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background

Hurricanes are the most potent concentrations 
of energy on Earth. The power released by a single 
one can be greater than all the electricity used in 
the United States in half a year. Since many of the 
most severe hurricanes develop over the Atlan-
tic Ocean, the coastal regions and barrier islands 
along the U.S. Atlantic and Gulf Coasts are vulner-
able to catastrophe. Alarmingly, the incidence of 
hurricanes has been increasing, possibly due to a 
rise in ocean surface temperatures resulting from 
climate change.

The United States is unequalled in its fore-
casting technology and abilities. However, it has 
shown serious deficiencies in preparing commu-
nities for hurricanes and dealing with their after-
math. The island of Cuba, lying directly in the 
path of frequent strikes, has developed impressive 
expertise in all of these areas, so much so that the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
and the Red Cross repeatedly point to it as an ex-
ample for countries to emulate. Though struck 16 
times by major hurricanes in this decade, only 30 
people have lost their lives in Cuba, whereas dur-
ing Hurricane Katrina alone, 1,500 people died in 
the United States. Since it is clear that the United 
States has much to learn from the Cuban system—
and that coordination between the two countries, 

except in the area of forecasting, is sorely lack-
ing—the Center for International Policy has since 
2007 been sponsoring meetings and conferences of 
U.S. and Cuban hurricane officials to discuss their 
experiences and explore ways to work together. 

At the first such conference, in Monterrey, 
Mexico, in May of 2007, hurricane specialists 
from the United States and Cuba discussed the 
urgent need to coordinate efforts, especially with 
the incidence of hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico 
doubling over the past fourteen years. In April 
2008, CIP took a delegation of Monterrey partici-

  
Though struck 16 times by major hurricanes in this decade, only 30 people 

have lost their lives in Cuba, whereas during Hurricane Katrina alone,  
1,500 people died in the United States.

Hurricanes, such as Hurricane Katrina pictured above, pose 
a significant threat to both Cuba and the United States.  The 
conference in New Orleans sought to build cooperation in 

planning for hurricanes between the two nations.



tion exchanges began after that, leading up to 
Hurricane Flora in 1963, with 1,200 deaths in 
Cuba, and cooperation has been increasing ever 
since. It received a further boost in 1978 when the 
World Meteorological Organization founded its 
Hurricane Committee covering much of the West-
ern Hemisphere. 

Today José Rubiera and Lixion Avila repre-
sent Cuba and the United States on the commis-
sion and stay in very close touch. Responsible for 
sounding the first warnings, Cuba has an excellent 
forecasting system that manages well with far less 
sophisticated technology than the United States 
has. However, Cuba needs improved satellite and 
Internet connections, and it would behoove the 
United States to provide them. Better Cuban tech-
nology would give Miami more and better data 
and make possible speedier interchanges. Joint 
research projects would benefit both sides; for 
those, however, scientists must have the freedom 
to travel.

cuba’s system

Dr. Rubiera described Cuba’s system of 
handling hurricanes. It is a highly coordinated, 
meticulously planned, bottom-up and top-down 
approach that has succeeded in ingraining hur-
ricane preparedness into the culture. And it starts 
with education. Beginning early, school children 
are taught about hurricanes through activities 

pants to Havana for first-hand briefings on Cuba’s 
civil defense system and disaster medicine facili-
ties. In April 2009, it took another delegation 
from Galveston, Texas, led by Mayor Lyda Ann 
Thomas, and in July, another from New Orleans, 
led by Lt. Gen. Russel Honoré (ret.), commander 
of the Joint Task Force Katrina. On November 23, 
participants in these trips gathered at a conference 
in New Orleans to discuss what had been learned 
and what next steps might be taken. “Very much 
an eye-opener,” is how Robert Turner, director of 
Southeast Louisiana’s flood protection authority, 
described the Cuba visit, to general agreement.

The conference brought two key Cuban di-
saster managers, Dr. José Rubiera, of the Cuban 
Meteorological Center, and Dr. Guillermo Mesa 
Ridel, director of the Latin American Center for 
Disaster Medicine, together with a dozen U.S. 
counterparts, including Lixion Avila of the U.S. 
Hurricane Center in Miami; General Honoré; 
Lt. Col. Jerry Sneed (ret.), New Orleans director 
of emergency preparedness; Ivor van Heerden, 
founder of the Louisiana State University Hurri-
cane Center; Robert Turner; and Dr. Alex Isakov, 
founding director of Emory University’s office 
of Critical Event Preparedness and Response, to 
discuss differences in the systems as well as pres-
ent areas of cooperation, and to exchange ideas for 
extending joint preparedness and response efforts. 

