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Abstract

Che Guevara’s contribution to ICT4D in Cuba grows out of the critical but comparatively little-known practical and theoretical governmental work he undertook as President of the National Bank of Cuba, head of the Department of Industrialization, and Minister of Industries following the Revolution’s military victory on December 31, 1958.  This work provides a legacy and perspective on how to think about the pivotal role information and communications technology plays in social development and transformations and also helps us appreciate the rich political dimensions that underlie ICT4D and often go unexamined.  In examining these contributions, this paper will look at Che’s prescient and visionary grasp of where technology was headed, his preference and recommendation for adopting it at its most advanced levels, and his insistence upon the need for a critical socialist framework and simultaneous and complementary political education. In this light, it will provide perspective on some of the more recent ICT4D in Cuba contributions as well as the explosion of interest in Cuba in general and technology opportunities in particular since the historic December 17, 2014, concurrent Presidential announcements and calls for normalization in US-Cuba relations, and finally on some of the field’s organizational and project failings and limitations as represented by USAID Cuba projects involving Alan Gross and the faux-Twitter ZunZuneo fiasco, and broader U.S.-based community and nonprofit technology efforts represented by RootsOfHope.org and the Hackathon for Cuba.
1.  INTRODUCTION
In this post-December 17th call for normalization era, it is fair to ask about the role that information and communications technologies (ICT) can take in Cuba’s social and political development and in U.S.-Cuba relations.  What is the popular discourse about these matters?  What is the contribution that the academic field/subfield ICT for development / ICD4dev / ICT4D can make?  
2. CHE GUEVARA RECONSIDERED
At first blush, Che Guevara would seem to have little to add to a serious discussion of ICT4D in Cuba. He seems to be an actor of a different sort, in a different realm altogether, from a different time even.  But upon closer examination, Guevara is very close, he is on the money, as it were, to inform the field.  

The Che here is hardly known outside of Cuba.  The Ernesto “Che” Guevara referred to here is the one who, in the aftermath of the Revolution’s military victory, soon became the president of the National Bank of Cuba, head of the Department of Industrialization, and Minister of Industries, roles that are not widely known that he played, especially in contrast to his popular image as the revolutionary guerilla leader and romantic exporter of that revolution across the globe.  
Even among those who are aware of Guevara’s governmental roles, there is a popular story that is told about them that serves to reinforce the popular image and Che’s revolutionary swagger. Jon Lee Anderson notes it in his classic 800+ page biography:

Che loved telling a story about how he’d gotten the bank job.  He said that at the cabinet meeting held to decide …— Fidel said that he needed a good economista.  To his surprise, Che raised his hand.  “But Che, I didn’t know you were an economist!” he said.  “Oh, I thought you said you needed a good comunista,” Che replied.

However overlooked, this work was substantial.  It was in his official post-1958 capacities that Che developed the Budgetary Finance System to support socio-economic reconstruction and was responsible for, among other things, overseeing important dimensions of the institutionalization and transition to socialism, including the establishment of science and technology research and development (R&D) institutions across the country that would help lead the transformation.  In these capacities he gave extended and serious attention to state of the art developments in science and technology. His pronouncements about these matters importantly inform Cuban policy since then, and they have special relevance in what has become one of the most hot-button arenas in Cuban development and US-Cuban relations.  
2a. CHE GUEVARA as the Revolution’s Political Theorist and after the military victory his work in Post-Revolutionary Transformations
Che Guevara’s theoretical and practical contributions in these arenas fit in with his role as the Revolution’s political theorist.  The oversight about them is not surprising, given that this role, not an official one to be sure, also generally goes unrecognized.  C. Wright Mills got it right.  The Pelican edition of The Marxists, Mills’ final work completed in the year of his early death, 1962 — taken up after Listen, Yankee: The Revolution in Cuba, completed in 1960 on the heels of its victory over Batista, often cited with Mills’ pro-Revolution quote:  “I do not worry about it, I worry for it and with it.”
 — offers Fidel Castro on cover, in a faded or prominent red or orange, behind / in back of / besides Lenin and Mao, but it is the writings of Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara that are featured in the penultimate chapter, “reflecting upon ideology, revolution, and related matters” (reprinted from Studies on the Left, Volume 1, No. 3, 1960, Special Issue on Cuba, with essays by Che and John-Paul Sartre).  
Che had studied Marxism prior to — and during the Revolution’s military campaign — he was well known by the changing collection of books among the few belongings he carried throughout the countryside, but he applied himself to them with a special urgency and direction after the military victory and consolidation — he was involved in major studies of Marxist classics and the USSR Manual of Political Economy with special teachers and experts from both Cuba and the USSR.
The Che Guevara to look at here is the one whom Helen Yaffe has made a point of presenting in her book Che Guevara: The Economics of Revolution (2009a) 
 and in articles whose titles highlight much of the portrait, the story, and some of its key dimensions:  

· “Che Guevara’s Enduring Legacy:  Not the Foco But the Theory of Socialist Construction” (2009b)

· “Che Guevara and the Great Debate, Past and Present” (2012a)

· “Ernesto 'Che' Guevara: A Rebel against Soviet Political Economy” (2006)

· “Ché Guevara: Cooperatives and the Political Economy of Socialist Transition” (2012b)

Within a year of the Revolution’s overthrow of the Batista regime, Che had written:  “In fact, the Cuban revolution must be separated into two absolutely distinct stages:  that of the armed action up to 1 January 1959, and the political, economic, and social transformations since then. (Mills, 437-38)” It is these high points, angles, and themes, all from the second stage, that Yaffe draws our attention to.

The enduring legacy is not the theory and practice of the rural guerilla-campesino mutually transformative revolutionary cadre development, it is the social, economic, systemic institutional reconstructive socialist transition from a capitalist to a socialist ways of life in its theoretical and practical dimensions, the manner in which Che’s positions stood over and against Soviet understandings and practices, the key role that co-operatives play in the debates that were first formulated during those early post-revolutionary transition years and have continued to play out into the present and future.
2b. CHE GUEVARA on ICT4D 

Yaffe’s work has received good attention in Cuban Studies circles, though it has not been singled out for its treatment of ICT despite the marked attention she’s given it, especially in Chapter 7, “Science and Technology,” in her main work and in other comments dispersed throughout her articles.
 

Overall, three points of note and orientation about Che’s work and approach to socialist construction and revolutionary transformation involving technology from this period stand out:  First, Che Guevara was a vocal and staunch advocate for the adoption and use of the most advanced technology available; he saw it coming out of the most advanced stages of capitalism; he was visionary and prophetic in terms of how he saw technology developing; he laid the foundation for its development. 
Second, it needs to be appreciated that by themselves, the integration and use of emerging technology tools would not lead to socialism — this was the mistake the Soviet Union was making.  By themselves, even with productivity increases, these tools would only reproduce capitalist relations of production and consciousness.  
Finally, as a consequence, socialist education and socially- and politically-conscious technology development programs were integral requirements along with technology’s use.  They would come out of and play a leading role in developing the new overarching socialist framework, incorporating a growing level of moral incentives to supplement the material ones that accompanied increased productivity, building upon co-operative forms of organization that supported participatory decision-making and the social and communal consciousness that resulted from, nourished and reinforced the kind of volunteerism that is a hallmark of freely-chosen social identity as the mark and direction of individual fulfillment.
Che’s advocacy of advanced technology was clear and consistent from the beginning of his finance and economic development work and directorship of the Ministerio de Industias (MININD), in overseeing businesses transferred to the Department of Industrialisation that ranged from modern technology plants to artisan workshops, and in founding the research and development institutes to apply science and technology to production.

It is the 7th of 11 “enduring” principles of the budgetary finance system (BFS), the new system of socialist political economy:  “The most advanced forms of technology and management techniques possible should be borrowed from capitalist corporations without fear of ‘ideological contamination.’” (2009b, p.6)
This is, after all, a new era.  Yaffe quotes Che at the beginning of her concluding section in the chapter on Science and Technology:  “We are inaugurating an epoch in which scientific knowledge is, and will increasingly be, the main force that determines our rhythm of development and our capacity to ‘burn through stages’ in the construction of socialism.”  It’s an anticipation and elucidation of Marshall Berman’s reading of The Communist Manifesto in All that Is Solid Melts into Air.
 And we cannot wait.
“We cannot follow the development process of the countries which initiated capitalist development, 100 or 150 years ago — to begin the slow process of developing a very powerful mechanical industry, before passing on to other superior forms, metallurgy, then chemicals and automation after that.” 
And Yaffe spells out the connection with current technologies. “The technical capacity for computer based planning operations did not exist in Cuba in 1959, but confident about its progressive potential, Guevara set out on the first steps in that direction.” (164)  
Yaffe is at some pains to point out Che’s direct ties to and intimations towards computer technology.  She begins her chapter with a note on the first computer on the island, with greyhound racing arriving in Havana during the “decadent 1950s,” at the Havana Greyhound Kennel Club track with the island’s first basic computer, “a totalisator — a mechanical system running pari-mutuel betting, calculating and displaying payoff odds and producing tickets based on incoming bets.”  After this, “A second computer was imported from England in the early 1960s, an Elliot 803, and used to the Ministry of Industries (MININD).” (163) Along the way, she puts it:  “Guevara argued that countries that could master electronics and automation technology would be in the vanguard of international development (169).” Towards the chapter’s end, Yaffe tells the story and cites one of her many interviews, this one involving the Office of Automation and Electronics in MININD, that

was instructed to lead on Guevara’s plan to import computer components and assemble the machines in Cuba.  This would reduce the cost of technology transfers and serve to train up electrical engineers until they were capable of manufacturing computers domestically.  According to Oscar Fernández Mel, a doctor in the Rebel Army, Guevara was already thinking along these lines in early 1959 when they lived together in La Cabaña fortress: “Che was interested in computing, the automation of management …  He created the first school of computing and acquired the first computers…  Che was the pioneer of the introduction of computing in Cuba.” (195-6)

