
 
 
Introduction 
 
After years of experimentation, learning and successful cases in many industries, socially responsible 
enterprise has made its way from the margins to the mainstream around the world. New ways of 
understanding the role of the private sector in society have emerged while businesses are increasingly 
being called upon to account for their effect on the environment and communities in which they operate. 
Through responsible enterprise, innovative models are being developed that produce positive 
environmental and social outcomes and offer new, sustainable solutions to many of todayʼs largest 
challenges. As an early adopter of these types of models, Latin America can look to 15 years of 
implementation in the field with best practices and replicable models now available. 	  
  
Since the end of 2010, a consortium of Cuban and international organizations has worked toward the 
creation of a dialogue on the potential for socially responsible enterprise (SRE) in Cuba. Academics, 
government officials and other groups in Cuba have engaged in dynamic exchanges with cutting edge 
Latin American firms and organizations working in the socially responsible enterprise space. In little more 
than a year, we have initiated and executed a series of highly successful programs including educational 
visits, conferences and workshops, and in the process, have helped strengthen Cubaʼs links with other 
Latin American nations. Furthermore, 
the initiative has been well received 
within Cuba, generating enthusiasm 
among important actors on the island as 
well as grounds for future, locally 
spearheaded activity.  
 
This series of programs has also helped 
coordinate efforts among a variety of 
groups involved in economic planning in 
Cuba. Today, this enthusiasm and 
coordination is being translated into 
actionable plans by influential actors on 
the island, including the creation of a 
multi-institutional Cuban working group 
and plans to hold follow-up events in 
2012.  
 
Why Socially Responsible Enterprise in Cuba Now? 
 
We are confident that current political and economic factors both in Cuba and abroad position the country 
well for the development of a local approach to socially responsible enterprise. SRE here includes, 
but is not limited to: social enterprises, first and second tier cooperatives, and corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) initiatives on the part of foreign investors. Recent global financial turmoil has 
generated increased skepticism toward prevailing capitalist models and created greater interest in 
strategies that promote economic solidarity. Meanwhile, in Cuba, sweeping economic changes will allow 
many Cubans to engage in private enterprise to an extent not seen since the 1960s. Both of these factors 
make this a unique moment in the islandʼs history to sow the seeds for social enterprise to take root and 
flourish in years to come. 
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The consortium of organizations includes:  
 

- AVINA Foundation 
- Center for the Study of the Cuban Economy (CEEC) 
- The Christopher Reynolds Foundation  
- Forum Empresa 
- National Association of Economists and Accountants      
of Cuba (ANEC) 
- The University of Havana 

 
The following organizations have provided additional, 
valuable support:   
 

- Dalhousie University – Halifax, Canada 
- The Ford Foundation 
- Halloran Philanthropies 
- International Development Research Centre (IDRC) 
- The Canadian Embassy – Fund for Local Initiatives 
- Instituto Ethos of Brazil 

	  



Economic Changes and Opportunity in Cuba 
 
Current economic difficulties along with the rapidly evolving policy landscape in Cuba makes the adoption 
of social enterprise models now particularly viable, and perhaps even necessary. Under the helm of Raúl 
Castro, the Cuban government since 2007 has begun to implement a multi-faceted package of economic 
reforms, transferring a large number of jobs from the public sector to newly expanded private sector 
activities and decentralizing many national economic activities. Simultaneously, the Cuban state 
continues to gradually increase the role of foreign direct investment within the framework of overall 
planning. 
 
The ideals and driving forces behind social enterprise are 
consistent with Cubaʼs socialist foundations and views of 
socio-economic integration. Fifty years of socialist construction 
have created a uniquely receptive environment among citizens 
for social and cooperative enterprises. Furthermore, Cubaʼs 
highly educated and organized workforce can be mobilized 
more easily than in many other countries. Given these factors 
and under the right circumstances, Cuba may be a hospitable 
and fertile environment for a hybrid social economy, to a higher 
degree than perhaps anywhere else. 
 
This window of opportunity may be short lived if the Cuban 
government is forced to significantly deregulate the inflow of 
foreign capital, drowning out current creative spaces for social 
economy initiatives. In this moment of historic transition, social 
responsibility in enterprise could be established as a legitimate 
alternative now, creating the potential for far greater growth in 
the future. 
 