cooPeration on tracking

Most storms strike Cuba 
first. Its geography puts it 
squarely in the path of most 
Caribbean hurricanes. Fortu-
nately, cooperation between 
the U.S. Hurricane Center in 
Miami and its Cuban counter-
part is strong and has been so 
for several decades, irrespec-
tive of politics. But that was 
not always the case. In 1900, 
Cuba sent urgent alarms to the 
United States about an ap-
proaching storm. They went 
unheeded, and the result was 
the great Galveston hurricane, 
a category 4 storm that killed 
some 8,000 people. Informa-
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and role-playing. Parents learn 
from their children as well as from 
educational TV, which offers pro-
grams and courses in science and 
preparedness. Annually, on a spring 
weekend before hurricane season, 
communities across the island hold 
drills and prepare—cleaning sew-
ers, strengthening foundations, and 
removing dead branches. As a hurri-
cane approaches, information blan-
kets the island. Dr. Rubiera appears 
continuously on television. “When 
they see him, they know something 
is happening,” noted his colleague, 
Dr. Mesa. 

The first warning goes out 72 
hours before landfall, followed by 
a second alert at 48 hours, and an 
alarm at 24 hours. That is the signal for evacu-
ation. Some 80 percent of people in the danger 
zones go to family and friends; 20 percent go to 
emergency centers. Though evacuations are not 
mandatory, Cubans are so well versed in the dan-
gers that they do not hesitate to act. Also, they 
know exactly where they will go and what to 
expect—and that any repairs to their property will 
be covered by the government. They know too 
that pets will be cared for. Here is the strength of 
Cuba’s civil defense system: detailed, frequently 
updated planning involving all levels of society. 
Community organizers know the whereabouts of 
resources—transportation, food, and medical sup-
plies. They know who the vulnerable people in 
their communities are, where they live, and what 
it will take to evacuate them. All hospitals have 
dedicated disaster medicine units, which are put on 
high alert as storms approach.

Education is key

This kind of planning for hurricanes and other 
disasters in the United States is spotty at best, as 
the conference’s second panel made clear. “We 
spend more time getting ready for football season 
than we do for hurricane season,” General Honoré 
observed. Ours is mostly a top-down approach. 
Lixion Avila had pointed out that emergency 
managers from all over the United States come to 
Miami for a week of training every year, but there 

is little community involvement. Honoré spoke of 
the importance of emulating the Cubans in adopt-
ing a “culture of preparedness.” Not since the Cold 
War has that existed here. We need a commitment 
like Cuba’s to ingrain preparedness in our educa-
tional system. The government should get behind 
a campaign with strong media outreach, like the 
campaigns to raise AIDS and smoking awareness. 

Most Americans believe that the government 
will take care of them when disaster hits. Nothing 
could be further from reality. The nation does not 
have nearly enough first responders for a popula-
tion of 300 million and rising. Their job is to help 
the elderly and the sick. The rest of us must be-
come our own first responders; we must adopt an 
evacuation plan and have ready a 3-day supply of 
food and water. To encourage evacuation, there 
need to be insurance policies to protect against 
looting and programs to safeguard pets, as the Cu-
bans have. Further, we must strengthen and protect 
our power grid; if that is damaged, we are set back 
80 years and communications are out. “Every dol-
lar spent in preparedness saves $9 in response,” 
Honoré said.

Colonel Sneed pointed out that New Orleans 
had learned these lessons the hard way. The city 
had been complacent; it was years since any di-
saster had struck. Today, following Katrina, New 
Orleans has a solid, coordinated regional plan, 
according to Sneed. Neighborhoods have become 

The second panel discussed what the United States can learn from Cuba when it 
comes to preparing for hurricanes and other natural disasters.
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strong and cohesive. Organizers practice and drill 
together. The response to Hurricane Gustav in 
2008 showed that the planning worked. Citizens 
listened and evacuated. But there’s still a lot to be 
done. “Cuban civil defense knows the communities 
backwards and forwards. We must continue to talk 
and learn from them,” Sneed concluded. 

In emphasizing the crucial role education 
plays, Ivor van Heerden mentioned the impressive 
handouts given to Cuban children about hurricanes 
and public health issues, and said he is trying to 
convince McDonald’s to sponsor something simi-
lar here. Parents learn through their kids.

a national security issue

The United States lacks the comprehensive na-
tional policy on flood risk management that Cuba 
and Holland have, according to Robert Turner. 
Many of Katrina’s victims died from the flooding. 
This is a national security issue in that a disaster 
of this magnitude in one part of the country will 
affect the country as a whole. After Katrina, gas 
prices went up across the United States. To guard 
against the dangers of flooding, the Cubans make 
an effort to assess the risks and vulnerabilities of 
their structures; we must do likewise. Their plan-
ning and preparation are multifaceted, right down 
to the individual; here it stops at the agency level. 