As to Che’s position on the need for an overarching revolutionary socialism and political education along with the use of emerging technology tools, he became a major critic of the Soviet system not primarily for its use of old technology but for doing so “without recognizing the need to change people’s attitudes and values [that] would reproduce capitalist social relations and consciousness… [T]he Soviet system failed to foster the collective consciousness in workers that was a precondition for socialism and communism. (2009b, p.3)” As Yaffe notes:
Guevara set up the budgetary finance system of economic management to test his theory that it was possible and necessary to raise consciousness and productivity simultaneously, even in an underdeveloped country in the process of socialist construction. The system was openly articulated as an alternative to the Soviet’s “hybrid” system of market socialism. (2009b, p.4)
Guevara criticized the USSR not only for its unsocialistic approach to using technology, but also for its preference for military technology to the exclusion of / low investment in improving civilian productivity and for ideological resistance to capitalism’s advanced achievements, especially cybernetics, invented by U.S. mathematician Norbert Weiner.

 “Criticising the Soviet’s rejection of cybernetics on ideological grounds, Guevara said:

For a long time cybernetics was considered a reactionary science, or pseudo-science.  Naturally cybernetics has reactionary philosophical implications if you want to give it them, but that aspect does not interest us…[but] it is a branch of science that exists and should be used by man. It has not been developed with sufficient effort… We should work for rapid mechanization and for automation now without fear...” (167-68)

And just as Che was far-sighted in his anticipation of computer technology, so it might be argued that he anticipated, too, the importance of the political dimensions of Cybernetics, a field that Wikipedia informs us comes from Greek κυβερνητική (kybernetike), meaning "governance” and has maintained the political dimensions from its historical origins and first written appearance in Plato’s The Alcibiades, “to signify the governance of people.” One of its most prominent arenas in current use, in Computer Science, one of ten subdivisions of the field it covers, applies its concepts “to the control of devices and the analysis of information” in five areas, the most politically pronounced involving decision support systems.
In any case, a listing of the nine R&D institutes and projects established in the first three years of MININD suggests the embeddedness and integration of technology into increased productivity areas that would contribute to the realization of socialism’s promise, and Che’s update of Lenin’s definition of communism as soviets plus electrification:

1961
Commission for Mechanisations of the Sugar Harvesgt

1961
Cuban Institute of Mineral Resources

1962
Cuban Institute of Mineral and Metallury Research

1962 
Office of Automation and Electronics

1962
Cuban Institute for Technological Research
1962
Ciro Redondo experimental farm

1963
Cuban Institute for Research into Sugar Cane Derivatives

1963
Cuban Institute for the Development of the Chemical Industry

1963
Cuban Institute for Machinery Development

The Office of Automation and Electronics and the Institute for Technological Research are the purest examples of technology innovation.  As Yaffe says of the former which applies to them both, they were “established within MININD to find immediate solutions to concrete production problems whilst laying the foundations for future advances.” (195)  The actual achievements of Che’s efforts in these areas in the 1960’s were limited, to be sure.  Yet Yaffe’s conclusion is a pointed one and exemplification of her work as one of political education:

Today, institutes operate in Cuba covering all the areas of those set up by Guevara between 1961 and 1963.  It is arguable that although the achievements were limited during MININD’s existence, Guevara’s real accomplishment was to introduce a methodology for applying science and technology to production, forcing that agenda onto the national development strategy, initiating the necessary training and research infrastructure, including investing in laboratory research, experimental areas, pilot plans and prototype workshops to create a cycle of innovation. (198)
3. ICT4D in Cuba 

There are enough substantial results under “ICT4D Cuba” from online searches to provide the basis for some critical overview of various strands and threads.  Like much about Cuba, little can be found that is not contested and especially is this the case in the field of technology, an arena singled out for the special antagonisms that have arisen there and attested to most recently in two highly publicized cases involving USAID, the Zun Zineo fake twitter fiasco as well as in the case and circumstances surrounding the Alan Gross, his imprisonment and release, concurrent with that of the Cuban Five, the final clearing away needed for the December 17th rapprochement to take place.
Among the material to be sort, evaluated, and absorbed, there are three trends, themes, or threads I want to comment on in light the preceding perspective.  Even if I cannot as yet weave them into a well-fitted fabric, let me at least offer some loose patches and leave them to be tied to what can be worn from the treatment of Che.  The threads are a strand or two of ICT4D that shed light on Cuba and the field itself; the major buzz, to-do, and flurry of excitement that surround not only the dramatic rise in attention that Cuba has been given since December 17th but specifically the exhilaration, frenzy, and fervor that have accompanied the technological opportunities that seem open; and finally the problematic political impulses that have undergirded much of this activity, not only in the USAID examples but by the Roots of Hope and the Hackathon for Cuba.
4a. ICT4D Lessons from an extended Belgium-Cuba Project Study and Open Source
USENIX, the Advanced Computing Systems Association for engineers, system administrators, scientists, and technicians working on the cutting edge of the computing world, “[e]ncourages computing outreach into the community at large,” and Ghent University’s ICT Department Administrative and Technical Staff Rudy Gevaert’s presentation at its 2012 Large Installation Systems Administrators (LISA) subgroup conference on “A sustainable model for ICT capacity building in developing countries”
 is an excellent example of a useful contribution to this wider outreach.  Its abstract indicates why this might be the case; its execution provides the proof.
System administrators are often asked to apply their professional expertise in unusual situations, or under tight resource constraints. What happens, though, when the “situation” is a foreign country with only basic technical infrastructure, and the task is to build systems which are able to survive and grow in these over-constrained environments?

In this paper we report on our experiences in two very different countries – Cuba and Ethiopia – where we ran a number of ICT projects. In those projects we assisted local universities to upgrade their ICT infrastructure and services. This included skills and process building for local system administrators.

Based on our experiences we formulate a model for sustainable ICT capacity building. We hope this model will be useful for other organizations doing similar projects. (G 123)
I’ll summarize and comment only on the Cuban example and general model and what they exemplify about collaborative assistance.
The case study here is an extended, decade-long multi-dimensional one, an inter-University ICT4D programme between Ghent University via the Belgian government-supported International University Cooperation programme and Universidad Central Marta Abreu de las Villas (www.UCLV.edu.cu) in Santa Clara, central Cuba, the burial place of Che Guevara located at the outskirts of the city.  The program context in its multi-dimensionality is an indication of a holistic response responding to the full scope of institutional needs, not just narrow technological ones; its “development co-operation” is both very similar to and very different from development co-operation in other developing countries, an indication that the process puts a premium value on co-operation.
In addition to ICT infrastructure, there were eight additional areas that the programme focused on including institutional development, library development, and ICT in education and in five specific disciplines including computer science, environmental education and development of clean technologies, plant and animal sciences, pharmaceutical sciences, and capacity building for communication in English for academic purposes in international collaboration.
Regarding development co-operation, Gevaert notes that Cuba’s high rates of education and literacy helped insure that “we were able to work with very skilled people.” The differences here are two fold:  First, the US embargo limits normal trade, hardware and software acquisition, and access to information. Second, “the Cuban government system is based on socialist principles.  The largely state-controlled planned economy influeances (sic) decision making from top to bottom. It leads to situations where people are willing to do things, but simply can’t because the system doesn’t allow it.”  As he concludes the section:  “In this paper we will not further discuss the differences between socialism and capitalism. We have decided to accept the situation and make the best of it.” (Gevaert, 124-25)
The ICT project, slated to close a year after the conference presentation in 2013, began in 2003 and split into two phases: phase one up to 2007 aimed at capacity building; phase two consolidation and “valorisation.”  Five achievements and points made about them to date include:
1. Infrastructure and associated services development — In extending the backbone to all buildings at the university, Gevaert notes that 7 km of optical fiber were connected by the university staff and that the “the programme purchased the necessary equipment (fiber verification kit, splicing kit) so future deployments could be handled too. It also gives the staff the possibility to fix fiber cuts.”  He provides details on the related services like e- mail, web hosting, file serving, and storage system expansion that were implemented. “Because of the annual thunderstorms and hurricanes the electrical grounding system was improved and lightning protection was installed.” Gevaert references the Belgium-based Close the Gap for recycled equipment that was used in the lab installations for each faculty and offers a promotion of their services, “an international not-for-profit organization that helps bridging the digital divide by offering cost-efficient high-quality used IT-equipment to projects in developing countries. Socio-educational programs such as schools, hospitals and other projects focusing on improvement of educational and information facilities can ask for support from Close the Gap, www.close-the-gap.org.” He singles out assistance with the conversion when “[i]n 2007 the Cuban government decided to move from proprietary to Free Software” with the clarifying note:  “Here we do not mean free, as in free beer, but as in freedom.” (125)
2. An e-administration system was developed, using Ghent University’s student administration system as a starting point for that, modified to the Cuban higher education policies. They implemented a system to manage university wide ICT accounts, and a unified management system for administrative and academic purposes during the second phase. 
3. Internet access was improved and management-control features added — with bandwidth specs, comparison with users in Belgium, and contextual situation factors noted.

