
SANTA CLARA: There is a new sight on the streets
of Havana: increasing numbers of electric vehicles
whizzing among the old American cars so emblemat-
ic of the Cuban capital. As fuel shortages and US
sanctions take their toll, and even though electricity
generation can be spotty, Cubans are turning to
smaller, cheaper, plug-in alternatives. “Gasoline?
Imagine. After 50 years battling to get hold of it, I
don’t even want to smell it anymore!” taxi driver
Sixto Gonzalez, 58, told AFP atop the shining, elec-
tric-blue quadricycle with which he moves through
the streets at a top speed of about 40 kilometers (25
miles) per hour.

Gonzalez has abandoned his old, combustion-
engine car-one of about 600,000 registered on the
island of 11.2 million people, according to official data.
The last time he tried to fill it up, he stood in a queue
for eight hours. By far the majority of cars in circula-
tion in Cuba are American models from the 1950s-
before sanctions started-and compact Ladas from the
Soviet era.

Newer models are practically impossible to lay
one’s hands on and come with a hefty price tag of
between about $20,000 and $100,000. The quadri-
cycle Gonzalez bought, by comparison, can be
obtained for between $4,000 and $8,000 and though
slower, can get four or five people from Point A to
Point B. Also increasingly popular are electric motor-
bikes-of which there are an estimated 40,000 to
50,000 in Cuba-and three-wheelers all the more fre-

quently seen dragging a carriage full of passengers or
goods.

‘Museum on wheels’ 
In a once-abandoned Soviet-era truck factory in

the central city of Santa Clara, about 100 workers of
the company Minerva assemble electric vehicles with
parts imported from China or Vietnam. The objective
for 2022 is to produce 10,000 electric motorbikes,
Minerva boss Elier Perez told AFP-double the facto-
ry’s previous record-as well as 2,000 three-wheelers.
“I had to buy one because the fuel ran out and the
queues are endless,” said Raul Suarez, a 52-year-old
security guard who got himself an electric motorbike.
“I have to be able to get around.”

Not only are cars prohibitively expensive and
scarce, but public transport in the capital is a daily
ordeal for many. Half of buses are out of service
for a lack of tires and batteries that cannot be
imported due to US sanctions, said transport min-
istry official Guillermo Gonzalez. Havanans some-
times wait for hours for a bus to get to work or
back home. At the same time, fuel shortages have
worsened since the US reinforced its six-decade-
old economic blockade of the communist island in
2019, preventing the arrival of fuel tankers from
Venezuela, a Cuban ally.

Petrol supply plummeted from 100,000 barrels a
day to about 56,000 barrels per day on average in
2021, said Jorge Pinon, a Cuban energy policy expert

at the University of Texas. Three years ago, the gov-
ernment began to promote the use of electric cars,
introducing them to state-owned companies to be
used by workers. “Cuba is a museum on wheels,” said
Gonzalez of the abundance of decades-old gas guz-
zlers. It is hoped that a rollout of electric cars will
lower “fuel consumption... and at the same time
reduce pollution,” he added.

Like a fridge
But electricity supply, too, is a concern. For

weeks now, Cubans have had to deal with regular
cuts, sometimes lasting hours at a time, due to gen-
eration failures and maintenance work on thermo-
electric plants. And in a bid to make up some of the
shortage, the authorities have turned to generators
that use up much of the limited diesel stock. “There
has never been a situation as difficult as the one we
have now, and there are still three months of sum-
mer to come,” said Pinon, alluding to the annual
warm-weather rise in demand for energy to run air
conditioners.

Ramses Calzadilla, director of strategy at Cuba’s
energy ministry, said he was confident that electricity
generation would be restored to full capacity shortly
and insisted the situation did not threaten the bur-
geoning electric vehicle sector. “An electric motorcy-
cle uses about as much energy as a refrigerator,” he
told AFP, and can be charged quickly and cheaply
between programmed power cuts.— AFP
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No petrol, no cars: Cubans 
turn to electric transport

Fuel shortages and US sanctions taking their toll

DULLES: A United Airlines worker guides a passenger plane at the Dulles International Airport on June 17, 2022 in
Dulles, Virginia. — AFP

Problems soar for
airlines despite 
pandemic recovery
PARIS: Desperate to put the coronavirus pandemic
behind them, airlines will hold talks on Sunday ahead of a
potential summer of chaos with shortages and strikes that
could threaten their recovery. While trade is roaring back
to life, representatives from the aviation sector meeting for
three days in Qatar have a packed agenda with multiple
geopolitical crises including the war in Ukraine and the
environment. Cracks are already showing in the sector’s
recovery, though industry figures are optimistic about the
future despite the issues. In the past few weeks, delays
and cancellations caused by a lack of staff at airports and
strikes for better pay have wreaked havoc upon travelers.

