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The Two Cubas
Tourists have access to first-class accommodations while 

residents struggle with rations.
By David I. Grunfeld

An outline of Che Guevara adorns a government building.



My wife and I had a unique opportunity to go on a State 
Department-approved humanitarian mission to Cuba in 
January. We were sponsored by Jewish Solidarity, an 
organization from Miami, and visited 
the three synagogues and the Jewish 
Community Center and the Jewish 
cemetery in the suburbs, bringing 12 
pounds each of food, medicine and 
vitamins for the synagogues to distribute 
to their members (1,400 nationwide). 
Our group of 10 was led by two men 
who had made several previous trips 
there, one of whom was born there and 
left with his family at age 5 in 1960, 
shortly after the revolution led by Fidel 
Castro.

Cuba is a country slightly smaller 
in size than Pennsylvania, with a 
population of 11.5 million, of which 2.2 
million people live in Havana, a north 
coast port city 90 miles from Key West, 
Fla.

But what a distance! Start with the 
architecture. Picture the best elements 
of Paris and New Orleans – wide boulevards, with landscaped 
center walking paths, beautifully decorated stone buildings 
with pillars, large doors and windows, and wrought iron 
balconies.  Now imagine that 98 percent of that has not been 
painted or repaired for 50 years. The buildings are literally 
falling down at your feet, and the big single-family homes 

are occupied by multiple families, and many of those homes 
without electricity, indoor plumbing or glass windows. You 
can see the former beauty, and feel sad about the current state. 

Next visualize the cars. There are thousands of Chevrolets, 
Fords, Oldsmobiles, Buicks and Pontiacs from the mid-1940s 
through the late 50s, looking either restored or slow-moving 
rattletraps. Then there are the small Eastern European cars 
brought in by the Russians from the mid-1960s through the 
early 1990s, many also in bad shape. Lastly, there are new 
Toyotas, Kias, VWs and some Mercedes, brought in as cabs, 
embassy vehicles and rental cars within the last few years 

when tourism and foreign investment 
increased.

The economic system has had its 
successes (free medical care, free education 
through graduate school, full employment, 
no crime or gambling or drugs, according 
to government officials) and failures 
(everyone’s poor, all food and other goods 
are rationed, private residences cannot be 
sold or purchased). Most citizens have not 
eaten beef for almost 25 years; they live 
on rice and beans (tastes great, no gas), 
chicken, pork and some fish. No one over 
the age of seven gets milk. There are no 
American products in the stores due to the 
embargo since 1962. Even the cows and 
dogs are skinny. Some of the examples of 
rationing are:

 •  One 8-ounce roll of bread a day 
(use it or lose it, resulting in daily 
lines at bakeries)

 • 10 eggs a month
 • 12 sanitary pads a week
 • 12 diapers a week.
There is little Internet available (many sites are denied 

access except for local email), and no U.S. newspapers or 
magazines. Cell phones won’t work to the U.S.

F
ascinating and memorable.  That’s 
what it’s like to be a foreigner visiting 
Cuba.  Difficult and needy.  That’s 
what it’s like to be a citizen residing 

in Cuba.

Most citizens have 
not eaten beef for 
almost 25 years; 
they live on rice 

and beans (tastes 
great, no gas), 

chicken, pork and 
some fish. No one 
over the age of 
seven gets milk.
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The remains of a private residence in a once-fashionable neighborhood.



A baseball game at Havana Stadium.

Cathedral Square in Old Havana.

The sign reads “triumph 

will be in the sum of the 

effort of all.”



It’s a cash economy. Visitors must exchange dollars or euros 
for convertible pesos; citizens use different pesos. There are 
no banks or ATMs, and U.S. credit cards are not accepted.  
Therefore, we had to bring in all the money we may have 
wanted to spend (meals not on our plan, tips, art etc.).

There are a limited number of first-class hotels, and a few 
all-inclusive beach resorts.  They say they get about 2 million 
tourists a year, from Canada, South and Central America and 
Europe. Revolutionary billboards abound, some blatantly 
anti-American. 

The people are friendly everywhere. They speak little 
English because it hasn’t been taught for 50 years, except to 
those involved in tourism, such as our guide, but not our van 
driver. There is music everywhere and it’s wonderful. The 
food served to tourists in hotels and home restaurants, called 
paladars, is excellent (must drink bottled water), as are the 
large hotel accommodations. The beach, tourist bars, baseball 
games, museums and liquor (mojitos, daiquiris, sangria and 
red wine) are terrific.