4. A central data center was established, detailed in the phase two upgrade from the two original desktop servers with notes on the limitations of the campus power grid and its centralized water based cooling system.
5. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, human capacity building in software engineering, system and network administration, involving training courses, with a cadre sent to Ghent for several weeks every year.  Training courses were also organized in Cuba.  The ongoing contact and sharing here are crucial.  “The importance of these visits can not be underestimated. It gives the Cuban staff the necessary exposure to current and upcoming technologies. By connecting with peers in the field of system and network administration and software engineering they can learn new ways of problem solving. Whilst at the same time we can learn from them too…”  The mutual regard comes through quite clearly. “It is amazing what they can achieve considering the difficult conditions.” (126)
An Ethiopian case study is offered next, and then a concluding section on “A sustainable model to build capacity in ICT” with seven basic sections, the first three serving as a sum-up here.  

· Bandwidth is limited, manage it!

· Capacity building is more important than infrastructure building!
· The level of knowledge is limited, but the people aren’t!
4b.  Free and Open Source Software/FOSS: Three Imperatives for its Technical Foundation in Cuba
A useful accompanying piece — the only one devoted to Cuba in Information Technologies and International Development (ITID), the official journal of the ICT4D conference for which this paper was originally conceived — is focused on the point where the Gevaert report notes the assistance provided to the University in Santa Clara, stemming from the government’s 2007 requirement that Open Source be the platform for all software development. The article “Imperatives of Free and Open Source Software in Cuban Development” by Alexeis Garcia-Perez and Dr. Amit Mitra, Department of Information Systems, Cranfield University, Swindon, U.K., and Alfredo Somoza-Moreno, Department of Computer Science, University of Havana, Havana, predates passage of the official regulation and offers useful background for it.

The Wikipedia tells us with multiple citations that the Open Source development model “promotes universal access via a free license to a product's design or blueprint, and universal redistribution of that design or blueprint, including subsequent improvements to it by anyone.” The Cuba article authors build on this for the first imperative.  As a growing dependency and advances in information technology have made IT infrastructure, hardware, and software substantially more expensive, “less-developed countries seem to be affected relatively more severely by such rising costs, and “proprietary software is a major expense.”  At the same time, “the emergence of a new and alternative worldwide community dependent on free and open source software (FOSS)” offers advantages that include not only substantial financial savings, but also “the feasibility to develop bespoke [i.e., dedicated] products in keeping with local conditions … as well as opportunities of sharing and modifying code as and when necessary.”  The conclusion: “it seems evident that integration of FOSS into software development and application creation strategies for developing countries should be considered more seriously.” (1-2)
In addition to sharing these circumstances with other poorer developing countries, Cuba has special reasons and a unique context for moving in this direction.  It is among those countries that were dependent on the Soviet Union for infrastructure and technology transfer and were negatively affected by its dissolution in the early 1990’s. It is unique in the deprivations in has suffered as the result of the U.S. embargo and blockade.  
Gaevert had noted how the US blockade limited access not only to hardware, but to software and more:  “The embargo also limits access to information. Downloading software from servers located in the US isn’t always possible. For instance, popular code hosting sites like Sourceforge and Google Code have blocked access for Cuban IPs.” (125)  The authors here note the “crippling socioeconomic effects,” of the especially expansive embargo “because no products, technology, or services may be exported from the United States to Cuba either directly or through third countries... The trade embargo made it illegal for Cuba to buy computers manufactured anywhere in the world containing even a single U.S. component.” The embargo is ongoing as of this writing, eleven months after the joint U.S.-Cuba declaration of normalization efforts.
  As Garcia-Perez et al conclude:  “With such a background, FOSS seems the only legal mechanism for a country like Cuba to acquire parity in any kind of IT exchange with the rest of the world.” (2)
A number of complexities provide qualifications as to the limitations of FOSS, but its basic dual-pronged argument usefully informs the requirement and direction mandated for ICT4D in Cuba.  Cuba’s acquisition of computer hardware components from third countries that absorb the consequent risks of violating the U.S. embargo and the use of pirated software contribute to an unstable development environment, leading to what the authors call “an enforced immunity of control.”  Open Source flourishes with an open Internet and the authors have a low tolerance for governmental restrictions. “Somehow the Cuban state is convinced that it can control both the flow of information from outside as well as that from within,” a situation that is “hindered by the emergence of a number of dimensions, including growing awareness of dynamic Web access among citizens and rapidly proliferating IT capability.” (4)
The authors laud Cuba’s medical technology achievement: 
Infomed (2004), the Cuban health information network has been running from 1994 using Linux. It has also developed an entirely free hospital-management system that is set to be very important for Third World countries that want and need open-source software (9).

And they touch upon its political significance:
In general, FOSS has been accepted as a revolutionary idea in software development, leading to the growth of a worldwide community that supports the exchange of software code, ideas, advice, solutions, and knowledge. Notwithstanding altruistic arguments about the origins of FOSS, it offers enormous advantages to any ICT-using individual, company, community, or country, particularly from the developing world. …[C]ountries with a variety of socioeconomic and political backgrounds are making steady advances in FOSS development. (5)
The authors point to the possibilities for Linux-Cuba, a nascent project of students and specialists in computer science and information management that “provides free resources to the national open source community, organizes conferences and workshops, and offers free courses nationwide” and “is open to the international community of Linux users through its Web site.” Linux-Cuba has little support, they report.  “In the majority of cases professionals involved do not receive any support.” (8)
Nova Linux began with state sponsorship in 2009; the Wikipedia entry about it [at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nova_(operating_system)], quotes Hector Rodriguez, Director of the University of Information Science, UCI.cu, that developed the project. He makes the third imperative clearer.  “The free software movement is closer to the ideology of the Cuban people, above all for the independence and sovereignty.”  Its official web site is www.nova.cu. 
5. THE COMING WAVE
A couple of feature pieces in the Boston Globe this summer exemplify the general excitement that the December 17th joint call for a new era has given rise to as well as the special excitement generated in the arena of telecommunications and technology.  
“BRACING FOR THE COMING WAVE” splashed across the front page on July 19th, the article accompanied with an extensive photo display spreading over pages 6, 7, 8 and 9.  “Long defined by belligerence and trade barriers, the relationship between Cuba and the US is on the cusp of revolution,” ran the subhead at the top.  “The number of US visitors jumped 36% during the first four months of the year” ran one of bulleted numerical fact at the bottom.  
“Travelers press through the sweltering humidity to line up in a non-air-conditioned holding area waiting for immigration clearance. Female airport officers, clad in khaki miniskirts and spidery black floral nylons, draw on their cigarettes. Waiting outside in a cloud of exhaust, a fleet of boxy Russian Lada taxis, the humble cousin of the forever-running American Chevrolets and Fords that hum beside them, rumbles in anticipation.”
Later on:  
Tourists and business executives … come by the planeload, drawn by the mystique of a country lodged in the past, convinced that radical change is imminent even if it is not. Tourists come because vestiges of the old now feel new: They want to see the Kodak Instamatic version of Cuba before it joins the iPhone age. Business people come because they must: Being the first to market is the golden ring. At night, both groups sit side by side in a designated corner of their crowded hotel lobby, the one place where Internet service can generally be found, and sweat into their MacBooks, until the service inexplicably shuts off. 
The technology theme weaves in and out, and it’s there the next month, on the front page of the Sunday, August 9 Travel section:  “Unplugged, and ready to connect,” 3,500 words from Christopher Muther, the technology emerging out of the scene:
I spent days in Havana neighborhoods that have been spruced up, patched, and painted for the growing number of tourists. But at night I walked through quiet streets where grandmothers in housecoats sat outside and fanned away the summer heat while 10-year-old American TV shows — “Prison Break” is currently popular — blared from sets in tiny, sweltering apartments. Kids gathered on street corners or lingered on the Malecón seawall to escape the humidity.
The day before an A.P. piece in the Business section announced: “Cuba anticipates boating travel boom as curbs ebb.”  There’s lots of stories.  The June/July AARP Magazine features a return trip after 52 years, geographer Juan José Valdés rediscovering his boyhood home — “Lost and Found in Cuba: My Father’s Gift of Hope.”  The bug has even caught Jon Lee Anderson, Che Guevara’s biographer, in the July 20th New Yorker:  Letter from Havana — “Opening For Business,” subhead “A former Marielito positions himself as an entrepreneur in the new Cuba,” with the caption below the photo: “Hugo Cancio has become an intermediary sought after by American investors, politicians, and celebrities who are going to Cuba.”
Make no mistake about the excitement in the financial/entrepreneurial community.  Fortune Magazine ran eight stories the day of the historic announcement — political background (U.S., Cuba move to thaw relations after prisoner exchange, American held in Cuba released after 5 years and How Pope Francis helped broker the Cuba deal), general and economy (The U.S. and Cuba just restored diplomatic relations. Here are 9 must-know numbers and U.S. future with Cuba: diplomatic relations, travel and trade), and those hinting at specific promises and possibilities (Cruise line shares sail higher as U.S., Cuba relations improve; Ban on Cuban cigars goes up in a puff of smoke; Bacardi, exiled from Cuba in 1960, is hopeful for change).
  
