THE NEW
GREEN

Cuba has the Caribbean’s largest wetlands and earth’s happiest
lobsters, but is Fortress Fidel really an environmental paradise?

heads south and finds that bold policies
combined with bolder incompetence can result in surprising
successes —and spectacular brown failures.



15 REY TO A GOOD TRIP is of course
bad start. So things began looking up
me in Cuba late on my fourth night,
1 | was ambashed by two voung
. They smashed me against the door
my guesthouse, grabbed my wallel,
and took of f sprinting.

1 went after them. Nobody has a gun in
Havana, or practically anything sharper
than a butter knife, so this isn't quite as
stupid as It sounds, 1 ran band, chasing
them through the quiet city center,
sereaming for help, After 4 block | kicked
off my flip-flops and started closing the
ap, but it was too lste. The boys leaped
onto their escapevehicle, a Flying Pigeon,
one of the 1.2 million bicyeles
from China in the early 1900s, part of
Cuba's move away from fossil fuels
toward nonpolluting transport, The Fly -
Ing Plgeon welighs about 55 pounds, but
we were headed downhill now, past the
University of Havana, and with one bov
pedaling and the other standing on the
pegy, they squeinked into the night.

For the next two weeks, things just kept
getting better. | went scuba diving and
blew out my eardrum. A guy dropped an
air tank on my foot, The bloody, four-
inch scrape on my ket arm, souvenir of
the mugging, turned green and filled
with pus. | was bitten by a crab, rafts of
movguitoes, and two dozen sand mites.
Although I'd come here to measure
Cuba’s envirommental situation in the
twilight of Fidel's relgn, many of
the greens | was looking for were in
hiding, or fail, or exile. People kept
whispering that everything was a
le. 1 Tooked up an old friend; he'd
become an alcohalic. It was June,
and even the weather was bad:
windless, humid, and blistering.

Al Cuba, mi amor. Dreams are
duty-free, imported with our
carry-on bags; disillusionment is the
national export. We bring the paradise,
Cubas fes the music and mojitos,

scuba diving, the confounding
moral examples, the surprisingly intact
ecosystems, and —ouch!—a quick and
bloody mugging, all accomplished with
smazingly bad equipment.

This was my locky 13th visit. Things
sy start off bagdly, but in Cubsa the future
is always glorious, No matter how much
they beat on me, | will say it again: Every-
thing is splendid in Cuba. Don't believe
otherwise, no matter what 1 tell you.

THERE IS ONLY ONE country an eartl
that is truly, deeply, accldalhll

In 2000, un\\wwn.mmwmduu
global math, cross - indexing social factors
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global biocapacity. The
mlnﬂlledonﬂnlcﬁ mulmkveksped.
The rich soared up to the right, overcon-
suming. Out of the 150 nations studied,
only here, in the rigidiy ruled kingdom of
Dir. Castro, were human beings developing
at u statistically sustainable mate.

WWF fsn't alone In concluding that
Cuba is doing something right. The United
Nations lists it as one of the only countries
n the Caribbean that have stopped and
even reversed deforestation, with 22 per-
cont of the island covered ineverything
from palins and pines to mangroves and
ceiba trees. Fidel Castro has declared him-
self the island's chief ecologist, interven-
ing in everything from the design of
lobster boats (he added live wells, to en-
sure that uveniles return to the sea still
kicking) to the retrofitting of sugar mills
(o ram on bagasse, the biomass left behind
by the sugar harvest). Ho ordered the
planting of 348 million trees in the 19605,
and as recently as 2007 Cuba claimed it
would put 135 million more in the groumd.
Al the Rio Earth Summit. in 1092, Fidel re-
cetved tupturoos appline as a prophet of
Jow-consumption ethics, even as
H.W. Bush was crithcized for ignoring both
T and the resuiting treaties.

Sinece then, Cuba'’s national assembly
han enshirined sustainable development
in the constitution, desigmated 20 per-
cent of the country for conservation, and

organized an islandwide drive to install
fluorescent lightbalbs and rip out old
electricity -sucking refrigerators. When
Castro learned that spearfishing was
damaging the Jardines de la Redna na-
Honal park, an 8 ~mile archi-
pelago in Cuba's south, he simply banned
it —even though spearfishing there was
his favorite relocation.