Program Series: Socially Responsible Enterprise and Local Development in Cuba 
 
With the support of the Christopher Reynolds Foundation, Eric Leenson of Forum Empresa traveled to 
Havana in March 2010 to research SRE in Cuba. After encountering much local enthusiasm for the topic, 
he enlisted the help of Dr. Julia Sagebien of Dalhousie University, and together they organized the first 
educational visit of a Cuban delegation to Brazil shortly there after.  
 
Convinced that there was a significant opportunity to positively impact the growth of SRE in Cuba, 
Leenson and Sagebien teamed with AVINA Foundation, the ANEC, and the CEEC to co-organize a series 
of programs designed to facilitate a dialogue between Cuban and Latin American organizations engaged 
in SRE. In less than a year of work, this group has successfully helped organize meetings with Latin 
American leaders in the field, co-sponsored visits of a Cuban delegation to Brazil, and convened a broad 
cross-section of Cuban and international actors for a historic conference in Havana.  
 

Forging a Cuba-Brazil Partnership – Educational Visits & Workshops 
Encouraging South – South Relationships 

 
First Educational Visit to Brazil with financial support from Canadaʼs International Research 
Development Centre (IDRC), Leenson and Sagebien organized the first visit of a delegation of six 
Cubans—including representatives from government and academia—to the Ethos Instituteʼs 
annual Conference in São Paulo in May 2010. The Ethos Institute is generally recognized as the 
leading organization of Business and Social Responsibility in the Americas. The conference 
agenda included rigorous discussions on topics ranging from corporate responsibility to Brazilʼs 
emerging Solidarity Economy, where highly successful cooperatives are evolving, in part, as a 
result of national public policy. Energized by the eye-opening and catalytic content and the 

Cuba faces many enormous 
challenges, and the power of SRE to 
confront them in the near or medium 
terms should not be overstated. 
However, social enterprise holds the 
potential to create needed employment 
opportunities through the investment of 
sympathetic capital from foreign 
governments, non-profits, and private 
sources. Moreover, because successful 
social enterprises are by nature 
economically sustainable, they can 
function autonomously and 
simultaneously alongside other more 
dominant systems if certain basic rules 
are put in place.  
	  



nurturing environment, the Cuban participants proposed a series of future activities of exchanges 
and meetings to be held on the island.  
 
Second Educational Visit after the success of the first visit in May 2010, a follow up trip was 
organized in August of this year to attend the 2011 Ethos Conference as well as a Brazil-Cuba 
Encounter organized by AVINA and Forum Empresa and funded in part by IDRC. The annual 
conferenceʼs theme this year was Inclusive, Responsible and Green Economies, with a particular 
focus on generating recommendations ahead of Rio+20, the United Nationʼs Conference on 
Sustainable Development in 2012. The Cuban delegation gleaned practical and actionable 
insights from the conference. In the following two days, the group participated in a special Brazil-
Cuba Encounter comprised of site visits and workshops that permitted deeper discussion with 
Brazilian experts on topics of significance at this crossroads in the Cuban economy. Participants 
heard from successful cooperatives, microfinance institutions, public sector managers, and 
NGOs, and shared viewpoints and experiences on collaboratively developed sustainable 
enterprises.  

 
First International Conference on Socially Responsible Enterprise, Cooperativism, 
and Local Development •  Havana, Cuba, June 20 – 24  

 
After the success of the first educational visit to Brazil, Cuban representatives expressed keen 
interest in continuing the dialogue on SRE and working with other Latin American organizations. 
Early in 2011, Leenson, Sagebien, and Pamela Rios of AVINA along with Cuban institutions, 
ANEC and CEEC, began planning the first jointly organized, international conference on SRE in 
Cuba. From June 20th-24th, the first International Conference on Socially Responsible 
Enterprise, Cooperativism and Local Development took place in Havana, Cuba. Over five 
days of lively exchange, participants shared and discussed effective strategies of Latin American 
firms and organizations that have adopted social responsibility as a business principle to 
stimulate economic growth and equitable development.  
 