The brief stories on the prisoner exchange preceding and laying the groundwork for the announcement, published in partnership with Time.com, merit special attention here, typical of mainstream media in their characterizations, “the final three members of the spy ring known as the ‘Cuban Five,’” as the story puts it, and Cuba’s release of Alan Gross, “sentenced …to 15 years in prison for carrying communications devices into Cuba while working as as (sic) a subcontractor for United State Agency for International Development setting up Internet access in local communities.” 
Technology is more than a special realm in this world of exploding opportunities.  On December 19, two days after the historic announcement, in ICT Pulse, “ICT issues from a Caribbean Perspective,” Editor/Publisher Michele Marius wrote in “The sleeping giant awakes: Cuba in the Caribbean ICT/tech space —Early thoughts on ICT/tech in Cuba, in light of the US’ plans to normalise relations with that country”
 that  “the US’ new posture is likely to result in a floodgate of opportunities.”   Due to the country’s restricted status to date, there has been “marked underdevelopment in many sectors, including telecoms and ICT.”  Add to that the quality education and innovation across many sectors and disciplines, especially in contrast to other parts of the Caribbean:  “In summary, Cuba’s changing diplomatic status is likely to result in some exciting times, in which it will experience unrivalled growth and development.”
“No Internet? No Problem. Inside Cuba’s Tech Revolution”
 Witness the Forbes article about Robin Pedraja, “a lanky 28-year-old former design student from Havana,” who “walked into the Cuban government’s office of periodicals and publications early last year seeking approval for a dream: starting an online magazine about Cuba’s urban youth culture,” was “laughed off, even before he could finish his pitch,” and went ahead with it anyways.  The result? Vistar a sleek publication [visitarmagazine.com] “packed with attitude and eye-catching photography, covering music, art, ballet, food and celebrities.” And after 16 monthly issues, not a peep in the way of official notice — and he’s supporting himself and more than a dozen staff, and he’s doing it through advertising — and in a land where there’s limited online access!  “No matter. Go behind the scenes in Havana… and you’ll find a swirl of tech action, overlaid by the kind of stunning creativity forged by necessity. It’s a world of memory sticks and human middlemen…”
If you have any doubts, see the executive summary of “Cuba’s Readiness for ICT Transformation” by Sean Goforth, Director of Research at Nearshore Americas, on LinkedIn. It points you to their URL that ends with a slash assessing-cubas-appetite-for-ict-transformation, where you can get the full report for $749.

To be sure, amidst all the to-do, the takings are no simple matter, and the warnings and guides that abound for entrepreneurs of all sorts have a special import for those wanting to exploit opportunities in technology and ICT.  Fortune highlights how New rules will make it easier to do business in Cuba, but there are rules.  And they work both ways, as Fortune also tells us What Cuban Entrepreneurs Need to Know.  
For another guide, check out “So...You Want to do Business in Cuba? A Mini-Guide For U.S. Businesses, Social Entrepreneurs and NGOs,” published in the Huffington Post, in April and July, by Eric Leenson, former President and CEO of Progressive Asset Management, and Julia Sagebien, Professor of business at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Canada.

 “Opportunities between American and Cuban businesses, NGOs, cultural and sports organizations, and academic institutions are certainly plentiful, and will be more so in the long-term. However, the media frenzy has overlooked the inconvenient truth that working in Cuba is still extremely difficult for foreigners, and will remain so for a long time to come, especially for Americans.” Hence the guide.  
On the US side, “the financial and commercial embargos, as well as portions of the ban on travel by U.S. citizens are still very much in place… American newcomers are not going into 'virgin territory.' Though they have not been able to do business on the island for over five decades, the Canadians, Europeans, Latin Americans, Israelis and Chinese, among others, have. They are likely to fight tooth and nail to protect their business interests. Moreover, Cuban officials already know them, and more often than not, trust them.”
On the Cuban side: 
Cuba is fully committed to remaining a socialist state [emphasis theirs], and it is not broadening its business opportunities as a precursor to embracing capitalism. The overall aim of reform is achieving a ‘prosperous and sustainable socialism,’ not adopting free-wheeling capitalism. Business people that want to do operate in Cuba must respect the tenets of socialism, be able to conduct business within the parameters of the state's political ideology, and adapt to the quantity of state control over business transactions.

…

Above all, it is important to remember that engagement with Cuba should be done in a mutually respectful fashion that helps Cubans preserve and enhance the achievements of their Revolution.
In their bulleted list of 10 do’s and don’t’s, the last two read:

· Don't under any circumstances accept funding from USAID or any of its subcontractors. In Cuba such support is tantamount to announcing you are working for regime change. Your venture will end right there. 

· By all means enjoy the beauty, history, and uniqueness of the place. Get to know the warm, humorous, proud and well-educated Cuban people. Take the time to smell the gardenias in what may well be a once-in-a-lifetime experience at an unprecedented moment in history. Increase your tolerance for contradictions and don't forget to have fun.
The reference to USAID is not just to the Alan Gross situation.  It’s to a USAID Twitter-like covert operation aimed at sparking political unrest in Cuba that ended as a major fiasco when it was revealed in an AP story on April 3, 2014.
  The program was set up through channeling funds through offshore accounts to establish ZunZuneo, a slang term, playing off Twitter, for a Cuban hummingbird’s tweet). At its peak, the text-message based application had more than 40,000 users, none of whom knew it was sponsored by the US government.  Documents show a plan to build a subscriber base through non-controversial content and slowly introduce political content aimed at inspiring Cubans to organize “smart mobs” that might trigger a “Cuban spring” uprising.  
The context is informed by the extreme sensitivity and political volatility of activity in the Cuban blogosphere, surprising, perhaps, given the limited access to it on the island, as exemplified in the following account (which may be better put in a footnote, endnote, or reference): 
The broad public nature of controversy in the blogosphere is not primarily due to Yoani Sánchez, Voces Cubanas, Havana Times, Bloggers Cuba, La Joven Cuba and other bloggers who are critical of the government from a variety of perspectives, although they are important participants in this arena, to be sure.  It is rather because of two other individuals:  Mariela Castro Espín and Miguel Díaz-Canel, both prominently known in public and political life in Cuba.  Mariela Castro Espín is Raul’s daughter and an active presence on Twitter and in the Cuban blogosphere.  Miguel Díaz-Canel, an electronics engineer by training, is the first vice president of Cuba and Raúl’s likely successor. There is a story about them that’s told by Ted Henken and a co-author, Sjamme van de Voort, in “From Cyberspace to Public Space?  The Emergent Blogosphere and Cuban Civil Society.”
 
Apart from her illustrious revolutionary pedigree, Mariela Castro’s entry into Cuban cyberspace was notable given her role as a trailblazer directing Cuba’s National Center for Sexual Education, an organization that has fought for equal rights for sexual minorities on the island. Castro subsequently used Twitter to announce her plans to participate in Cuba’s first official gathering of self-described “revolutionary” bloggers organized at the University of Matanzas by La Joven Cuba at the end of April 2012, calling the event “an opportunity to socialize with protagonists of the Cuban blogosphere.”
She followed up this initial mention of the planned Blogazo, more properly named “Encuentro de Blogueros Cubanos en Revolución” (Gathering of Cuban Bloggers in Revolution), with a series of messages that clearly communicated her belief in the “revolutionary” power of social media. “New technologies can be vehicles of revolutionary methods of social participation,” she wrote. “The blogosphere [provides] spaces of revolutionary debate.” Finally, while attending the event itself at the end of April, Castro engaged in a bit of public criticism of the Cuban press, just as her father Raúl himself had already done in a series of speeches. “The best journalism in Cuba today,” she claimed, “is in the blogosphere, as Cuban as the palm trees.”

