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When you arrive at the Jose Matrti International Airport in Havana, you're greeted with a barrage of billboards with
the popular Cuban government slogan promoting tourism: “Cuba, where the past and the present converge.”

Perhaps nowhere on the island is that statement more true than in the city of Mariel, about 30 miles from Havana
on the northeastern coast.

Mariel port is strategically located at the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico, facing the United States. In the 1980s, it was
the exit point for 125,000 Cubans who were desperately fleeing to Florida; some of them with assistance from the
U.S. government. The Soviet Union was collapsing, and its aid to Cuba was withering. That, coupled with decades
of U.S. embargo, was causing the island’s economy to nosedive.

Today, the mood in Mariel is very different. It still has the feel of a sleepy, humble Caribbean town, but there's
excitement, too: The Cuban government is currently building a special economic zone that, among other things, will
be open to companies that have no Cuban government ownership.
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Mariel port is strategically located facing the U.S. and at the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico. David Gilkey/NPR

Perhaps most important, Mariel is a deep-water port, and will be able to accommodate the world's largest cargo
ships. If successful, it could mean big money for Cuba.

But it's more than just about the money, says Richard Feinberg of the Brookings Institution and a professor of
international political economy at the University of California, San D

As the boys dove in for their swim off the docks, we headed to Chin, a paladar, or restaurant, that serves typical
Cuban food: pork, rice and beans, stewed goat and a mean cup of coffee for dessert. The owner of Chin, Onil
Lemus, has seen Mariel change dramatically over the last 30 years.

Lemus, like so many Cubans, has watched three of his siblings leave Cuba for the U.S. He described a childhood
very different from the one the boys we just left on the docks are enjoying. He grew up in a Mariel where parents
would guard their children closely, for fear of all the strangers coming into the town to escape through the port.

Onil Lemus is the owner of Chin, a small restaurant in Mariel. He says the mood is changing for the better in Mariel, thanks to the construction of
the port and the loosening of restrictions on private businesses. David Gilkey/NPR

When his second brother left, he said, “it broke my soul.” (He was too young to remember the first brother who left;
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ultimately, a third brother fled, too.) He said he thinks the pain of losing her children made his mother physically ill.

“She never got better,” Lemus said. “This is something you eventually feel some type of relief from, but you don’t
recover from losing a son like that.”

The mood in Mariel has certainly changed — but there will be hurdles to the new port’s success. Among them, the
future of the U.S. embargo against Cuba, which has been in place for more than 50 years, will be a crucial factor to
the port’s success. There has been much speculation on whether the embargo might be lifted.

“It would be very important,” notes Hugo Pons Duarte of Cuba’s National Economist and Accountant Association.

There’s also the issue of sorting out how the Cuban workforce will participate in the free trade zone. Pons Duarte
explained to us that multinational corporations will have to pay Cuban employees through a Cuban government
contractor, rather than directly — which could make the option less attractive than other Caribbean ports.

Back at his restaurant, Lemus said he notices people are happier these days. He echoed a recent statement by
Cuban President Raul Castro on the island’s economic change when he told us: “I'm in no rush. Go slow, but go
forward.”

iego.

“What Cuba hopes to do is regain their historical status as a major transshipment point,” he says, “mediating
international commerce traveling from the Americas and Asia and circling around the Caribbean as far as Europe
and eventually the east coast of United States.”

We arrived in Mariel on a hot summer day, and immediately headed down to the water, where we ran into a group
of schoolboys getting ready for a cool dip. Off in the horizon, we could see the heavy construction of the port.

Even though these kids are more concerned with beisbol than with economics, they said they were excited about
the port construction. A few of them dreamed of making it as a pelotero — or baseball player — in the national
league, and one of them said he dreamed of going to the U.S.
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