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THE NEW
CUBA POLICY

Fallacies and Implications

José Azel

F ollowing President Obama’s announcement of a rapprochement
with the Cuban regime, US government officials have offered three basic
avenues to the economic reforms they say will ultimately result in greater
personal freedom for the island’s citizens: fostering the small-enterprise
sector in Cuba, encouraging US investments, and boosting US tourism
to the island. These efforts to produce prosperity, together with the
reestablishment of diplomatic relations, they believe, will advance US
security and democratic governance in Cuba. Critics of the initiative,
however, believe that this new policy is, as Samuel Johnson said of sec-
ond marriages, a triumph of hope over experience, and that in the long
run it will harm US national interests almost as much as it disappoints
the Cuban people.

The architects of the new policy rationalize that unconditionally
ending economic sanctions will strengthen Cuba’s self-employed sector
and, thus, foster a civil society more independent of the government.
Eventually, they explain, this more autonomous civil society will under-
go a revolution of rising expectations that will pressure the regime for
democratic governance.

José Azel is a senior scholar at the Institute for Cuban and Cuban-American Studies at
the University of Miami and the author of the book Masiana in Cuba.
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THE NEW CUBA POLICY

In theory, a good idea. In reality, however, more easily theorized
than implemented. In a totalitarian system such as that which has afflict-
ed Cuba for more than half a century, those in self-employed activities
remain bound to the government for the very existence of their busi-
nesses, which will be subject to the licenses, sanctions, etc. by which the
system asserts its power. Rather than conferring independence from the
government, self~employment in a totalitarian context makes the newly
minted entrepreneurs more beholden to government and governmen-
tal controls in myriad bureaucratic ways and not likely to challenge those
who have power over them.

Under totalitarian rule, there is nothing intrinsically liberating about
having a business. During the student protest in Tiananmen Square,
China’s business community did not come out in support of the stu-
dents. Nor, more recently, were the business communities in Hong Kong
willing to jeopardize their status—something dependent on the suffer-
ance of the government—by supporting students promoting democratic
change. What makes administration officials think that a Cuban business
community bound to an all-powerful state for its very existence would
act differently?

Supporters of the new policy believe that a critical mass of self-em-
ployment will make it very difficult, if not impossible, for the regime
to resist the social pressures for change. The vision is of thousands of
new micro-firms operating as an unstoppable force for change. But in
addition to being tainted by economic determinism, it is also a vision
that fails to account for the nature of the Cuban regime or the lessons
of Cuban history.

Beginning in the early days of the revolution and climaxing with
Fidel Castro’s “Revolutionary Offensive” of 1968, the Cuban regime
embarked on an effort to eliminate all private property. First came the
expropriations of foreign enterprises, followed by the expropriation
of large Cuban-owned businesses, and finally all economic activity was
taken over in 1968.

According to Cuban government statistics, 55,636 micro-enterpris-
es, mostly of one or two persons, were confiscated during this period.
Among them, 11,878 food retailers, 3,130 meat retailers, 3,198 bars,
8,101 food establishments, 6,663 dry cleaners, 3,345 carpentry work-
shops, 4,544 automobile mechanic shops, 1,598 artisan shops, and 1,188
shoeshine stands.
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José Azel

Even this sizable private sec-
tor (which had experienced the
imperfect but comparatively lively
economic freedom of the pre-Cas-
tro era) was brought to heel by
the regime in less than a decade.
It was part of a civil society still
imbued with the political princi-
ples of the 1940s Cuban Constitu-
tion enshrining liberty, yet it was
unable to resist the communiza-
tion of the island, or mitigate the
aims of the regime.

Not coincidentally, this period
of the eradication of self-employed
entrepreneurs was the most brutal-
ly repressive of the Castro era, with
thousands of executions and tens
of thousands of long-term politi-
cal prisoners. A strong argument
could be made that self-employ-
ment without the guarantees of
political freedom is an invitation to
intensified repression, which could
in fact be one of the unintended
consequences of the new policy.

The self-employment Cuba
now permits involves 201 subsis-
tence activities, such as repair-
ing umbrellas and peeling fruits,
where work is done only by gov-
ernment permit. Its participants
are mostly individuals born after
1959 with no living memories of
political freedom. It is hard to
imagine them as a sophisticated
vanguard for democratic reform.
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THE NEW CUBA POLICY

The question of US invest-
ment hardly looks better. In
March 2014, hoping to attract
new investments, Cuba adopted
a new foreign investment law it
described as “strategic and tran-
scendental.” Despite the vaulting
language, more than a year later
only a handful of investments
have been approved.

On paper, the new Cuban
investment law purports to allow
100 percent foreign ownership of
a project. But in fact foreign inves-
tors have always been reduced to
the status of minority shareholders
in enterprises where the Cuban
military is the controlling share-
holder. The law also stipulates that
the foreign investors’ assets may
be expropriated for reasons of
“public utility” or “social value.”
Not a reassuring formulation in an
environment of systemic corrup-
tion, where there is no indepen-
dent judiciary to adjudicate claims
by a foreign investor.