To be sure, there was a good amount of controversy attendant on this Blogazo — a number of groups were not invited and a number boycotted the event.  There was a spirit debate about it.  In any case, 

Two months after the Blogazo event in Matanzas, Havana saw its own public and equally controversial gathering of cyberactivists. The “Click Festival” was distinguished by being open to all comers and co-organized by three independent, nongovernmental entities: Voces Cubanas’s Blogger Academy, EBE (a Spanish blogging collective), and Estado de SATS…

This, too, was a highly controversial event from the other side...  With a more critical and less governmental support it took place in the home of the founder of one of the groups and I invite you to check out those details.   The story to follow here took place back in Matanzas the following month when a ten-month blockade, from July 2012 through April 2013, was “imposed by the University of Matanzas on the proudly revolutionary but also staunchly independent blog of La Joven Cuba.”  There’s all kinds of speculation about the details and why this happened.  The interesting point is that it was the intervention of Miguel Díaz-Canel that was responsible for the blog’s return to activity.  The following month on May 6, 2013, in the closing speech at the National Preparatory Seminar, Díaz-Canel declared, in a quote that introduces the article: “Today, with the development of information technologies, . . . social networks, . . . computers and the Internet, to prohibit something is nearly an impossible chimera. It makes no sense.” (1)  As Henken and van de Voort later note about the course of events:

What is new here, of course, is not that a state institution blocked the independent blog of a group of its students but that the blog being blocked turns out to be the very same one administered by the young people who had convened the prorevolutionary Blogazo not three months earlier. (9)
I offer this story primarily to show the dimensions of contentiousness (and of openness) within this growing sphere of public debate and participation. 
The Future of ICT4D in Cuba
“What is the Future of ICT4D in Cuba,” a brief informative article with a sophisticated analysis reaching out across US perspectives and active involvements with its topic, published in the March 20, 2015 edition of ICTworks by Senior Editor Wayan Vota, ties into to the ICT4D Career Network on LinkedIn, announces the coming of a Technology Salon on ICT in Cuba, and links to a number of prominent results from an “ICT4D Cuba” online search,
 including notes from the salon meetings.

The first salon on Cuba actually took place almost a year earlier. The meeting and story by Asia Hege, from May 2014, followed directly on the heals of the April 4 Associated Press exposé on ZunZuneo, the USAID covert program created to “stir unrest.”  The report and discussion highlight “the line between offering access and inciting action” and singles out the project’s use of stolen phone numbers, “a factor most attendees said was a conscious and questionable decision of the leadership” and the “larger problematic issue…that ZunZuneo users did not know the U.S. Government was running the program.”  Hege’s April 2015 article on political complexities this year concludes with a note:

Any of these parties that want to want to work in Cuba will need to listen and adapt services and programs based on feedback from Cubans. A basic tenet of international development, more successful products, and services should be to create “with” and never “for” anyone.
Denise Phelps’ May report on AirBNB’s establishment in Cuba exemplifies how a tech company has taken one of Cuba’s already successful industries — the homestay industry, casas particulares —adapted its business model to fit the local needs and culture, and met the primary challenges involving payments and Internet access by tapping into a system that uses photographers and middlemen to manage postings with web site design, though growing wifi hotspots and new Internet café openings allow entrepreneurial casa owners and individual techies to do both this and manage the payments, including delivering cash to the homes.  Phelps reports: “Early indications lead us to believe their model will be successful because of their active engagement with both governments to ensure they are following all U.S and Cuban regulations,” and that “This bodes well for other IT industries that can take advantage of already successful sectors in Cuba, and help them expand and connect with the international community.”  The report emphasizwes:   “The main takeaway I got from the event was the uniqueness of the Cuban system and that any company wanting to work in Cuba is going to have to play by their rules.”
“What is the Future of ICT4D in Cuba” — at the beginning of his article, Vota had written:  ““The US Government has a mixed record in using technology to help the Cuban people improve their lives. Most of its attempts ended in failure, some painful for everyone involved, others comical in their shortsightedness,” this last link going to the April 2014 ZunZuneo post on www.ictworks.org/2014/04/04/dear-usaid-what-were-you-thinking-with-cuban-twitter/ 

— The title speaks for itself. Vota mince no words — it’s a tour de force in its bluntness:
Imagine the scene: a stale conference room off Barcelona’s lively La Rambla, an assortment of techies, government bureaucrats, and development contractors seated around a table, and on the whiteboard, a simple question: How can we create an Arab Spring in Cuba?

What probably started as a good brainstorming session quickly took a dark turn. Somewhere along the way, USAID, Creative Associates, and Mobile Accord decided that they could use stolen phone numbers to trick unsuspecting Cubans to overthrow Castro using a fake Twitter-like service, and no one would find out. 

Oh yeah, and radically underfund the whole enterprise from the start. 

That’s the story of Cuban Twitter, which should infuriate all of us in international development, and especially the ICT4D community.

* * *  
For a more expansive and measured perspective, all the more notable for its before the fact prescient perspective, check out an article that one might otherwise consider using several sets of air quotes in offering its title, author’s position, and institutional affiliation — published in 2013, well before the ZunZuneo and the December 17th call for normalization the following year —

“A Cuban Spring? The Use of the Internet as a Tool of Democracy Promotion by United States Agency for International Development in Cuba” by Pamina Firchow, Assistant Professor of the Practice of Peacebuilding at the University of Notre Dame’s Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies.
  It provides some considerations that are both prophetic and timely, based on a consideration of the use of Internet technologies in light of and closer to the “Arab Spring” uprisings which gave the expression its currency.
This paper explores this issue and specifically investigates the covert nature of USAID’s use of ICT for democracy promotion in Cuba. It asks questions about when democracy promotion becomes regime change promotion and whether development actors should have a role in advocating for a ‘Cuban Spring.’ In addition, it explores the emergence of online dissidents in Cuba and their impact on a possible Cuban Spring and the challenges of introducing the Internet into Cuba.
In contrast to the $20 million USAID has been appropriated yearly for “democracy promotion,”
 Firchow notes the role other international development actors have played in Cuban Internet policy, “albeit one that is more harmonious with Cuban government regulations.”  Singled out is the United Nations “history of guiding Cuba’s Internet policy through programs with the UN Education, Science and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the UN Development Program (UNDP). The UNDP helped Cuba with the start-up costs for the first Internet networks and connections as well as the medical network InfoMed... In contrast to USAID’s policies, these efforts have always involved the government of Cuba and involved mutual consent…” (348)
After brief histories on Internet Access in Cuba and “Democracy promotion,” with a note that the “1996 Helms-Burton Act was conditional on the premise that any normal relations between Cuba and the USA would be dependant (sic) on the demise of Cuba’s socialist system (350),” Firchow turns to the “noticeable presence of dissident bloggers on the Island,” a useful complement to Hensen and Voort,1215 blogs as of February 2012, the majority of which are housed outside of Cuba, with a growing number emerging on the Island and a pointer to blogssobrecuba.blogspot.com, and reference to a 2010 WikiLeaks source that “the Government of Cuba sees the bloggers as its most serious challenge.”   She notes dissident bloggers such as Miriam Celaya and the “by now infamous Yoani Sanchez” and how they have found ways to use the Internet, and the pro-regime bloggers like Yohandry Fontana who have easier access to the Internet and, citing Ted Henken at an informative reference, she grants that they are not necessarily oficialistas or propagandists of the State and that there is much diversity in representation among them.
Dissident bloggers “may represent a possible challenge once more Cubans are online if the government is unable to properly censor them.” Firchow cites a heated Twitter exchange between Yoani Sanchez and Mariela Castro — “The fact that there is a dissident discussion with the government on the Internet and that these online bloggers have not been silenced, should not be overlooked.”  It’s surprising what she makes of this.  While “fear of shared awareness – where threats, human rights abuses and political dissidence can be easily shared among masses of strangers – remains a real threat for the Cuban government,” she sees the promise that this openness to online dissidents may indicate for the Cuban government:  “The anonymity of these forums on the Internet to voice grievances cannot be compared to any other forum on the Island and the fact that some of these are already present considering the very strict access to the Internet is an indication of the kind of freedom of speech and freedom of assembly that may result from a more relaxed policy.” (351) 
Firchow is straight-forward, pull-no-punches in her treatment of Alan Gross in a section dedicated to him. “Gross falsified his visa indicating that he was a tourist when in reality he had been contracted by USAID to carry into Cuba a significant amount of laptops, satellite and cellular phones, as well as routers and other Internet networking equipment over a five-month period in 2009.” Gross’s falsification, clandestine role, and import of equipment are “explicitly illegal” by Cuban law, and in opposition to US law as well.  She puts that latter point somewhat delicately at first and then becomes more definitive as she moves on. 
Although USAID maintains that all of their democracy promotion and development work is transparent, and not classified as well as legal in Cuba, it is clear that in this instance – and in the broader democracy promotion agenda in Cuba – USAID is remaining at best very discreet.  This brings to the forefront the question of whether or not USAID should be covert in its democracy promotion work in Cuba, in particular when doing work pertaining to Internet promotion.