In an unprecedented plenary session attended by 140 Cubans, 15 foreigners made brief 
presentations describing the evolution of SRE in the Americas ranging from CSR to social 
enterprise. Additionally, nearly 30 international experts from 11 countries were invited to 
participate alongside ministerial and municipal representatives of the Cuban government, local 
economists and business managers, representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and international cooperation agencies. Cuban participants demonstrated a high level of interest 
in topics presented including enterprise incubation, fair trade, supply chain strategies, social 
finance, and the role of government in stimulating the solidarity economy, some of these being 
addressed for the first time in Cuba. The presentations on June 21st were followed by three days 
of bilateral meetings between participating organizations including Cuban institutions: the National 
Association of Small Farmers (ANAP), the Center for Local and Community Development 
(CEDEL), the Felix Varela Center, the Antonio Núñez Jiménez Foundation, the Martin Luther King 
Center, as well as the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and Care Canada. 
 
The conference was an overwhelming success, exceeding the consortium members 
expectations. The conference provided an unparalleled forum for thoughtful debate about social 
responsible enterprise, enabling academics and professionals from Cuba and other countries to 
engage each other and increase their mutual understanding of these issues while laying the 
ground for future collaborations. 
 
 The first two follow up activities resulting from this event have been the participation by a 
delegation of Cuban academics and government officials to the aforementioned Ethos conference 
in August as well as to the  International Forum on the Solidarity and Social Economy in Montreal 
October 2011. 
 
 
 



 
Socially Responsible Enterprise and Local Development: Next Steps 2012 
 
After little more than a year, the programs carried out by this group of Cuban and international 
organizations have generated excitement about the potential of SRE for Cubaʼs local development and 
helped to coordinate efforts among a variety of influential groups on the island. We will continue to 
promote the education of local champions of SRE on the island, and support existing initiatives with 
additional research. Planning is already underway for a series of events and exchanges in 2012, thanks 
to the enthusiasm of our partners outside and, most importantly, inside of Cuba.  
 



 
About the Organizations Involved 
 
AVINA Foundation 
Private Latin American Foundation whose mission is to contribute to sustainable development in Latin 
America. They do this by encouraging productive alliances based on trust among social and business 
leaders and by brokering consensus around agendas for action. Support for these programs in Cuba is 
carried out through their Inclusive Markets work.  
 
Center for the Study of the Cuban Economy – CEEC (Centro de Estudios de la Economía Cubana) 
The CEEC conducts research and studies on the Cuban economy. They carry out research, trainings, 
consulting services and product highly respected publications on the Cuban economy. Affiliated with the 
University of Havana. 
 
Christopher Reynolds Foundation, Inc. 
The CRF is a private foundation based in the US since 1952. They support work to strengthen contacts 
and understanding between citizens and institutions in the US and citizens and institutions in Cuba. 
 
Dalhousie University 
Canadian University located in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Its School of Business has done extensive research 
in the area of CSR. Julia Sagebien is Associate Professor here. 
 
Forum Empresa 
Forum Empresa is an alliance of CSR-based business organizations that promotes corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) throughout the Americas with members in 19 countries from Canada to Chile. It is the 
entity that collects and manages funds for the implementation of this SRE in Cuba program series. Eric 
Leenson is a founding member of this organization and continues to represent it through this and other 
work. 
 
Fund for Local Initiatives, The Canadian Embassy 
The Canadian Embassy in Havana carries out work around Local Development and is recognized and 
respected by its counterparts in Cuba. The embassy collaborates with other organizations, especially 
through CIDA and Canada Fund resources, which are used to cover the costs of carrying out local events 
in Cuba.  
 
International Development Research Cenre  -IDRC is a Canadian Crown corporation that works in 
close collaboration with researchers from the developing world in their search for the means to build 
healthier, more equitable, and more prosperous societies. 

 
National Association of Economists and Accountants – ANEC (Asociación Nacional de 
Economistas y Contadores de Cuba)  
Headquartered in Havana and with offices throughout Cuba, the association has over 80,000 members. 
They include academics, ministry officials, business managers, policy makers, all with training in 
economics and accounting. 
 
UNDP – United Nations Development Program  
Multilateral body that, beginning over ten years ago, developed the foundations of many enterprises 
through the PDHL (Programa de Desarrollo Humano Local). In different circles and meetings with Cuban 
organizations, the UNDP and the PDHL are cited as the first to have innovated in local economic 
development.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

 

International Conference:  
Social Business Responsibility, Cooperatives and Local 
Development 
Havana, Cuba, June 2011 

 
 
 
Tuesday 21 June 

Schedule Activity Description 
09:00 – 09:20 Welcome  
09:20  - 11:00 1st panel 

Introduction to the 
concept and current 
experiences in SBR 

Moderated and introduced by: Eric Leenson –Forum Empresa, 
International Advisor from Instituto Ethos 
Panelists: 
- “Social Business Responsibility in Latin America: In Search of 
Sustainability” 
 Valdemar Oliveira (Maneto) AVINA Foundation - Brazil.  
 
