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On new electronic payment modality in the bodega system: widening
the digital divide and social inequalities.

Food Monitor Program and CUIDO 60

During the last quarter of 2020, the purchase transactions of the products in the supply
book began to be modernized in the bodegas using electronic payment through a QR code.
Through the Transfermdévil and EnZona payment gateways, this innovation was supposed
to facilitate the daily management of payments, both for customers and those who attend
these establishments, both affected by the limited availability of cash.

However, the practice has turned out to be far from the theory due to multiple factors.
Firstly, not all users have access to smartphones and, therefore, to these payment
gateways. Also, almost three years after the start of this service, it has yet to be
implemented in all the country's warehouses. To all this, it should be added that there are
still many 'silence zones' in Cuba, where there is no cell phone coverage and this system
is inoperative. And finally, it should be taken into account that the island has an
increasingly aging population, which finds it more difficult to access and handle the
technology necessary for this type of payment.

However, despite not having achieved the results expected by the Ministry of Domestic
Trade (Mincin) and the National Bank of Cuba regarding electronic payment in
warehouses and the numerous complaints from customers, Mincin itself has announced
the implementation of virtual warehouses and digital passbooks, within the process of
computerization of the Consumer Registries (Oficodas).

The objective of this new modality, according to Rodolfo Cabrera Morales, director of
Informatics of the Mincin, in statements to Granma, is to establish control over the
acquisition of customers of the family basket and regulated products, even being able to
choose the option of packaging and courier of “errands.” Inalvis Smith Luben, vice-
minister of Mincin, says that the digital supply books will be associated with the virtual
warehouse, from where the products marked by customers will be deducted from the
inventory; she also suggests that whoever uses this method will no longer have a printed
book.

The pilot area chosen for this project has been the particular municipality of Isla de la
Juventud. According to Yarisleydis Rodriguez Rives, director of the Commerce
Company of that territory, it has already begun to be implemented in the almost 500 stores
of the bodega El Cauto, where consumers can apply to the online purchase of the family
shopping basket, the products regulated and released for sale in this establishment. But
only the person registered as head of the nucleus in the system will be able to do it.



The truth is that, in addition to all the difficulties that arise with electronic payments, there
is the uncertainty generated by the profound shortage of food products regulated by the
supplied booklet because there is no supply guarantee, whether printed or digital. Instead,
it is necessary to think, for example, what the order of priority will be given to the
products which usually arrive incomplete at the warehouses. Or what will be the
protection given to senior citizens and others with access problems to the new virtual
shopping?

Thus, from Food Monitor Program and Cuido60, we warn about increased control over
the population through regulated food, which brings along this new digital commerce
system. In turn, the gap of social inequalities widens since its implementation requires
minimum resources that the population must have and that, in the case of Cuba, are highly
expensive, on the one hand, and scarcely accessible to vulnerable groups of people who
are, in turn, those who most need the basic standardized food basket. It should also be
considered that using these computer management platforms requires advanced telephone
devices and an Internet connection, which is also highly expensive on the island.

Implementing this type of technological modernization program implies, at least, that the
State should consider training alternatives for their use, as well as discounts and subsidies
for acquiring devices and Internet connection. The budgetary expenditures involved in
their implementation are highly costly and, given the chronic shortage of food, could be
allocated to the development of agriculture and the food industry itself and then to
thinking about modernizing their distribution. Mechanisms such as these increase the
insecurity of access to food, which adds to the existing insecurity regarding the supply of
products marketed in warehouses and the growing lack of protection for those consumers
who need access to the necessary technology to do so.