There can beno question that some-
thing genuinely important is now at stake
in Cuba, If you think you know the Carib-
bean, think again. Cuba is the Carfbbean:
It contains nearly half the Landmass (ten
times that of Jamaica) and a third of the
population (11 million people) in that
rotnd sea. And in aregion stressed by
development, habitat loss, overfishing,
and Tow environmental standards, Cuba
retains the richest biodiversity in the
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Caribbean, with perhaps half of her
20,808 known terrestrial species found
nowhere else. Ity seas are like no other:
The northern coast stretches ina bow al-
most 1,000 mifles kng, with

walers, biue holes, and some 1,000 barrier
istands barely fathomed since Hemingway
sent his U-boat hunters stalking thelr
chiannels In Isfands in the Stream, In the
south, nutrients well up from the 25,000~
foot - deep Cayman Trench, enniching a
70-1mile«wide continental shelf, As much
2550 percent of Cuba'’s southern coast is
healthy red and black mangrove forest, the
Liangest such forest — and fish nursery —in
the Caribbean, Its 2,200+ square-mile
Zapata Swamp is the Caribbean’s Langest
wetlind, home to 900 plant species, and
its reefs are intact 10 o standard unknown
elsewhere in the region.

Hold on o minute: Coba? For as long as
I've been reporting on the iskmd - 15 year
now—1've listened to declara-
tions ahout Cuba's ecological achieve -
ments that seemed to defy the brown
reality | saw on the groumd. Eurogreen
Web sites trumpet wind farms; | found
the beaches of the north coast stained
with tar from a Jow-tech, m
ofl industry. The head of the Center for
Cuban Studies, in New York, lold me how
ongnic gardening way greening Havana:
i1 the countryside, 1 found crude state
agriculture despoiling the carth, The
United Nations gave biosphere stiatus 1o

THERE CAN BE NO DOUBT that something
genuinely impartant is happening in Cuba.

If you think you know the Caribbean, THINK
AGAIN. CUBA IS THE CARIBBEAN.

a wildlife reserve in the Pinar del Rio
provinee an “eco
called Las Terrazas: this turned out to be
mostly some phony thatched huts and a
sandwich shop used by tour buses,

If the present is dubioas, the future may
be worse. After nearly five decades of
Castro and a collective 12 years of Bosh,
regime change iy the new reality. Now 81,
Fidel is on life support; his 70 -year-old
brother Radil is in the wings: and presiden-
tal candidates fram Narack Obama to John
MeCain bave spoken cautiously of a new
beginning with Cuba. Lifting the LLS. em-
hargo woulkd send miltions of American
tourists and billions of frvestment dollars
flooding into Cuba, turning pristine
coastiine Into—well, think Ayn Rand with
a cement mixer. Cobans todiy are hungery
and cash-starved, but tightly controlled;



4 sudden collapse of the country’s political
system would unleash them—and foreign
ftvestors—on the forests and seas,

In Cuba, facile lessomy are abundant
{Michael Moore, call your doctor!), bat
even a faded visitor like me has to ac-
knowledge that 2 particular mix of Cuban
factors —utter economic incompetence,
vislomary green policies, and a dash of red
brutality—has conspired to deliver the
big fsland into the Zist century with an
almost 19th-century set of natural as-
sets. This sticeess comes with o question:
In it possible that Coba, a deliberate
refutation of the consumer -crazed, gas-
guzling, climate-warming American
way of life. might someday offer s gen-
wine alternatives? If Supertanker Ameri-
ca strikes a reef, wouldn't we need some
quick lessons from a nelghbor about
urbun gardening, low-impact living, dod
fitting two guys onto one bicycle?