- “SBR in Mexico: Concepts and Experiences” 
Jorge Villalobos. Vice-president of Forum Empresa – Executive 
President CEMEFI - México. 
 
-  “The Evolution of SBR in Brazil and Its Current Challenges” 
Jorge Abrahao.  President of Instituto ETHOS -Brazil. 
 
- "Inclusive Development" 
 Julia Sagebien – Dalhousie University, Canada.  Universidad de 
Puerto Rico.  Forum Empresa 
 
 

11:00 -11:20   Coffee Break  
11:20 –13:00 2nd Panel 

Social Economics: the 
experiences of 
cooperatives and 
small/medium size 
businesses (PYMEs) in 
Latin America 
 

 

Moderated by: Camila Piñeiro CEEC 
Panelists: 
-  “Floralp and Its Inclusive Businesses” 
Norberto Purtschert –Floralp Inc. - Ecuador 
 
- “The Recovered Argentine Businesses: Self-management for 
Protecting Jobs and Building a New Economy in the Midst of the 
Crisis” 
Andrés Ruggeri  - Center for the Documentation of Recovered 
Businesses - Universidad de Buenos Aires - Argentina 
 
- “CECOSOLA, Community Organization and in Movement” 
Teófilo Ugalde  - CECOSOLA - Venezuela 
 
- "Fair Trade, Cooperatives and Sustainable Local Development"  
Jennifer Williams - La Siembra - Canada 

	  



 
13:00 – 15:00 Lunch  
15:00 – 16:40 3rd Panel 

Support for businesses 
of social economy  

 

Moderated by:  Carmen Correa – AVINA  
 
-  “The Long Road of the Social Entrepreneur” 
Juan Carlos Iturri – Foundation for Innovation of the Social 
Entrepreneur (IES) - Bolivia  
 
- “Methodological Proposal for the Creation and the Support for 
Businesses for a Solidarity Economy. Fundamentals and 
Experiences.” 
Efraín Cuadro  - Incubadora Universidad de Cartagena (Business 
Incubator of the University of Cartagena) - Colombia 
 
- "Job Creation Through the Support of Self-employed 
Independent Workers "  
Luis Fernando Sanabria - Fundación Paraguaya – Paraguay 
 
- “The Solidarity Economy as Public State Policy in Brazil." 
Paul Singer – National Secretary of Solidarity Economy –  
Ministry of Labor and Employment – Brazil. 

16:40 – 17:00 Coffee Break  
17:00  - 18:20 4th Panel 

Public politics in 
support of social 
economy for local 
development  

 

Moderated by:  Martha Zaldívar -  Universidad de la Habana 
 
- "Policies of the Incubators for Promotion of Entrepreneurialism. 
Experience:  Innpulsar in Cuenca, Ecuador." 
Juan Francisco Cordero;  Incubadora Cuenca (Cuenca Incubator) 
– Ecuador 
 
- “Popular Power and Social Responsibility: A Look at the 
Organization of Property.” 
Oscar Contreras  - Frente Comunal Nacional Simón Bolivar i.e. 
(National Common Front of Simon Bolivar)- Venezuela  
 
- “The Development of the Solidarity Economy in the 
Municipalities of Brazil."  
Sandra Inés Fae Praxedes– Secretary of Development, Labor 
and Inclusion, Network of Administrators of Public Policies of the 
Solidarity Economy – Brazil  
- “Experience of Inclusive Business Parks in Buenos Aires: 
Access to Basic Services for All" 
 Gonzalo Roque – AVINA Foundation 
 

18:20 – 18:45 Keynote lecture “Knowing How to Take Care Of: the New Ethical Paradigm of 
Civilization”  
Bernardo Toro. Advisor to the President of the AVINA 
Foundation. Coordinator of the Social Accountability Committees 
of the Fund of Investments for Peace (FIP), Colombia.  
 

	  
 


