The sun as a lifeline: Cuba's ambitious solar revolution

A newly constructed solar park in the province of Ciego de Avila (source: UNE/X)

A guest article by Andreas Hesse.

March 14, 2025, it's Friday evening during prime time when suddenly the screens go black.
It's the fourth nationwide blackout in Cuba in six months. Not only private households are
affected, but production also comes to a standstill at times. But soon everything will be
different, they say: with China's support, solar parks are to be built.

A technical defect in a substation near Havana on March 14 led to fluctuations in the national
power grid and ultimately to a nationwide collapse. Some may have storage capacity, but
others are sitting there by candlelight. However, that doesn't power the fan or the
refrigerator. Meat and fish spoil quickly in the Caribbean climate.

Even on normal days, Cuba does not produce as much electricity as it needs. At peak
demand times, there is a shortfall of 1,100 to 1,700 megawatts, or between a third and just
over half of demand. In Havana, the power is cut off for four to eight hours every day, and
significantly longer in rural areas. The reasons for this are the poor condition of power plants
and the grid, but also simply the lack of import capacity for the oil needed to run the power
plants. Cuba can only cover just under 40 percent of its fuel needs from its own sources.

The comments of those affected by the blackout are not surprising: “Asi no se puede vivir”
(One can't live like this). The deep frustration of the people is palpable and has certainly not
diminished since Donald Trump came to power, bringing with him Cuban-born hardliner
Marco Rubio as Secretary of State. Rubio is a hate figure on the island. On the other hand,
President Miguel Diaz Canel is by far the most unpopular of the three presidents the country
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has had since 1959. He and the government of Prime Minister Marrero Cruz are accused of
economic mismanagement even by the older generation of revolutionaries (see_ila 480).
Rations under the Libreta ration card system, once a central component of Fidel's
comprehensive welfare package, have been reduced to a fraction of their former level as a
result of reduced import capacities. Now market prices prevail, which are no longer
affordable for pensioners or state employees — the very people for whom the revolution was
once made.

Sunshine in a dark refrigerator

This is the stormy waters in which the mega solar project is supposed to be a lifeline. It is the
only project that still offers some hope here and there. Fidel Castro may not have recognized
at the time that dysfunctional agriculture was a structural problem. But at least he had his
sights set on the country's second Achilles' heel: the energy issue. His “energy revolution” in
the first decade of the millennium, which aimed to replace energy-intensive electrical
appliances and light bulbs with more economical counterparts, led to a decline in electricity
consumption and blackouts. But when Castro left, no one really had energy on their radar
anymore; Venezuelan oil seemed to flow endlessly. But the flow turned into a trickle. In
2014, it was finally decided to cover 24 percent of energy needs from renewables by 2030.
But the money was lacking. Many small solar parks were built, but with a capacity of
between two and five MW each, they made a rather symbolic contribution. According to the
Cuban Ministry of Energy, by the end of 2023, solar energy will account for just two percent
of electricity generation, with renewables as a whole accounting for five percent.

But now it's time to go all out. The motto, in reference to the US blockade of the island, is:
“No one can block the sun.” According to an ambitious plan, more than 90 photovoltaic parks
with a capacity of 21.8 MW each are to be built across the country by 2028, 55 of them this
year alone. Between two and ten solar parks are to be built in each province. Havana is
involved in six projects. As the icing on the cake, the Chinese government is gifting further
parks with a total capacity of 120 MW. By mid-March, the first three parks in Cotorro
(Havana), Cienfuegos, and Bayamo had been connected to the grid, with another five
scheduled to be ready by the end of March. Each solar park is expected to save around
8,000 tons of fuel per year. According to the Ministry of Energy, the first two new parks have
so far delivered more energy than planned.

However, the effect is initially compensatory, as the contracts for leasing the expensive
Turkish power ships have expired or are about to expire — Cuba has accumulated debts with
the operator Karadeniz Holding — meaning that over 500 MW will be lost. By summer at the
latest, the loss should be offset by photovoltaics, after which there would be a net gain in
electricity. This applies to daytime hours, at least; expensive storage capacity for nighttime
will only provide 200 MW (which also serves to compensate for fluctuations and thus prevent
total blackouts). But if refrigerators are humming happily during the day and, above all,
businesses can get back to work, this could be a new beginning for the beleaguered island.