ASTDE FROM BEING the worst dive-
manter I've ever encountered, the guide
who Jed us into he deep waters off Cula's
westorn Hip was dlso a dobo, A bobo is a
cherished Cuban type, someone who s
deliberately, defiantly, entertainingly full
of it In this case the divemaster was o
laughing complainer who evaded all our
questions, skipped the safety briefing en-
tirely »o he could smoke a clgsrotie, didn't
bother telling us whete we were going.
and said of the marine life we might en-
counter under the surface. “Fishes we will
discuss later”™ He alyo Jooked ridicalous in
his pseudo-Speedo.

But the water _ah, the water. River

sediments make diving off the beaches of
vastern Cuba untmpressive, but here in
the arld west, facing straight towan)
Coztimel at 2 vmall resort called Maria la
Gorda, upwellings of clean water and ma-
rime lfe from the Cayman Trench create
some of the best diving in the Carfbbean.
Every ripple of sand seemed fust beyond
reach, even though it was 30 feet away.

1 quickly found miyself ina bubble buth
My vest, regalator, and backup regulstor
were all streaming ale. “All equipment
feaks m Cuba, always” the diver next (o
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mwe sizkd, He wias a blond New Zealander in
his twenties, named Ryan. He suggested
we team up - something the divermnaster
hanin’t bothered with —and we
downwarnd, following the other divers as
the shedf fell sway into one of Cubas steep
walls, or veriles, an express ride lo the
bottom of the Caribbear,

The diveraster led us to 8 narrow crack
n the sand, a2 kind of crevasse in the sea
floor, and without looking back he and
the others plunged in, with Ryan and me
adistant last. The descent was ulmost
vertical, the canyon walls tight snd lined
with long trees of black caral, one of the
slowest -growing, most endangered of all
corals. He hadn't mentioned that we were
heading right into one of Cuba’s most fa-
mous black corl formations, thousands of
years of creeping progress now sulnerable
1o atry fluiliog goolball in o wetsalt.

This old - growth forest seermed like un
argument for Cuba's conservation poli-
cles— the global trade in black coral is re-
stricted under Schedule 11 of the CTTES
treaty, precisely because It's been stripped
from places Tike the Cayman Inlands
and the Yucatdn, But back in Havana,

I found pearis of the coral selling in the
gift shop of the Havana Libre hotel for
adollar apiece. Cuba’s government has
allowed itaelf to do ey things - like
netting dolphins and selling them to
global water parks, as it did in the
1990x—that would be condemned 11
done by private interests.

Imanaged to slide out of the canyon
without crushing anvthing, but just as
| camme into open water; my left ear blew: 1
twisted, gasped. and forgot my buovan-
cy. | drifted down to 100 feet, alone but
for Ryan. watching from afar. The pain

asked his name, he stalked off withouot
comment, Accountabifity ts not the
Cuban way. As i 1o emphasize the point,
4 careless cresrman slammed an oxygen
tank onto my foot and grinned helplessiy
under my barmuge of curses,

There is alot of talk about what will
happen when American touriyts can visit
Cuba, but the Europeans and Canadians
are already bere, 2.3 million of them 4
year, pouring roughly 52 billion into the
islanud, sccording to The Economist, Over
the past ten years, Cuba has doubled the
number of hotel rooms to 50,000, often
bypasung environmental concerns in the
prrocess, On the hotel - strewn Varadery
peninsula, two hours east of Havana, re-
serves of coconut palms have been bull -

IF SUPERTANKER AMERICA STRIKES
A REEF, wouldn't we need some guick
lessons from 3 neighbor on FITTING
TWO GUYS ONTO ONE BICYCLE?

Wi taking me away from things - too
deep, too unsafe, breathing too fast (oh,
panic!)=but | closed my eves and man-
aged to correct my depth, fallowing Ryan
slowly along the wall, past ten-foot < long
pencils of conl, raging purple wrasses, and
queen angelfish, An octopos peeked out
from below i rock: huge coral fugs littered
the wall, a healthy reef buzzing inan
emerald-and-hlue kingdom,

