Cuban families innovate amid energy crisis as blackouts deepen and infrastructure falters
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For Marylín Álvarez and her family, daily life in Havana has devolved into a persistent struggle against an unprecedented energy crisis that has crippled Cuba. Since December, Cuba's government has ceased supplying cooking gas, forcing families like Álvarez's to rely on creative and resourceful alternatives to navigate relentless blackouts and fuel shortages. With electricity cuts often lasting for hours, the family frequently resorts to their charcoal stove for meals, a makeshift solution born out of necessity. 
Álvarez, a 50-year-old cosmetologist, lives with her husband, Ángel Rodríguez, and their two teenage daughters in the Bahía neighbourhood. “The blackouts are quite severe, and with gas in short supply, I have to be running around to get food on time," she explains. Rodríguez, an auto mechanic, has managed to create an improvised television using an old laptop screen and an electric motorcycle battery so the family can watch their favourite telenovelas during outages. “It doesn’t last very long, but it’s good enough for my family to watch TV or have some entertainment,” he noted, highlighting the profound impact of creativity on their survival in these challenging times.
This crisis has deep roots in Cuba's deteriorating energy infrastructure, exacerbated by persistent fuel shortages and rising electricity demands. President Miguel Díaz-Canel has openly identified the power outages as a significant challenge for his administration. Recently, the country has experienced four total blackouts in just over eight months, leaving many Cubans to contend with a stark reality. While electricity demand surged from 2,580 megawatts in March to 3,050 in May, availability barely improved, increasing marginally from 1,790 megawatts to around 1,900 during the same period.
In response, the government has proposed solutions, such as installing solar parks and repairing aging generators with assistance from China and Russia. However, tangible progress remains elusive, leaving many to question the efficacy of these plans. In the meantime, Cubans continue to improvise. In the outskirts of Havana, 45-year-old blacksmith Edinector Vázquez is thriving as demand for affordable charcoal stoves rises. He provides these stoves for around $18 each, a sum equivalent to a state worker’s monthly salary, often offering discounts for low-income families.
Another local resident, Natividad Hernández, attempted to lift her family's burden by installing solar panels; however, financial constraints limited her ability to purchase necessary batteries and infrastructure, restricting her solar energy use to daytime. Presently, Cuba's online marketplaces are flooded with advertisements for rechargeable fans and lamps—imports from the United States and Panama—which remain unaffordable for many.
The broader context of Cuba's energy crisis is even more alarming. Economists like Jorge Piñón from the University of Texas at Austin’s Energy Institute estimate that resolving the situation will take between three to five years and require upwards of $8 billion. Compounding this is a recent spike in gasoline prices, which rose fivefold overnight as the government scrambles to rescue the economy—a move that many citizens view with skepticism given its inflationary potential. On the streets, residents express their frustrations, alluding to the dramatic disconnect between government assurances and their lived reality.
Public dissatisfaction has led to intermittent protests across the island, particularly in Santiago, where citizens have rallied against prolonged blackouts and food shortages. Reports indicate that some demonstrations were met with police presence, though government statements attributed outcry to external anti-government influences. President Díaz-Canel has sought to frame these protests within a broader narrative, urging dialogue while asserting that sanctions and misinformation exacerbated the crisis.
Facing such turmoil, Cubans like Álvarez’s family press on with ingenuity and resilience. "We do our best," she said, underscoring the spirit of solidarity that prevails despite enduring hardships. As Rodríguez optimistically connects the makeshift television, flickering images appear, offering a brief respite from the relentless challenges that characterise life under the weight of Cuba's energy crisis. Yet, as he reflects on their situation, he admits, “The time will come when we will run out of ideas.”
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