While the government was initially tight-lipped about the deal, China's involvement has now
been confirmed. The technology, materials, and expertise are coming from there. At the end
of the year, Prime Minister Marrero Cruz confirmed the rumor that China will get a stake in
Cuba's nickel mining industry in return. Nickel is one of the critical raw materials for storing
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electricity, and China is a global leader in processing these critical raw materials. It is
therefore a win-win situation. However, details of the deal have not been disclosed.

Furthermore, a new decree will require companies above a certain size to cover half of their
energy needs from renewable sources within three years or pay compensation to the energy
supplier UNE, which will then be invested in energy expansion.

As the widespread power outages of recent months have shown, the project will not succeed
without accompanying modernization of the grid and power plant infrastructure. Russia has
just granted a loan for the overhaul of three power plant units with a capacity of 100 MW
each and for the construction of a new 200 MW power plant.

Commitment from Germany

Other energy sources play a minor role, with the exception of biomass, which has always
been of some relevance on the island. Some of the few remaining sugar factories are energy
self-sufficient, using sugar cane bagasse as an energy source. And in 2023, a biomass
power plant was built in Ciro Redondo (62 MW), which is fueled by sugar cane bagasse and
the marabu shrub. Plans for hydropower, on the other hand, are negligible. There are only
two very small wind farms, and a larger project planned decades ago in Santa Cruz del
Norte never got off the ground. However, after considerable delays, the first stage (33 MW)
of the large wind farm near Puerto Padre, north of Las Tunas, is now set to become a reality
in the near future. Given the provincial's irrelevance to tourism, it could be assumed that the
authorities do not want to deter tourists by “spoiling” the landscape with wind turbines.
According to Volker Wirth from the Berlin-based NGO KareEn e.V., which is active in Cuba
(Karibik Energie), more should be done on the northeast coast, while wind power is less
worthwhile on the Caribbean side. Wirth believes that solar energy should be flanked more
by wind power and biomass. The organization has around 50 members and supports
agriculture in Cuba in particular through the use of solar pumps for irrigation and solar power
supply to farms in remote mountain villages.

Hilmi Tozan from the Frankfurt-based NGO InterRed Cooperacion sees factors that are
holding back wind power: “Although Cuba has some windy areas, especially in the east of
the island, the wind conditions are less constant than for other renewable energy sources
such as solar energy. Wind energy projects are capital-intensive and require considerable
investment, and installation and maintenance require specialized technology and
infrastructure. Solar projects are often cheaper and quicker to implement.” InterRed has
been in existence since the 1990s and has built three photovoltaic systems in Havana since
2021 - financed entirely by donations. Together with a Swiss NGO, the Cuban Ministry of
Health, and the German company Aschoff, the organization is supporting the Latin American
School of Medicine in Havana (ELAM) in expanding its solar energy capacity. The fourth
system is currently being installed. “A central aspect of InterRed's project work is the transfer
of acquired know-how. Other initiatives can benefit from the exchange of expertise and
practical experience. This not only promotes sustainable development in the respective
regions, but also strengthens the global community in the fight against climate change.”
They consider the large-scale Cuban project to be very ambitious, but positive.
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The challenge of the energy transition in Cuba is enormous and the time pressure immense.
Is there enough time to turn the tide? The current year will be decisive.

This article is reprinted from ila 484 (April 2025), with the kind permission of the author.
Some links have been added subsequently.

Andreas Hesse has been visiting the island since 1992 and has been writing about Cuba for
various media outlets for over two decades, most recently on a regular basis for ila.

About ila;

The Informationsstelle Lateinamerika e. V. (ila) is a non-profit association based in the
Oscar-Romero-Haus in Bonn. The association's goal is to publish critical and independent
information from Latin America. The focus is on news and background information from a
grassroots democratic perspective. The association has been in existence since 1975 and
publishes the magazine of the same name, ila. (Cubaheute)
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