The Cuban foreign investment
law also imposes an Orwellian staff-
ing process in violation of inter-
national labor protocols. Foreign
companies are not allowed to hire
their own employees. Instead, they
must request whatever staff they
require from a Cuban government
agency that provides the employ-
ees and invoices the foreign com-
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pany for their salary, which is paid
to the government agency in con-
vertible currency. In this “worker’s
paradise,” the government agen-
cy then pays employees in Cuban
pesos, retaining, for the state,
approximately 92 percent of the
salary paid by foreigners.

Would any responsible US
company—particularly one pub-
licly traded and subject to gov-
ernmental oversight and inves-
tor scrutiny—invest under these
conditions? The relatively small
and impoverished market of 11
million, with an average monthly
income of twenty dollars, is not
much of an attraction. Even less is
the prospect of paying the govern-
ment rather than these impover-
ished workers themselves.

Finally, the proposition of US
tourism seems intuitively reason-
able: American tourists will act
as ambassadors for democracy by
sharing their values and expecta-
tions with the Cubans they meet
and interact with. Yet even when
this is the case, it does not fol-
low with any certainty that such
ambassadorship can bring about
the empowerment of the citizenry
in a totalitarian regime.

Cuba has not exactly been a
hermit kingdom. For decades, 2
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million tourists a year from Can-
ada, Europe, and Latin America
have traveled and enjoyed con-
versations and contact with the
natives without changing the
Cuban regime in any way. The
more empirically valid argument
is that expenditures by tourists will
add to the longevity of the regime,
since the monies flow into enter-
prises controlled by the Cuban mil-
itary. Tourist dollars come with no
strings attached: they are uncondi-
tional, allowing the regime to fill
its cash registers without making
the slightest economic or political
reforms in return.

Advocates of tourism as a spur
to democratic governance count-
er that Cuba is different from Viet-
nam or China, where mass tour-
ism has not materially liberalized
government control, and suggest
that it is not the total number of
visitors that counts, but the advent
of mass American tourism itself.
Yet they never say why American
tourists will produce more pres-
sure for democracy than, say,
Canadians. And if there is a long
cultural and historical exchange
between Cuba and the US, isn’t
the one with Spanish-speaking
tourists from Latin America and
Spain more profound?

It is not as if there will be a har-
monic convergence between the
increasing numbers of American
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tourists who will visit the island
and Cuban citizens. Most tourist
resorts are in isolated areas, con-
trolled by the security appara-
tus, and off-limits to the average
Cuban. Most Americans will relate
through a language barrier, and it
is not clear that they consider their
vacation time as an opportunity
to subvert the Cuban regime rath-
er than relax with mojitos on the
pristine beaches. A majority of the
visitors will be cruise ship tourists,
disembarking for a few hours to
purchase rum and cigars before
heading back to the ship and on
to the next port of call.

Here’s something else worth
considering: American tourism, a
staple of Chinese life for a quar-
ter-century, represents only 1.6
percent of tourism there. In Cuba,
tourists from the United States
account for 3.3 percent of total
tourism, twice as much, over a
shorter period of time. What must
be the percentage of tourists from
America, and for how long, to
“bring democracy” to the island?

A slightly different version:
China, with a population of 1.3
billion, receives 2 million Ameri-
can tourists each year. Cuba, with
a population of 11.2 million, wel-
comes 90,000 Americans. Thus, on
a per capita basis, Cuba welcomes
one American visitor for every 124
Cubans, while China receives one
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for every 650 Chinese citizens. This
means that the per capita concen-
tration of American tourists in
Cuba is five times greater than that
of Americans in China, and yet no
democratic reforms are visible in
either country. How many Ameri-
can tourists per capita are required
to “bring democracy”?

Last year, when the New York
Times editorial board and others
intensified their campaign for
a unilateral and unconditional
change in US-Cuba policy, I wrote
an essay asking what the Castro
regime would do if the United
States were actually to do what it
has now done.

I noted in that essay that not
probing how the regime would
respond to such a development was
a curious omission since US for-
eign policy is often compared to a
chess game in which every prospec-
tive move is analyzed and weighted
with an eye to what the adversary’s
counter-move would be.

I argued that it was irresponsi-
ble to advocate for a policy change
such as the Times advocated with-
out offering at least a theory of
what the other party would do.

No such theory was advanced—
neither then, nor when Presi-
dent Obama finally announced

26 WORLD AFFAIRS

~ theology can no longer “remain
_in the shadows to which it has
~ been relegated for some years.”

he political ideology of Mon-

signor Bergoglio may not have
been of any transcendental signif-
icance. But as Pope Francis, he
is now the head of a state with
defined international political
and economic interests. These
state interests and personal ide-
ology will be in full display in his
upcoming visit to Cuba and the
United States.