Py the time we made it to the boat, the
divernaster was already on the bridge,
smoking. We never got a discussion of
“the fishes) and back on lind. when |

dozed to accommodite hotels. On the
north coast, n 1988, the government
rammed 2 17-mile causeway through
shallow bays to the pristine bartier island
of Cayo Coco amd then built & string of
resorts with 5,000 hotel rooms, Dosens
of species of birds and fish were damaged
severely; scross Cuba, biologists, archae-
olpgists, fishermen, and dissidents told
me that Cayo Coco was the spark for
their green activisn, the firit time they
saw the environment as 2 political prob-
lem. Today the causeway is dotted with
police posts that turm eway ordinary



Cubans, the ultinmate example of what
Frommer’s calls the “apartheid « Hke
fouris! sites™ where forelgners inguish

it a remowe from the island’s reality
Fal Maria— was (s

Maria la Gorda ye
ated by geography, price, pohoy. Then
vere 1o Cuban guests af the Htthe resort,
viuch had & decent beach, nice cabins, and
greal sunsets. But the food was pat het i
1 steami-tabile array of hot ~dog salad
and olly fish, much
o 1t recye led ot breakfast. This is
of Cuban resorty, in my experience at
expliatns why Coba enmioss one
of the lowest return rates in infernational
Evervihing from airoraft Lasding
tees, among the ighest in the warld, 1o
spectal tourist peso (expensive on the
inland, and worthtiess off it) makes travel
sutsicle the resorts JHcult and slow
Kyan sounded disiliusioned. “We spent
Wi

icken i la defector,

tymcal

fotr Garys o Hlovanna ™ he bl e 2s
vashed our equipment, <and we reckon
that was four davs too many” He imitated
w! would - be pimmps
jot 1eey fren " my fren” you wanng Ho

the cigar vendor
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N

Home Ha negra rubm
He and his friends had Hioed Vidales, the
trangudl tobacoo conmtry of the west, bat
s waas the only spot they could love, The
water was warmmer Hian in New Zealand
ind there were no hustlets, bureanerats, o
ven Cutuans under the witves
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! A 15 often run by the
military, Maria la Gorda bs operuted by
saviots SA., Cuba's Largest tourism com-

pany, el 2 wholly owned subsidiary

SI1S5M0

Havana Varadern
°
® Pysar Sareac
el Ho Clana
-

Mara ls
Gorda via de io

Lrerrtind

of {he Revolutionary Armed Force

The pllot of one ~Ii;h1*1'rln; helic opler
told me he'd learned his trade in a
Soviet gunship in Afghanistan: my
domestic fights were all on Gaviota
planes, patnted in bright yellows and
tropical greens but listed on airport
manitors as FAR, Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias. Through Gaviota, the
military offers fishing expeditions

and trips 1o thermal
TransGaviota

diving excursion
bath
taxis can whisk you from Gaviota
1a holels slocked
with Gaviota Hoteles Body Lotion

A the bar of one such military ~tourism
complex, the Hotel Nacional, in Havana
| ran into Wavne Smith, 2 bearded ex
liplomat who was Hmmy Carter's man in
Havana, heading the LS. Interests Sec

,and all over Cuba

restuurants to Gavl

Hhon, the closest thing our government has

Wearing o puavabern
birt, he was sittng in a wicker armohair
ot the back tertace of this stone palace

Musiciurs strolled past, as in the day
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THE AXIS OF ECO

The stale of green under a few other unexpected ragimes
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as much at Maria la Gonda. But Smith
wastt't having it In the 1950, he said,
“You tever went oul withoot seeing
sehools of barrmewda, sharks, cloods of
fish” Now, he said, “most of it's gote.
Prople need the fish, the protein™

That might, T tasted sustainable ocean
policy for my=elf 4t La Divina Pastors,
arestaurant inan old Spanish fortress
across the barbor, Cuba uses holistic
techmiques o breed up a healthy lobster
population, with habitat improvements,
Fidel's ltve wells, and catch limits en-
forced with a ruthlessness that only a
dictator conld achieve. i The private sale
of alobster by a crime In Cuba; police hunt
hown black-market lobstermen ay if they
were crack dealers.) This allows Cuba to
export frozen seatood to Enrope and
Caribbean resorts but also benetits Amer-
leans: Simee lobster larvae drift up the
Gulf Streamn, Cuba'’s management actually
helps restore American witers