With hurricanes, the problems are tidal surges 
and flooding and associated tornados, not the eye 

of the storm. Surges do not directly 
relate to the category of the storm, 
but more to wind, geography, and the 
storm’s approach. Forty percent of 
Americans live within 20 miles of water.  
Where there is a risk, we must identify 
it, make people aware of it, and drill 
them on what to do. “Even if the risk is 
small, the consequences can be huge,” 
noted Turner. The federal government 
must have a plan for disasters—not 
just hurricanes—with logistics, com-
mand and control, and real places to 
evacuate—not churches in nearby towns.  
In Louisiana, for example, planning is 
much better but still not there. Evacuees 
are sent to Arkansas, Texas, and Mis-
sissippi (the state paid $65 million to 
evacuate 16,000 people during Hurri-
cane Gustav). Louisiana needs to build 

its own shelters inside the state.

disaster medicine

The critical and growing specialty in disaster 
medicine was the subject of another panel. Cuba 
has for many years focused on this area of medi-
cine. According to Dr. Mesa, the country sent its 
first medical corps abroad, to Algeria, in 1961, and 
since then has responded to a range of disasters in 
45 countries. It tried to send doctors to assist with 
Katrina, but was rebuffed by the Bush adminis-
tration. Today Cuba not only sends out teams of 
doctors, but also educates doctors from abroad 
at Havana’s Latin America Medical School and 
has helped create faculties of disaster medicine in 
other countries. In mid-October, Dr. Mesa hosted a 
major conference in Havana on disaster medicine 
and health that drew participants from 24 nations, 
including the United States, with 188 papers pre-
sented. 

Cuba’s public health system, Dr. Mesa noted, 
emphasizes prevention and preparedness. Preserv-
ing human life is the goal. As an essential element 
in disaster reduction, it teaches children from a 
very young age to recognize threats. Civil defense 
officials continually analyze risk, monitoring the 
vulnerability of all segments of the population.
The key is keeping society at every level closely 
informed and involved; this creates solidarity and 

Dr. Alex Isakov, Jorge Lawton, and Dr. Guillermo Mesa Ridel before the 
start of their panel.
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helps greatly in spurring recovery. 

Dr. Isakov of Emory University was struck 
by the efficacy of the Cuban approach.  Here we 
stress systems preparedness, rather than preparing 
individuals, physically and mentally, for disasters. 
We “need a coordinated effort to make it a civic 
duty to be prepared,” he said. We lack disaster 
awareness and a culture of safety, where each indi-
vidual has a role. There must be grassroots com-
munity preparation, as in Cuba, with incentives 
to participate in national exercises. Doctors and 
nurses should be called on to educate the public 
and to keep on top of patients’ vulnerabilities. It 
could be an opportunity to save a life. One prob-
lem for the United States is its mobile and increas-
ingly transient population, which lessens a sense 
of community.

A further problem is that in the United States, 
the field of disaster medicine is relegated to a sub-
set. It should be made part of the national standard 
curriculum, so medical staffs are properly prepared 
as they are in Cuba. Here “less than 10 percent of 
municipal plans are adequate to manage a disaster 
event,” Isakov noted. The goal for communities 
must be to have a sustainable ongoing plan for 
preparedness and response that will make them 
“disaster resilient.” Community alliances and part-
nerships are key. “No amount of government help 
will do it all,” he concluded. There is good news, 
however. The increase in hurricanes has prompted 
a new emphasis on disaster medicine in the United 
States, and both the United States and Cuba are 
working to develop new methods of emergency 
medical treatment and management.

General Honoré reiterated his belief that “ev-
eryone has to learn to be a survivor, not a victim.” 
First responders must focus on the old and the 
sick, who accounted for a high percentage of the 
deaths during Katrina. Many with mental disabili-
ties came off their medications. Those evacuated 

left without medical records, a calamity for many. 
This cannot happen again. In addition, hospitals 
and nursing homes in flood zones must be prop-
erly built, following state and local building codes.  
Most importantly, people need to be taught basic 
survival skills. Today in Louisiana poor neighbor-
hoods don’t have pools so children can’t learn to 
swim; they can’t learn lifesaving techniques. If we 
don’t teach people how to survive, we are headed 
for very big trouble—not only in the case of a ma-
jor hurricane, but if a pandemic or nuclear incident 
occurs.

the role of u.s. comPanies in cuban hur-
ricane relief and reconstruction efforts

Robert L. Muse, a Washington attorney and 
expert on the laws and regulations governing U.S.-
Cuba relations, emphasized that President Obama, 
irrespective of the current embargo, has the power 
to license the sales of emergency relief and recon-
struction equipment, as well as building materi-
als, to Cuba following hurricanes or other natural 
disasters. He may also license U.S. citizens to 
perform relief and reconstruction services in Cuba 
in the wake of a national disaster. 