In Dialogues between John Paul
I and Fidel Castro, Francis speaks
of a “shared solidarity” but, as with
Pope Innocent III’s rejection of
the Magna Carta, that solidarity
appears to be with the nondem-

ocratic, illegitimate authority in

Cuba and not with the people.
This is a tragic echo of the Cuban
wars for independence, when the
Church sided with the Spanish
crown and not with the Cuban
mambises fighting for freedom. No
wonder that when Cuba gained
its independence, many Cubans
saw the Church as an enemy of
the new nation.

In his September visit, Fran-
cis will have a chance to reverse
this history and unequivocally
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his intention to seek normaliza-
tion with Cuba, nor in his State
of the Union message when he
urged Congress to unilaterally
eliminate all economic sanctions.
Instead the Obama administra-
tion waited to get the answer from
Raul Castro himself.

On January 28th, addressing
the summit of the Communi-
ty of Latin American and Carib-
bean States in Costa Rica, Gen-
eral Castro, who has ruled Cuba
since his brother Fidel stepped
aside in 2008, set his precondi-
tions for re-establishing normal
relations. For this to happen, the
United States must:

¢ Unconditionally elimi-
nate all economic sanctions.

e Return to Cuba the US
naval base at Guantanamo.

¢ Stop all transmissions of
Radio and TV Marti.

¢ Compensate Cuba for the
supposed damages caused
by the embargo, which
Cuba estimates at $116 bil-
lion and growing.

e Remove Cuba from the
US “State Sponsors of Ter-
rorism” list.

put the Church on the side of
the 'pkkeoplc, especially with the
black and mixed-race majority of

_ the island. If he does not, history
will judge him as unkindly as it
“has Innocent III. When the Cas-
tros’ tropical gulag finally fades

~ into the past, Cubans will remem-
ber that this "pope had a choice

~ between freedom and authoritar-
ianism, just as his predecessor did
eight centuries ago, and picked
the wrong side. ©

Author’s Note: I am indebted to Diego Trin-
idad, César Vidal, Andres Oppenheimer,
Julio Shiling, José Benegas, and others for
ideas reflected in this article.

The general noted blunt-
ly that “if these problems aren’t
resolved, this diplomatic rap-
prochement wouldn’t make any
sense.” And more significantly, he
stated that “it would not be ethi-
cal or acceptable to ask Cuba for
anything in return...It cannot be
expected that Cuba will negotiate
on these internal matters which
are absolutely sovereign.”

Those who advocated uncon-
ditional concessions wouldn’t take
no for an answer. Castro was just
laying out a starting negotiating
position, they said, or shrugged
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that since we tried economic sanctions for half a century, we should give
the Cuban leaders time to get used to the new dispensation. And, sotto
voce, it was true that Cuba may indeed be entitled to compensation from
US taxpayers whose government’s policies have been so harsh, and that
Gitmo is an unnecessary and expensive relic of the Cold War.

Yet consider this as well: as we move further along this new path and,
say, remove travel restrictions, thousands of small private vessels from
Florida will be visiting Cuba on a regular basis—and may return with
illegal hidden cargo. And given the longstanding and fraternal links
between Cuba and Iran, such new ocean travel could expose the US to
new and serious vulnerabilities in terms of border and maritime security.

Moreover, the president’s new measures will enrich primarily the
Cuban military, which controls most economic activity, and thus will
bolster the regime. Any resulting improvement in US-Cuba relations
will not diminish Castro’s close alliance with Iran, Russia, or Venezuela.
It will not prevent Cuban personnel from advising and training Vene-
zuela’s security apparatus or from handling the issuance of Venezuelan
passports and other identity documents, which is also an opportunity to
provide false documents to Iranian and Cuban agents to travel through-
out the world posing as Venezuelan citizens.

The president’s new policy has legitimized a totalitarian-military
regime in the eyes of the world, and particularly in the eyes of Latin
America. By opening the door to an oppressive regime that violates
human rights with abandon, the president has reversed America’s long-
standing support for democratic governance in the region. Would-be
dictators and their sycophants now know that suppressing civil liberties
is not particularly troubling to the United States—and certainly not det-
rimental to good diplomatic and commercial relations.

Contrary to the argument that the new policy will help improve rela-
tions with Latin America, Obama’s implicit concessions to, and approval
of, a military dictatorship further weaken American influence in the
region and elsewhere, encouraging others to take positions inimical to
US interests, as Cuba has done for decades.

In the months and years ahead, Cuban negotiators, to secure whatever
advantages they may be pursuing, may offer promises of some minor con-
cessions. But before getting into bed with Castro, their US counterparts
should know that the general will not respect them in the morning. ®
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