The restaurant was run by Gaviots.
Drressed in a2 Hawalban shirt, the maitre d*
introduced bimself as “Revolutionary
Armed Forces Lisutenant Colonel Gersrdo
Tur” Gaviota, he conceded, had “a close,
very direct relationship” with the milltary.
He himseli had been seconded to the
front fines of the tourism stroggle and
bragged of having “the best wine list
In Cuba ™ 1 didin't test hisr, ordering s
daiquird instead, and then, sitting behind o
line of nine iron cannons, ate fresh- picked
Sobwter meat with lime mayonnaise.

Behind me was El Morro, the Hght -
hotse-m-a-castle that is Cuba’s most
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famous kandrmarkc, Down the ses wall [ eoald
see the LUK Interests Section, glowing with
anti-Castro propaganda and fanked by
retaliatory billboards of Uncle Sam having
his butt kicked by sexcy Cubans.

At 9 e, the harbor gun went off, just as
It has for centuries. 1t used to mean the port
wins closed for the night. These days, it is 3
starter pistol for the detuucheries to come.

AFEW MORNINGS LATER, at 4:20 A,

I boarded an Thyushin turboprop, the finest
1960s technology, for a smoky, rambling
flight 1o the eastern province of Holguin,
A thundering saisa band greeted our 7 A
arrival, and the other passengers — Euro-
pean tourists - boarded buses to local
beach resorts, said 10 be the most Juxurd-
ous in Cuba. Bn a dusty parkitig lot, | ne-
gotiated for the front seat it an old Toyots
jeep headed to Moa Bay, said to be the
most polluted.

It 1s also one of the most remote. For ten
dollars — three times what the five Cubans
in back were paying — got the front seat
during a three hour drive east, We climbed
nto the Sierra de! Cristal, one of the most
pristine places in Cuba, land of small
streams, hidden groves of palm trees, tight
vallleys alternating with long vistas, st
four years ago a farmer discovered an
“extinct” mammal, the groundhog- size
ulmigqui, rooting in his crops.

The mountains gave way to the tarming
plains where Pidel himself grew up. Now
1t was more Marx Brothers than Marx:
abandoned tarmy, bulldozed trees, cattle
ranches with more cowbovs than cows,
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and a horse-breeding station that, the
driver assured me, had only one horse.
Cubaina nutshell. By the time I made it
1o Moa at midday, I'd traded the Toyota
for u Nash Rambler with a squealing piglet
Lashed 1o the bumiper. In the buck of a bi-
cycle rickshaw, I went looking for the un-
derground environmentalists,

This was slow going at first. The chain
on this three -wheeled contraption kept
slipping loose, and the driver would pedal
farwand, then remount the chain by ped-
aling backwards. We lurched down Moa's
mutn street in this overtly symbolic man-
ner (“That’s Cubal™ some bobo shouted)
o 4 humble wood hotse tilted over a dirty
creek, the home of Silverio Herrem Acos-
ti, un asthmatic 35-year - old photogra -
pher. With him was Francisco Hernandes
Gomez, a young - looking 36-year-old
activist, These two were it, their own tiny
movemnent, without evert 4 telephone yel
subject to repression and arrest.

For all its green gains, Coba is still o
police state. as the istand's few inde-
pendent environmentalists are constunt ly
reminded. Opposition ecologists and
armdteur greens who try to onganiae or
protest can face anh escalating menu of
retabiation: career coldness and lack
of promotions, followed by lecturmg,
then threats, then informul und formal
detentions, all the way up 1o serboas jail
time. The founders of Naturpaz, 4 tiny,
Tzl group in Havana, bave been arrestod
repoatedly for advertising the stute of the
filthy streams and streets in thelr stums.
Cuba's real envirommental policy, Stiverio
told me, s *Shut your mouth” Fidel's con-
servation inftiatives are like “a woman
who puts on makeup but doesn't bathe”