Besides tourism, the main industries are sugarcane, coffee, 
bananas and tobacco. Cuba is still known for its cigars and we 
visited a cigar factory.

As a vacation, it was a joy. As a third-world travel experience, 
it was an eye-opener.

David I. Grunfeld (DGrunfeld@Astorweiss.com), of counsel to 
Astor Weiss Kaplan & Mandel, LLP, is a member of the Editorial 
Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer. 

Gate to the main Jewish cemetery in Havana.
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By Jerrold V. “Jim” Moss

Last year, I was one of five attorneys visiting Cuba on a tour 
hosted by the National Association of Cuban Jurists. Here is a 
very short summary of what might be particularly interesting to 
lawyers.

Admission to law school. It’s generally known that all 
education, from K to Ph.D., is free. But, with few exceptions, 
a student is restricted to universities located in the province in 
which the student resides.  

How many law students will be accepted? The state, and 
not the university, decides. Government officials determine 
each year how many attorneys they feel “will be needed” in 
a particular province upon graduation, and then only that 
number of applicants will be admitted.  [Medical and other 
professional schools are similarly regulated.]

We met with law school faculty, and they insisted that, once 
the number of openings is established, only merit determines 
which students are accepted.

Following graduation, two years must be served where 
directed by government, and then there is some freedom to 
move to a different situation or new location.

What does the practice of law look like? The state 
employs both prosecutors and criminal defense counsel 
(although private counsel may be retained). Civil law is different. 
Since 1973, those attorneys practice only in collectives. The 
collective is self-financed, sets rates, competes with other 
private collectives, and makes its own decisions on how to 
share profits among its members.

Who does the judging? There are no juries. At both trial 
and appellate levels, lay persons sit with professional judges. 
The attorneys and judges we met with could not agree on 
the relative influence of the professional and lay judges. Some 
critics contend that the Communist Party leadership can 
influence legal decisions.

Can citizens travel freely? We were assured that 
citizens are free to travel anywhere in Cuba, requiring no 
state approval, and that seemed to be confirmed in our 
conversations with English-speaking Cubans. The only – but 
very real – restriction, they said, is economic, in that few can 
afford to travel out of their province. 

Who owns the homes? Residential properties were 
nationalized in 1963. The prior owners and their families 
had the right to remain, without rental obligation, but with 
maintenance responsibility. As the home is owned by the state, 
the “tenant” cannot sell it. The “tenant” can gift the interest by 
will to one or more family members. A will could also devise 
the home to outsiders, but surviving family members have 
the right to “take against the will.” The system invites “game-
playing,” and barter arrangements and other devices are 
sometimes used to permit transfers or exchanges. Early this 
year, the government initiated programs that would lead to 
some private ownership of homes.

What of freedom of speech, press and assembly? The 
constitution guarantees these freedoms, but only to a point. 
Criticism of the socialist system, or of the government or its 
officials, is prohibited and criminalized. Amnesty International 
and similar organizations accuse the Castro regime of holding 
thousands of political prisoners.  

What of the arts? We met with many artists, and visited 
art cooperatives. The arts seem to be thriving and artists are 
supported by the State. However, artists were not exempt from 
the same restriction – the content of art cannot be excessively 
critical of the government or the social system.

So – What of Cuba and Cubans? My wife Marsha (a 
public art curator and the only non-lawyer in our group) 
and I came away with the same positive feelings as did my 
colleague David Grunfeld (see accompanying article). The 
people are warm, the weather warmer, and the music was 
exhilarating. Marsha contrasted our Cuban experience with 
a visit to the old Soviet Union where, under a similar system, 
both the people and the surroundings were gray, grim and 
grimmer.

The future? Changes have already occurred. Most recently 
the government announced layoffs of 10 percent of the state-
employed workforce, and coupled that with an opening toward 
private businesses. Experts disagree on whether the socialist 
form will remain, but one can be fairly sure that, regardless 
of what may happen, free education (producing a 99 percent 
literacy rate), free medical care (producing a lower infant 
mortality rate than in the U.S.), and the free spirit of the Cuban 
people will endure.

Jerrold V. “Jim” Moss (jmoss@astorweiss.com) is special counsel 
to Astor Weiss Kaplan & Mandel, LLP.

A LAWYER’S TRIP TO CUBA

The gift shop of the largest cigar 

factory in Havana. A century-old steam engine that serves as a waterfront trolley in Havana.