The problems originate with the pandemic when air-
lines and airports laid off thousands of workers during its
worst-ever crisis. Now, they are scrambling for workers.
Passenger numbers dropped by 60 percent in 2020, and
in 2021 it was still down 50 percent. Airlines lost nearly
$200 billion over two years. While some firms in the sec-
tor went bankrupt, others-backed often by states-have
emerged from the pandemic with profits intact.

European airlines are excited about the prospect for a
“beautiful summer”, with some data showing booking
rates higher than in 2019. In the United States, the domes-
tic market has almost returned to pre-pandemic levels.
“Airlines are generating cash again, which is a real posi-
tive,” said Willie Walsh, head of the International Air
Transport Association, during a visit to Paris earlier this
month. The sector’s morale was buoyant after “a very long
and barren two years”, he told reporters.

‘Not up to speed’ 
The International Air Transport Association (IATA),

which represents 290 airlines accounting for 83 percent
of global air traffic, will host its annual general meeting in

Doha instead of Shanghai after record-high Covid case
counts forced it to relocate the forum. There will be cause
for celebration during the event.

In terms of Revenue Passenger Kilometers (RPKs), a
measure of total distance flown by paying passengers,
activity in April reached 62.8 percent compared with the
same month in 2019. That was the best figure since March
2020. Domestic routes, meanwhile, hit 74.2 percent in
April, better than international markets which reached
56.6 percent compared with the same period in 2019.
After the Easter holidays fiasco at European airports,
Walsh admitted “the system is not up to speed”, but
vowed the issues would be addressed. He was hopeful
despite the war in Ukraine and its wider impacts, surging
inflation and record prices for jet fuel. Fuel makes up 25 to
30 percent of companies’ spending, and given the still-
fragile state of airlines’ balance sheets, higher costs will be
passed on to customers to preserve their profits. But the
effects of Russia’s war in Ukraine are already being felt.
European flights to Asia are constrained by long diverted
routes to avoid Russian airspace after having slapped
heavy sanctions on Moscow.

Costly decarbonisation 
With inflation eroding people’s purchasing power,

higher costs could weaken demand at a time when com-
panies need to make serious investments to cut their car-
bon dioxide emissions. The IATA pledged last October to
achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. The issue will
be raised at a general assembly meeting of the
International Civil Aviation Organization in the autumn,
but a deal between countries is far from certain.

The IATA, which expects 10 billion air passengers
annually by the middle of the century compared with 4.5
billion in 2019, refuses to consider any restrictions on
growth in order to contain the effects of climate change.
Commercial air travel, often the target of environmental
activists, is responsible for between 2.5 and 3 percent of
global emissions. Between “cleaner” planes and sustain-
able fuel, investment worth $1.5 trillion over 30 years is
needed to improve the sector’s environmental impact. The
costs will be most likely handed down to the customer,
again.— AFP 

UK’s rail strikes 
to go ahead 
after talks fail
LONDON: Britain’s biggest strike action on the rail-
way network in over 30 years will go ahead, after
talks over pay broke down, the Rail Maritime and
Transport Workers union said Saturday. RMT gener-
al-secretary Mick Lynch said there had been discus-
sions in recent weeks with rail infrastructure body
Network Rail, train companies and London
Underground. But he added that “no viable settle-
ments” were found. The failure of talks means more
than 50,000 workers will take part in a three-day
national strike on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday
next week. London Underground workers will also
stage a 24-hour walk-out on Tuesday.

The action coincides with major events including
the Glastonbury music festival, as well as national
exams for teenagers. Major disruption is predicted
but the RMT defended the industrial action and
blamed the Conservative government for cutting bil-
lions of pounds (dollars, euros) in funding from the
transport network. Jobs had been lost across the
sector, while wages for staff that remain were failing
to keep pace with soaring inflation, which is at a 40-
year high, it argued.

“In the face of this massive attack on our people
the RMT cannot be passive,” said Lynch. “So... we
are confirming that the strike action scheduled to
take place on 21st, 23rd and 25th June will go ahead.”
The Rail Delivery Group, an industry body for pas-
senger and freight operators, predicted that “millions
of people” would be affected. It promised to try to
keep as many services running as possible but
warned that “significant disruption will be inevitable
and some parts of the network will not have a serv-
ice”. The strikes, which the RMT said are the biggest
since 1989, will likely compound travel chaos, after
airlines were forced to cut flights due to staff short-
ages, causing delays and frustration. The Department
for Transport said the RMT’s decision was “hugely
disappointing and premature” and warned that jobs
could be at risk if passengers turn away from rail,
just as the sector tries to recover from a slump dur-
ing the pandemic. —AFPHAVANA: An old American car rides along a street of Havana.—AFPHAVANA: Men ride on a bicitaxi along a street of Havana. — AFP 