Silverio and Francisco had become ac-
tivists only becattse Moa reguired it: An
Amenican company, Freeport Sulphur,
budlt o refinery here in the 1950%, when
this area was still wilderness; now Cubg
operates three Soviet - built smelters -
known collectively as the Che Guevara
complex—and leases the American refin-
ety to Sherritt International Corporation
of Canada (wiich says that it does its
heavy refining elsewhere), Ina fit of cen-
tral planning, the town of 63,000 workers
wis budlt directly downwind, and the re-
sult, Sitverio said, is an epideric of asthma
and one of PLEASE TURN TO PAGE 107
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Cuba's highest lung - cancer rates, (*Even
teenagers get it,” he said.) He wiped a
finger across his glass coffee table,
bringing up a black smear. “I cleaned
this yesterday,” he said. “It's a residue of
hydrochloric acld, caustic soda, ammo-
s, and others”

Francisco tried going through the prop-
or chunnels. He wrote 4 letter; a govern-
ment team came and looked at the nickel
dust; he never heand another word. “You
can protest to the government” Francisco
safdd, bt it just for your own pleastre”

In 2006 he started to orgamize 4 survey
of asthimatic children, but the police came
1o his house four times, he says, warning
him to stop, That fune, he claims, he was
attacked and beaten by government sym-
pathizers and, when he tried (o start the
survey, summoned to police headguar-
ters, where he says he was kicked in the
head. back, and kidneys, Almost 4 year
later, he pulled up his Puma T-shirt and
showed me a long white scar,

Francisco and | were crossing an in-
tersection when he shoved me into the
bushes. A motorcycle cruised past slowly,
he rider wearing an arange helmet .

“Thut's the guy who watches us)” Fran-
cisco explained. “\We sren't afrald of juil*
he added, with more resignation than
bravado, “1f we kave to go to jail, we'l go*

We went to the refineties instead, We
hired a thundering 19508 wagon and rode
through & landscape out of Road Rutiter v.
Coyote, with red carth, vellow sulfur
deponits, and clouds of billowing steam.
Earthen berms made it difficuit to see
anything, but later, Eudel Cepero, an ex-
fled Cuban environmentalist who was
teaching at Florida International Univer -
sity, steered me to the coordinates on
Google Earth. From oufer space | inspect -
d the pockmarked minescape, Its gigantic
slurry pools spilfing plumes into the sea.
This too is Castro’s environmental legacy.

I had to get out of Moa. All three hotels
rejected me, the dally buses had gone,
and there were no cars for hite. At night -
fall Francisco walked me to the highway
outside town, where I waited until 11 e,
one of 30 people In the dark hoping to
flag down a ride. Finally, the patient
Francisco stiggested 1 sleep fllegaily at his
house, even though “the captain will
send men to beat you

We walked home—zero carbon emis-
slans—and before midnight arrived @ the
three-room house he shared with his wife,
brother, mivee, and mother. The mother sat
in the front yand, in a rusty dentist's chair,
smoking o ctgar. | ook 3 Cuban shower—a
bucket of water, 1 cup, and a mg - and lay
down on the family's best bed, 4 coil of taut
ropes punctured by broken springs. Mos-
quitoes, breezes, and finally rain blew
through the boarded walks,

Screw the resorts anvway: This was the
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Cuba 1 loved, generous and striving, prin-
cipled and polsoned, hotheaded, barefoot
and stubborn, stirringly alive. No amount
of cynicism (or sccuracy) can overwhelm
that romantic mix of Cuban genius and
chaos, mythology and self-contradiction,
1 lay on Francisco's rope mattress for
the next hour, too exhausted to sleep,
counting glass bottles, Like all Cubans,
his family carefully washed and reused
them, and there were 42 stacked in the
corner. Cuba is less 2 sustainable society
than a pre-consumer one. Everyone walks
or rides everywhere. Dumpsters ure
empty, because virtually everything can
be fixed, sold, or traded. or fed to pigs.
Paper is rounded up by old men on the
state payroll. Everything from kitchen
greens and eggs to pork rinds and table
fish is gathered so slowhy and so seasonal -
ly that it would mike even a devout Joca-
vore swim for Key West in frustration.
Only necessity has made Cuba green,
which may be the islund's real lesson: No
transportation. No shopping. No adver-
tising. No energy. No waste, no fat and no

ther. Non-economy is green economy.
Eventually Francisco brought me a
nighteap that knocked me out, It was a

glass of water, reeking of sulphur.