     Obviously, it would be very difficult to carry out any democracy promotion and Internet proliferation work in Cuba without secrecy because it is illegal on the Island. However, in its 1991 Democracy and Governance brief, USAID policy on democracy promotion and its Democracy Initiative is clearly outlined. Specifically, it requires USAID field staff and regional bureaus to ensure that all USAID activities conform to the requirements of law and “are demonstrably above accusations of inappropriate and unwarranted interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states” (USAID, 1991). In addition, it states that it is essential that USAID support for democratic systems be transparent to governments and the general public. This is necessary for USAID to be able to maintain legitimacy to carry out its development agenda, but obviously presents a problem in a political climate such as Cuba. (352)
In her analysis of the Challenges involved in using the Internet as a tool for democracy promotion, the results are mixed and unclear but the terms and contexts for their use by USAID in Cuba are not, and Firchow, who tries to teach us what bears patience and care and what is unequivocal, is definitive in her assessment and rejection here:
The attraction for democracy promotion and development agencies that embrace democracy promotion as a part of their mandates to use ICT as part of their strategies is clear. The fact that the Internet can encourage civil societies in authoritarian societies and provide a shared awareness is a clear indication of the possibilities of the Internet to open up those societies. In addition, the anonymity that the Internet provides to those that oppose the government could create real problems to those regimes that do not tolerate free speech. However, the use of ICTs to promote democracy in authoritarian societies should be done with the utmost of caution – especially when development actors are involved. This is especially the case since in authoritarian regimes democracy promotion equals regime change promotion and this is not part of – and should not be part of – development actor’s mandates.

For USAID in Cuba this means that the money spent on ICT promotion in Cuba should be put elsewhere for the meantime. A possible alternative would be to fund Cuban-American NGOs in order to appease the Cuban-American electorate. Since USAID is already covertly funding contractors to carry out its democracy promotion work in Cuba, it should change its policy to entirely fund US-based Cuban-American NGOs in the form of grants to carry out their democracy promotion work. Otherwise, USAID’s democracy promotion agenda will only delegitimize any of its other development initiatives. By implementing these kinds of policies in Cuba, USAID’s reputation is at stake – something that could affect important democracy promotion and development work it does in other parts of the world. This could be detrimental to work done in areas where democracy promotion aids and strengthens development, such as in Colombia, El Salvador and Guatemala – to name a few examples in the region. When development actors, such as USAID, implement policies that promote democracy these should also contribute to the sustainable development of those communities – even if this is only a goal. After all, this is why democracy promotion was integrated into development policies in the first place.

It is clear with the arrest of Alan Gross and the controversy about USAID’s ICT promotion policies that these policies have had more negative than positive impacts on Cuba’s nascent Internet infrastructure. Furthermore, no study has proven that democracy promotion using ICT has a positive impact on regime change promotion. In addition, according to USAID’s own mandate, all of USAID’s development and democracy promotion work must be transparent. Since this is not the case in Cuba – and cannot be the case because of political and legal reasons – it should be discontinued and the money should be spent elsewhere. These factors must be taken into consideration when constructing USAID policy regarding Cuba. Although democracy promotion may be a part of USAID’s mandate, in the case of Cuba, this is obviously not appropriate. (353-54)
ROOTS OF HOPE — NOT THE BEST OR ONLY WAY, SEARCH FOR AN ALT
In “What is the Future of ICT4D in Cuba,” Wayan Vota tells us that, despite the mixed record and failures, painful and comical alike, Cuba has a hunger for our technology help and President Obama has heralded historic changes.  “Expect an explosion of investment, innovation, and celebration across the island as mobile towers and smartphones proliferate, and the famed Cuban entrepreneurial spirit is released across digital economies.”
At one point he puts it in the following way:  “Direct US Government development activities in ICT4D could still be suspect, or tightly controlled, yet it will not be long before other development actors start using ICT in their Cuban programs.”  
The first link, to our government’s “suspect” activity, goes to usaid.gov/cuba/our-work; the second goes to RootsOfHope.org.  
At first blush, what’s not to like about Roots of Hope for anyone interested in ICT4D in Cuba? Roots of Hope / Raices de Esperanza, is a bilingual “international network of students and young professionals working to inspire young people across the globe to think about Cuba and proactively support our young counterparts on the island through innovative means.” It’s “a nonprofit, nonpartisan movement,” supported with big name endorsers, a funding program, travel support, and a “Tech4Cuba” component, gathering and distributing new and used equipment.  One of its largest projects is the nationally-publicized “Hackathon for Cuba,” begun in January 2014 expanding into this year’s offering in April, hosted and supported at Facebook headquarters on Hacker Way in Menlo Park, California.
There is a show-stopper for this self-proclaimed “nonprofit, non-partisan” effort. It’s spelled out near the bottom of its home page:

Right now, 11 million people in Cuba are systematically denied the ability to exercise their most fundamental rights and actualize their full potential. Living under the Western Hemisphere’s last dictatorship, Cuba’s people are denied their most basic rights of free speech, free association and information freedom.

You don’t have to be Che Guevara to figure it out.  And especially as it represents a dominant and defining posture towards ICT4D for Cuba efforts in both the technology and nonprofit arenas, it’s as troubling and dangerous as its parallel through intertwined USAID and government-supported regime change efforts, moreso as it may pull in not only those who have a similar attitude to begin with, but those who don’t know and are motivated primarily by a heartfelt desire and admirable yearning to make a difference, both the politically naïve and those who should know better.   
Roots of Hope’s Widespread Support — Those Who Know, Those Who Should Know Better, and Those Who Don’t
Make no mistake, Roots of Hope and the Hackathon for Cuban have widespread and major support, though it’s fair to say that a good portion of it is motivated by good intentions and unaware of its political underpinnings. 
The organization and one of its most high profile nonprofit technology projects have been covered and promoted by the Associated Press and Huffington Post,
 Forbes,
 and the Wall Street Journal.
 Along with Facebook, it’s supported by Google, Yahoo, Salesforce, and the Hoover Institute at Stanford.  The Knight Foundation gives it financial support, too, along with a family of related projects such as the Cuba Study Group and Florida International University’s Vaclav Havel Center for Human Rights and Diplomacy, “preparing Miami for a possible democratic transition in Cuba,”
 so it’s pretty clear that they’re among those who are clear about their politics vis-à-vis Cuba. 
Widespread support in the nonprofit technology community 
The Hackathon and other Roots of Hope programs are publicized as a matter of course as nonprofit, nonpartisan, doing-good efforts, in devpost.com, “here to celebrate software and those who create it.”  The same with the international technology “ICT can be used to promote a variety of public goods” list that goes by the name “liberationtech.”
 The NonProfit Quartery, NPQ, as per its perky URL: https://nonprofitquarterly.org/2011/09/28/roots-of-hope-charts-a-new-course-for-cuban-americans-and-cuba/.   Judges come from places like Angelhack
 which seems to represent those who may be less than knowing about what they are getting into, as per this release from the self-described “world’s largest and most diverse hacker community”:
We’re a global company, and we’ve been following these advancements and thinking about how we can bring a hackathon to Cuba, in the interest of Cuba.

Our own CEO and Founder, Sabeen Ali was asked “How can AngelHack help tech innovation in Cuba?” Ali said, “ultimately, what we want to do for Cuba is learn more about them. Who they are. What they do. What they want. What their goals are. And we want to educate them on who we are, what a hackathon is, and its benefits.”

They’re a community that embraces their culture, and the onslaught of technology waiting outside their doors might not be embraced. That’s where a survey of the community comes in, work with the stakeholders (government, school systems, etc) and a ‘Change Management’ approach.

Hopefully soon, we will be including Cuba in one of our Global Hackathon Series.

Before that happens, comes Code For Cuba, and we’re honored Sabeen will be judging this awesome event ...

This is somewhat akin to the absence of political judgment one might find in some places with regard to the USAID stories.  Witness a couple of postings in “Student Perspectives on ICT4D from the Payson Center’s IDEV4100 Classes at Tulane University in New Orleans”
 from April 2014, following on the heels of the ZunZuneo revelations.  In one entitled “Is Social Media a New Foreign Policy Tool,” a student who goes by “azeutziu” sums up both sides and concludes his (or her) report on a very matter of fact note:  “As more and more of the world’s population is connecting to social media everyday, its not surprising to see it being used by governments and organizations to instigate and support political change.”  What makes the nonjudgemental conclusion especially disconcerting is the student’s biographical note on “What ICT4D Has Taught Me”:
I really enjoyed learning about ICT4D this semester. Before our class, I had no idea what ICT even stood for. As a graduating senior, it was a pleasant surprise to be learning some completely new concepts. … I think many of the things we learned will be useful for a career in public policy.  I have a lot of areas of passion when it comes to public policy... My ideal job right now would be to work in intelligence, a field where knowledge of ICT is a necessary skill... I hope that after graduate school I can find a job that plays to my skills in IDEV and passion for ICT development.
Another post in the same collection, “‘Cuban Twitter’: For Undermining or Communication?” by abernst2 concludes its titled question on the same matter-of-fact, how-about-that note:  “As more information is slowly being revealed about ZunZuneo and how covert or not covert its operations are, it is interesting to see both sides. Many Congress members are dissatisfied with their lack of knowledge about this project and the government funds it was using. Yet, the idea of ‘undermining’ the Cuban government is not something many people involved in the US government are opposed to, whether it is by means they agree with or not.”
It’s like the unreflective passing-reference political put-town non-sequiturs one finds in those articles about Cuba like Chris Muthers’ casual drop-in in his August 9 Boston Globe piece:  “It’s a country that has been under a communist dictatorship since 1959, and the Cubans I spoke with are not particularly keen about their lack of technology and glut of old cars.”

