"What Kind of Life Is This?":
Voices from Cuba's Silent
Exodus

A Havana neighborhood during a massive nighttime blackout.

The blackout does not choose the neighborhood, but it chooses
the hour: usually, it is when the already scarce food in the
refrigerator begins to thaw. In March and April 2026, Cuba's
hational power grid collapsed repeatedly, leaving millions in the
dark. Without electricity, there is no way to pump water. Without
water, daily life becomes an exercise in basic survival.

But the numbers, however drastic, cannot translate the smell of food rotting in the
Caribbean heat or the sound of silent streets at night. The island's population has
fallen dramatically, with independent estimates pointing to an unprecedented
demographic decline. In 2024 alone, more than 250,000 Cubans left the country. It is
the largest exodus since the Revolution.



Updated Context (May 2026): The crisis has worsened in recent weeks. The Trump
administration announced a significant tightening of sanctions from May 1, 2026,
targeting senior Cuban officials and tightening the energy blockade. With Venezuelan
oil supply nearly zero and recent Russian deliveries exhausted, Havana faces
blackouts of up to 20 hours a day. The Cuban government denounces the pressure
as a "total economic war," while the U.S. maintains demands for structural changes in
the regime, conditioning any relief on negotiations.

This is not just about geopolitics in the halls of Washington or Havana. It is about the
dinner table. It is about the decision of a 34-year-old man named Rodriguez.

Residents wait in long lines since dawn to buy basic goods.

The Volcano Route

Rodriguez vendia cervejas em um bar em Havana Velha. A inflagdo devorava o peso
cubano, entao ele comprava cervejas por fora e as revendia a turistas. O objetivo nao
era enriquecer, mas juntar 1.500 dolares. Esse era o preco da passagem aérea para a
Nicaragua — o primeiro passo da rota que os cubanos chamam de "The Volcano
Route".

For years, Nicaragua allowed Cubans to enter without a visa, creating an air bridge for
those seeking to reach the United States. From Managua, the nearly 3,000-kilometer
journey to the Texas border is made on foot, in clandestine buses, and in the back of
trucks.



A young Cuban on a dusty Central American road during the long journey north.

On the road, Rodriguez met a woman from Kenya. She did not speak Spanish; he
barely spoke English. He translated and negotiated with drivers and corrupt police
officers. She paid the travel expenses for both of them. It was an alliance forged in the
despair of those who have no state to protect them.

Today, Rodriguez lives in Texas. He has worked in construction, as a bartender, and in
a car factory. But the relief of having arrived is overshadowed by a new shadow: the
tightening of U.S. immigration policies in 2026 has left tens of thousands of Cubans in
legal limbo, with the end of crucial humanitarian parole programs.

"If they pull you over even for a traffic ticket, that
can turn into a deportation case if you don't have
the right papers."

Rodriguez takes a deep breath every time he sees the red and blue lights of a police
car.

The End of the Bridge and the Return to the Sea

For the families left behind in Cuba, the hope of following Rodriguez's path suffered a
devastating blow in early 2026. Under strong pressure, the Nicaraguan government
suspended the visa exemption for Cubans, effectively blocking the main land route.



The remaining alternative is Guyana, in South America, which forces migrants to cross
the deadly Darién jungle, between Colombia and Panama. Or, for the most desperate,

the return to the maritime route: precarious, overcrowded vessels launched into the
Florida Strait, a crossing that frequently ends in tragedy.

A precarious vessel in the Florida Strait at dusk, the most desperate escape route.

In Havana, a mother stares at her phone screen waiting for a message from her son,
who is somewhere in southern Mexico. In Austin, Rodriguez drives at night, sending
what he can to help his mother buy food on the black market.

The economic sanctions, embargos, and political speeches continue to echo in the
news. The recent statements by Donald Trump and the sanctions implemented in May
2026 only thicken the perfect storm hanging over the island. But for ordinary people,
the question echoing in the dark streets of Havana and the highways of Texas is
simpler and more brutal: "What kind of life is this?"

The KIN Institute works to provide safe routes, verified information, and
support networks for migrants around the world. We are not a rescue

organization. We are the information that arrives, before the danger. Visit



https://kin.institute
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