FIDEL CASTRO MAY go to hell for the
things he has done, but if he gets into
heaven (t might be tor what he hasn't
done ~what has not been despoiled, de-
stroved, polluted, or paved. After that
ear-busting visit to Maria la Gorda, I had
taken my rental car even farther west, out
the last, long, pot -holed road in Cuba, to
the westernmost point in the West In-
dies, Cabo San Antonio. Here was one of
the Caribbean’s last refugtes for & true di-
nosaur, Cheloniu mydas, the oceangoing
green turtle.

The land was tlat, scrubby, and bitter,
und oniy tiny (guanas—*“shore pupples”
in Cuban parlance -~ moved through the
brush. After hours of searching, | spotted
not a turtle but a lean, sunburned Coban
Inn a tight swimsnit und 4 cowbov hat. He
ambled up from the beach, as surprised to
se¢ anyvone here as | was,

Rolando Diaz is a 42-year-old wildlife
technician: the government deploys re-
searchers Hke him and students from the
University of Havana to camp out in 15-
day stints guarding eight beaches where
the green turtles breed. He showed me his
camp: a Eureka tent in the sea grapes, an
AM radio, and a cistern for witer. “Hete
we are trying to save turtles,” Rolando
said, *so my grandchildren can see them.
We've seen as many as 130 turtles on this
little beach, but there aren’t many this
year. Something s wrong. Normally they
are here by now™

The biggest threat, he sald, was not

development or predators but ordinary
Cubsny. Once, when technicians missed
a single 15-day stint, hungry locals ate
about 70 turties. “We come here from
Havana and tell people. ‘Don't eat tur-
tles, they are almost gone,’ " Rolando
explained. “And they say, *So are we
The majority here five on turtles. It is
hard to do conservation in a poot coun-
fry. 1t hard to be un ecologist tn Cuba”
His salary was 350 pesos amonth, or $13.
His own brother, head of the turtle pro-
gram, had gone to a conference in Greece
and never come home.

I stood the beach vigil all that long
night with Rolando. The females come
ashore most nights in the summer,
dragging their dinosaur carapaces 1o the
tree line and scooping out huge bunkers
to bury a hundred or more eggs. One
mother had come up last night, and
Rolando showed me her four-foot -wide
path through the sand, and the stick he
used to mark the new nest, Aside from
humans, dogs, feral pigs, gulls, rats, and
even crabs would root up the eges.

At 1530 vy, the night clouded over,
hiding the moon. The turtles preferred
this total darkness, but it made every
rock in the surf look like a carapace, and
clouds of mosquitoes emerged to torture
mie. Before retiring, Rolando warned me
not to lie down, but | did, and | discov~
ered why! The sand was infested with
Jedere, mites that bit me until blood ran
down my ankles. From 2:30 to 3:30 |
tried napping on a smooth driftwood
plank, then awoke with o yelp when a red
crab bit my toe,

Rolando emerged from his tent again,
and we sat listening to the waves break.
He had the eloquence of 4 man who has
been walting for a conversation for 5
days. The ocean was “my friend the sea. It
is beautiful above and below, That's my
world, the beautiful sea. If T could be re-
born, 1'd be a fish, a whale, even 4 shark, |
love them all”

“How much would tourists pay for
that?* Rolando asked. *To have a crab
touch their toe? Fifty dollars? Evervone
wants nature. They could come here and
see turtles and live in tents .. =

After a while he went back into the
Eureka, but | stayed, walking the empty
beach, hours without light, traffic, peo-
ple, boats, or anything but the ses and its
mysteries, above and below.

Inever saw a turtle. At 5:15 A, when
the first crack of purple appeared in the
east, | went to my little rental car,
twisted scross the front seat, and went
to sleep,

Everything will be better tomorrow. @
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