A Tactical Change by a New Generation Clouds the Picture Further
Roots of Hope and its Hackathon represent the new generation of Cuban-Americans over and against the older hardliners who want nothing to do with ending the embargo or giving up the bitterness and loathing for the revolution from which they escaped.  The representatives of the new generation want to end the blockade and the travel and trade restrictions, but they retain the old animosities against the “oppressive dictatorship.” They just want to overcome it with the capitalist cunning and technology that have marked their own success.  It’s this generational change that’s played a key role in changes in Florida politics and Obama’s new strategy.  
That’s all clearly represented by the Roots of Hope’s Board of Trustees, beginning with Executive Director Raul Moas, previously a Tax Associate at Ernst & Young's Miami office where he focused on domestic compliance, international tax planning and transfer pricing, and now also sits on the Community Advisory Board of Florida International University's Cuban Research Institute.  The rest of the team shares similar success at the intersection of technology and business, all noted on its own website at www.rootsofhope.org/#about/ourteam:
* Felice Gorordo, who co-founded Roots of Hope with Moas, is currently President & CEO of Clearpath, a venture-backed tech company “revolutionizing the confusing, costly and paper-based immigration filing process.” 

* Tony Jimenez, current Chairman of Roots of Hope, is a Managing Director at Richmond Global Ventures, a “growth stage venture capital fund focused on technology-driven companies in the USA and global emerging markets,” and a partner at SportsManias and Greenstreet Cost Containment. 

* Alex Buznego oversees Digital Marketing strategy with the Miami Marlins.
In the interest of “transparency and good stewardship,” Roots of Hope offers its financials at GuideStar.org, a free 12-page preview and link to the full report for $125.  The preview shows an income of $177,559 from the 2013 form 990, $171,165 in contributions, gifts, and grants, sources not noted.
 
There are numerous accounts of the rise of this new generation and in many of them Roots of Hope and its founders play a noted role.  The split burst into the open in 2009 when 17-time Grammy winner Juanes, having announced plans to hold a peace concert in Cuba, was hit hard by an avalanche of criticism from Cuban exiles with calls for a boycott of his music and even anonymous death threats sent to his Twitter account.  He went to the cofounders of Roots of Hope, who helped organize the Peace without Borders concert in Cuba.  A Tampa Bay Times article on the event and Roots of Hope by David Adams, “Cuban-American generational shift brings new attitudes toward Cuba,” shows how they represented the change.
  
The concert at Havana's Plaza of the Revolution before a million fans “earned Juanes comparisons to Bono, Ireland's famous rock crusader. It has also thrust Roots of Hope into the forefront of political debate in South Florida's large Cuban exile community, long the domain of an old guard of unyielding, anti-Castro hard-liners.”
The break had begun years earlier over the matter of travel to Cuba, “always a touchy subject for young Cuban-Americans.”  In 2002, Felice Gorordo decided to buck tradition and his parents wishes and went, met other young students he wanted to work with, and, when he got back to Georgetown and began calling other Cuban-American students, Roots of Hope was born.  “We got the idea of a forum to create a dialogue about our role in our parents' cause,” he said, as Adams reports.   After a conference at Harvard in 2003 and five follow-ups, the group numbered 2,800, mostly young professionals, second-generation Cuban-Americans born in Miami and recent arrivals. Gorordo served in the Bush administration after leaving college. 
Adams notes: “The group's boldness has impressed some exile leaders who support a more open U.S. policy toward Cuba.”  He reports: 
An opinion poll afterwards found support for the concert leaped from 27 percent to 53 percent. The biggest shift came from older exiles, who went from only 17 percent in favor before the concert to 48 percent afterward.  Among the converts was businessman Sergio Pino, president of Century Homebuilders of South Florida. “Juanes opened the door to change; it is time to rethink our strategy,” he wrote in the Miami Herald... The group's support was “a clear sign of new trends of thought...” 
In 2008, Paul Erikson — then Senior Associate and Director, Caribbean Programs for Inter-American Dialogue, now Senior Advisor for Congressional and Inter-Governmental Affairs in the U.S. Department of State — published The Cuba Wars: Fidel Castro, the United States, and the Next Revolution,
 in large part to express the changes that were going on in this community, in dealing with their homeland that, in Erikson’s words, was “crippled by the twin (and related) scourges of poverty and communism (xi).”  As he summed it up in the Preface:
In South Florida, the Cuban American community has held enormous sway over U.S.-Cuba policy, and in recent years, it tightened its grip on both the executive and the legislative branches of the U.S. government. …but a growing chorus of grassroots organizations are fighting to get U.S. restrictions out of the way and put concepts like political dialogue, economic engagement, and cultural exchange back on the table. (x-xi)   
In his chapter on “The Community,” Erikson tells us that it was not so monolithic anymore.  In contrast to the old hard-liners, the new approach, represented by Carlos Saladrigas and the Cuba Study Group, 
seeks to rebrand the Cuban American community as a partner to change in Cuba and break the stranglehold that Miami’s current political leadership has placed on Cuba policy. According to Saladrigas, the Cuban American community suffered from a major image problem that undercut its effectiveness at home and abroad.  “The old image is one of exiles being monolithic, which in principle is an antidemocratic image.”  He listed several firmly entrenched perceptions:  “The image of Miami as being vengeful and anxious to get back to establish the old order, as opposed to a new Cuba.  The image of Miami as trying to go back to Cuba and control things, and reclaim property and all these things, which we believe was a contributor to the fear factor of change that paralyzes you.  And last, but not least, the image of Miami being uncompromising in the position that the only solution for Cuba is the absolute, total, and immediate collapse of the communist system — and that therefore was not conducive to the change processes that we believe are inherently modular and inherently gradual.” (122)

The new approach included a discussion about the importance and the key role that Roots of Hope plays in the new strategic vision.  During its early years, “the Cuba Study Group commissioned a number of polls to find out where the Cuban American community actually stood on Cuba policy,” like the one cited in the Adams article from the Miami Herald. Then, Erikson tells us: 
More recently, it has unveiled new proposals to incentivize change in Cuba, …and a plan to extend microcredit to Cuban entrepreneurs.  It has supported efforts to promote dialogue and debate within the Cuban American community, including Consenso Cubano, a joint charter signed by twenty exile groups of diverse ideologies, and Raíces de Experanza (Roots of Hope), a university-based group of young Cuban Americans seeking to become engaged with the Cuba that their parents left behind. (121-22)
But make no mistake.  However new the generation, the Cuba Study Group, and Roots of Hope, its newness is tactical, not strategic — they are stand for Regime Change as the same final goal.
If the stark statement on the Roots of Hope’s own web site is not convincing enough, consider the foundation of Consenso Cubano (www.consensocubano.org/eng/pillarscc.htm), the 20 institutions — plus three institutes and political parties — that Erikson draws our attention to (www.consensocubano.org/eng/signatories.htm), a group that includes Raíces de Esperanze, with Tony Jiménez its signatory, signed on as one of six “organizations that participate as observers,” all of whom are “committed to …a non-violent transition in Cuba to a sovereign state under the rule of law,” and, in a curious phrase, “a free-market economy, yet paying special consideration to the fundamental principles of social justice.”  

Among the “pillars” of Consenso Cubano, “the fundamental right of a person to own property,” clarified in another pillar: 
 …the specific situation of residential property and small farms require special consideration. Accordingly, we advocate the recognition and granting of clear and unhindered title to those persons who currently occupy those properties. Thus, such families and persons shall finally enjoy full, unhindered possession of those properties as capital assets, without current restrictions and without fear of eviction, claims or levies by former owners. We also advocate for the right of the former owners or their descendants to claim compensation from the state.  

And lest it not be overlooked, “support [for] Cuba’s internal opposition in all their manifestations.”
In her master’s thesis, “Youth In Revolt? Generational Change among Cuban Americans in Miami,”
 a treatment of the new generation via a discourse analysis of its coverage by The Miami Herald and The New York Times, Hannah Champion concludes:  “It became clear that generational ruptures were recognized only when they did not conflict with the traditional rhetoric of anti-Castroism and discourse of regime change in Cuba. (ii-iii)”  In her treatment of the Miami Herald especially, Roots of Hope is found to be the representative organization of the new generation, one conforming with the tradition.  
“The general dialogue around generations in these articles is a veritable coming out party for the organization Raices de Esperanza… The placement of this organization as a central feature in articles about the young generation denotes its claim to be recognized as the voice of that generation.” (105-06)  As she concludes about them after analysis:   “a closer examination of the work of Roots of Hope makes it clear that the true meaning of this mission statement is to empower Cuban youth to dispel the Castro regime from power, and other goals in line with the Exile ideology.”  (121)

The claim to be apolitical is mind-boggling.  Make no mistake at all — this is the same regime change attitude that provided the foundation for the ZunZuneo fiasco — and for Roots of Hope’s complicity and participation in it.
Its participation was even presaged and foretold two years before the fact, in October 2011, in Haiti-Liberte, the largest Haitian weekly newspaper in the world, distributed throughout the United States, Canada, Europe, and Haiti, published in French, Kreyòl and English, in a piece on “How the U.S. is Preparing a ‘Cuban Spring’ with ‘Roots of Hope’” by Mona Péralte.
  