This presidential power is important because 
Cuba has stated repeatedly that it will not, on prin-
ciple, accept disaster aid from the United States 
so long as the embargo exists. However, Cuba has 
sought the right to purchase from American com-
panies the equipment and materials necessary to 
post-hurricane relief and reconstruction efforts. 

According to Muse, the steps Obama should 
take before the next hurricane strikes Cuba are:

(1)  License exports from the United States 
to Cuba of any items necessary to post-hurricane 
emergency relief, e.g. temporary shelters; medi-
cines; water purification equipment; etc.

(2)  License travel of U.S. citizens to Cuba to 

“Everyone has to learn to be a 
survivor, not a victim.”

- General Russel Honoré

There must be grassroots com-
munity preparation, as in Cuba, 
with incentives to participate in 

national exercises.
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provide technical assistance to that country in its 
relief efforts, e.g. medical personnel; structural 
engineers; environmental specialists; etc.

(3)  License all exports necessary to Cuba’s 
post-hurricane reconstruction efforts, e.g. build-
ing material and equipment. These items should 
be available for sale, and in the case of equipment, 
for sale or lease.

In addition, Muse said visas should be freely 
issued to Cubans who apply to come to the United 
States to assess opportunities for purchasing or 
leasing supplies for their country’s post-disaster 
rebuilding efforts; and, in a similar vein, the 
Treasury Department should license U.S. citizens 
to travel to Cuba to participate in relief and re-
construction activities, for example, as structural 
engineers.

Muse emphasized the importance of the presi-
dent using his executive authority to authorize the 
above actions now, rather than after a cataclysmic 
natural disaster in Cuba. Should Obama fail to act, 
then consideration should be given to an amend-
ment to a bill in Congress authorizing the provi-
sion by U.S. nationals of relief and reconstruction 
supplies and services in Cuba. 

considering the environment

“Good land use management goes 
hand in hand with hurricane policy,” 
said Dan Whittle, senior attorney 
at the Environmental Defense Fund 
(EDF). During hurricanes, some Cu-
ban fishermen tuck boats inside man-
grove swamps, for example. Protect-
ing these and other natural systems are 
good for people and the environment. 
Wetlands are important buffers against 
hurricanes, and we are losing thou-
sands a year in the United States. They 
are especially crucial along coastal 
Louisiana; not until Katrina happened 
was this sufficiently appreciated. 

Cuba is a very special place from 
an environmental standpoint, noted 
Whittle. It is the largest island in the 
Antilles and the most biodiverse.We 
have immense shared resources that 

make us dependent on each other, and we must 
collaborate in conserving them. EDF is one of the 
few U.S.-based conservation organizations work-
ing with Cuba on environmental protection. EDF 
is also part of a group of U.S. environmental and 
scientific organizations, brought together with 
Cuban counterparts by the Center for International 
Policy in Cancun, Mexico, in 2007 to discuss 
conservation in the Gulf of Mexico. The group, 
now broadened to include Mexico, recently met in 
Havana for the third time and came up with a five-
year plan of action.  

Under EDF’s auspices, four Cuban scientists 
and environmental officials were, for the first 
time in years, given visas in September to visit 
the United States. Climate change underlaid the 
discussions. It affects the frequency of hurricanes, 
coastal erosion, and the rise of sea levels. Fisher-
ies, coastal management, and Cuba’s north coast 
oil exploration are also topics of great mutual 
interest. The protection of Cuba’s north coast is 
vital to the survival of songbirds that migrate to 
the east coast of the United States each spring. 
Cuban waters provide important habitat for fish, 
sea turtles, and marine mammals that also popu-
late U.S ocean waters. It is essential we have more 
exchanges, but “Cubans need to be able to visit 
freely before we can [do so],” Whittle said.

Dr. José Rubiera, conference organizer Randy Poindexter, and Dr. Guillermo Mesa 
Ridel after the conference.
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conclusion

Ky Luu, the executive director of Tulane Uni-
versity’s newly-formed Disaster Resilience Lead-
ership Academy, was in the audience and came for-
ward to stress the importance of the new approach 
to emergency medical treatment and disaster 
management being worked on by both countries. 
“No one country can handle these disasters alone,” 
said Ky, former director of the U.S. government’s 
Office of U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance.

The conference ended with vows on all sides 
to continue the discussions. Dr. Wayne Smith, the 
conference organizer, urged participants to stay 
in contact, exchange ideas, and share their best 
practices. As for CIP, he said, it will continue to 
take delegations to Cuba and, hopefully, to bring 
more Cubans to the United States for the kind of 
exchange we have just had here in New Orleans.
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