must develop a specific business that only sells wholesale to private restaurants 
because what ends up happening is we take all the products from the markets, leaving 
the citizens without food.” Fran and his partner Miosotis successfully opened The 
Tavern, a modern bar/restaurant in Old Havana with graffitied walls, live music and 
exotic foods, four months ago. This bar is a huge attraction for tourists as it is designed 
as a tavern inspired by Hemingway’s Cuban days. The prices range from $5-12 for food 
and around $3 for well drinks - very affordable prices for the average traveler, but still 
unaffordable for the average Cuban, whose salary is three times the price of one meal. 



“We would love it if Cuban people could come 
eat here, but they can’t afford it. If we were 
able to buy wholesale, prices would be 
cheaper and they would be able to come.”

But private restaurants, or “Paladares” as they call them in Cuba, are not only 
designed for tourists, they also exist for the Cuban people to enjoy. In the more humble 
neighborhood of La Timba, in the middle of the poorly maintained streets and deteriorated 

apartment buildings, lives a nameless pizza joint operating out of the front door of the owner’s 
home. 



“I used to work at the post office Monday to Friday but I left when they started giving people the 
opportunity to open businesses.” Leticia Dominguez opened the pizzeria four years ago and it 
has been very popular among the neighbors. An individual pizza costs between $10-$18 CUP 
(Cuban pesos), approximately $0.45- $0.85 USD. She sells around 200 pizzas a day averaging 
US$100/day. That’s roughly four times more would she would make a month working for the 
state. “It’s a good change and there are more benefits from earning your own money. Working 
for the state doesn't interest me anymore.”



Leticia is not the only one who 
left a state job to find other means 
o f i n c o m e . S i n c e p r i v a t e 
restaurants are popping up 
everywhere now, people are 
switching careers and leaving 
their state jobs to work in the 
service industry.

 

Cuban income polarization is seen in an inverted social 
pyramid where servers are earning more than 
surgeons, and even more if they work for a private 
restaurant. “This system obligates you to work for 
something you don’t necessary want or like. I’m a 
veterinarian, I love animals and used to work day and 
night but they don’t pay enough. I would love to 
exercise my profession if they paid better salaries,” 
says Maydelis Gonzales, 28, who works at La Doña 
restaurant in Central Havana and earns US$8-$15/day. 



The future of Cuba’s private sector is unclear 
and lies in the hands of the government, like 
everything else. Many agree this is a positive 
change for the country, both socially and 
economically, and full of possibilities. But this is 
a fairly new rising phenomenon and time is the 
only factor that will determine how all this might 
unravel. Meanwhile, Cubans continue to remain 
hopeful, loyal to their motto: “lets wait and see 
what happens tomorrow.”