“Haitians have repeatedly witnessed how Washington carries out ‘regime change’ in the past two decades… Let’s look at the most recent destabilization campaign …” and she quotes extensively from the Roots home page to show how “The organization is part of Washington’s latest offensive against Cuba.”  
“According to its leaders, the organization is apolitical,” Peralte notes with astonishment, quote from their vision statement, looking to the future: “A day when Cuban youth can freely say, think, feel, or do what they want and not what they're told – without repression.”
“Is this what is called apolitical? Isn’t the political message loud, clear and concrete?”  And here she quotes one of its founders, Felice Gorordo, noting he is an “employee in the White House Fellows program… in the Office of Public Engagement and Intergovernmental Affairs,” who “also worked with the George W. Bush administration’s Cuba Transition Coordinator, Caleb McCarry...”  She later notes that just the previous month on their own blog this apolitical group announced:
Roots of Hope also attended the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) which took place on Sep. 23 in Orlando, Florida. During this conference, Roots of Hope was part of a panel entitled “Paralyzed by communism: Freedom of expression in Cuba.” (http://raicesblog.blogspot.com/2011/09/roots-of-hope-accepts-cpac-invitation.html)
In short, along with the government and other NGOs, Roots of Hope is “trying to use technology to promote social conflicts, especially in Cuba, since they failed to do so by acts of terrorism and above all by the economic blockade.”

In April the following year, an AP follow-up story amplifying its earlier revelations about the ZunZuneo fiasco singled out Roots of Hope as an accomplice.  
On April 23, 2014, in the Latin Post, “an emerging Hispanic Media platform … [that] engages over 3.5 million visitors each month,” Robert Schoon’s “Roots of Hope Members Helped USAID's 'Cuban Twitter' Project – Report” (at www.latinpost.com/articles/11064/20140423/roots-of-hope-members-helped-usaids-cuban-twitter-project-report.htm) began with note on how the report “has enmeshed leaders of the popular Cuban-American nonprofit Roots of Hope into the controversy...”

It’s a curious piece given the article’s generally positive perspective on Roots of Hope and generally critical and suspicious views of the Cuba government, as per comments like: “Roots of Hope is a nonprofit organization working to empower Cuban youth by bridging the gap between Cuban-Americans and youth in Cuba and raising awareness about the situation on that hermetic island.”  Schoon goes on:
At least two people on the board of directors for Roots of Hope "went on to work as consultants," for ZunZuneo, "even as they served in an organization that explicitly refused to accept any U.S. government funds and distanced itself from groups that did."  Some members of the organization's leadership showed "extensive involvement at times."  
For example, AP said documents show Roots of Hope co-Founder and former executive director Felice Gorordo had helped arrange meetings between ZunZuneo contractors and possible private investors, and two other Roots of Hope members, Chris Gueits and Raul Moas, worked for Mobile Accord — one of the project's contractors. Moas was mentioned in several internal emails and memos, including one that described him as "a fantastic addition to the team."

Neither Moas nor Gueits responded to the AP's request for comments, but Gorordo confirmed in an interview that he'd been asked to help identify possible donors but was not aware "there was an agenda" behind the ZunZuneo Program. "Personally I thought it had merit. It wasn't political," Gorordo said to the AP… Roots of Hope did not respond to Latin Post's or AP's request for comment. 
The follow-up AP article — “'Cuban Twitter' Program Helped By Cuban-American Leaders”— picked up by a number of outlets, including Fox News Latino (at http://latino.foxnews.com/latino/news/2014/04/22/cuban-twitter-program-helped-by-cuban-american-leaders/) offers other particulars including:  
· Chris Sabatini, senior director of policy at the Americas Society and Council of the Americas, said he wasn't surprised that Roots of Hope's leaders had been approached by U.S. Agency for International Development contractors about the ZunZuneo project, given the large sums of money USAID has available and the limited number of creative, tech-savvy groups that work on Cuba issues.  “I think it does risk tainting the group…”

· “Documents and interviews show [Felice] Gorordo discussed and helped arrange meetings between the contractors and potential private investors.”
· “Meanwhile, two other active Roots of Hope members, Chris Gueits and Raul Moas, began working for Mobile Accord, another project contractor.”  The article clarified they weren’t just members:  “Moas, a licensed CPA, was a Roots of Hope volunteer who joined the board of directors in August 2011. Gueits was also on the organization's board of directors that year.”
· “For a period of about three months, Moas was significantly involved in the now-defunct ZunZuneo program, including reviewing some of the project's test text messages to those on the island and approaching potential investors, according to the documents. Moas and Roots of Hope declined to comment. Gueits did not respond to multiple requests for comment but did list his work for Mobile Accord on two professional networking sites. Telephone and email messages to Creative Associates and Mobile Accord were not returned.”
· “One internal project memo describes a trip Moas and Gueits made to Denver to train with a Mobile Accord staffer on the ZunZuneo platform.”
· “’Raul has been a fantastic addition to the team,’ another memo on the trip states, adding that while one Mobile Accord employee was out, ‘Raul took the reins and implemented the plan that the three of them put together.’ An entry from July of that year describes discussions with Moas about ZunZuneo test messages.”
· Several emails copied to Moas and representatives from Creative Associates, USAID and Mobile Accord mention problems with the program's website and messaging systems. Another also mentioned Moas' salary for the month of July.

Accompanying the AP story on Roots of Hope’s involvement with ZunZuneo were three related articles, including Along with its own coverage of the follow-up AP story about Roots of Hope’s involvement with Zun Zuneo, The New York Daily News included links to three related articles, one titled “Our twits in Havana,” subtitled “A bad idea, badly executed” (at www.nydailynews.com/news/world/cuban-american-youth-nonprofit-secretly-helped-u-s-built-cuban-twitter-article-1.1764534).

* * *

Perhaps all this should be a surprise, given that, as a the North American Congress on Latin America/NACLA two-part piece put it in “Change Through Impoverishment: A Half-Century of Cuba-U.S. Relations,” a two-part essay by Louis A. Pérez, Jr., on the eve of the one year anniversary of the joint normalizations announcements,
 a strategic approach that has been “pursued with a single-minded resolve: through political isolation, an armed invasion, countless numbers of assassination plots, years of covert operations, and decades of punitive economic sanctions… given to the creation of conditions that would produce the overthrow of the Cuban government.” 

Writing years later [2000 in the New York Times], presidential advisor Richard Goodwin, himself party to and participant in the planning of covert operations against Cuba under the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, acknowledged that the U.S. efforts to overthrow Fidel Castro “included assassination, sabotage of the Cuban economy, guerrilla infiltration–a kind of state-sponsored terrorism.”
By the early 2000s, the efficacy of the paradigm of economic sanctions and political isolation as the policy framework for regime change in Cuba could no longer stand up to close scrutiny. 
Though it took 14 years for the admission and change of tactics, it’s not surprising the end goal has not changed.  On the heels of the anniversary www.cells4cuba.org continue to begin: “Roots of Hope, a nonprofit focused on empowering youth in Cuba, has launched Cell Phones for Cuba (C4C), a program designed to boost the connectivity of young people on the island and promote greater communication throughout Cuba. The apolitical campaign will draw on our wide network…”

And they’ve just announced: “New Summer Programs Will Develop Cuban Entrepreneurs at FIU”: 

· Through workshops and fellowships, Startup Cuba’s programs [www.startupcuba.org], “foster a culture of entrepreneurship, which contributes to the renewal of private enterprise.” The organization also provides emerging entrepreneurs with business mentors and learning opportunities in Cuba.  

· All applicants must commit to return to the island once they complete the program.  

· The cohort of 20 to 25 participants will receive privately funded scholarships to cover their academic and living expenses.

It’s certainly a change from the generation expatriate community that left after the Cuban Revolution, but as a foundation for US-based ICT4D for Cuba it’s an embarrassment to the discipline and the cause. You don’t have to be Che Guevara to figure it out. But if you want to undertake an ICT4D project like Rudy Gevaert described, take the kind of advice that Asia Hege and Denise Phelps reported on that came out of the DC Technology Salon on Cuba, learn from the guidelines for Social Entrepreneurs and NGOs that Eric Leenson and Julia Sagebien published in the Huffington Post, appreciate the assessments of USAID that Wayne Vota and Pamina Firchow offer, consider the albeit naïve but sensible orientation of AngelHack’s CEO and Founder Sabeen Ali, appreciate the generational perspectives involving Roots of Hope by Hannah Champion and Mona Péralte and Haiti-Liberte, or the general historical one presented by Louis A. Pérez and NACLA, this is not the recommended approach, attitude, or working posture likely to contribute to democracy or development growth in Cuba or positive US-Cuba relations.  We can clearly build a better alternative.
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