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Despite Tampa’s ties to Cuba, commercial flights are elusive 
 

 
Charter flights to Cuba depart from Tampa International Airport seven times a week. 

The first was Sept. 8, 2011. Tribune file photo 

 

By Paul Guzzo | Tribune Staff  

 

TAMPA — As the first commercial flights to Cuba are announced in the coming months, Tampa is unlikely 

to make the list, aviation analysts say. 

 

That puts at risk efforts by local leaders to forge modern links on the foundation of historical connections 

between the two regions in the areas of culture, business, politics and education. 

 

Ease of travel is seen as key to capitalizing on the normalization of relations with the communist nation, 

and few are predicting when a second round of direct flights will be announced — other than to say it could 

be months or even years away. 

 

What’s more, in a worst-case scenario, the rise of commercial flights to Cuba from other cities could push 

existing charter services out of business — including those flying from Tampa seven times a week — and 

leave the region with no direct connection to Cuba. 

 

Among the casualties could be a Cuban consulate in Tampa or St. Petersburg, pushed for by local business 

and political leaders, and the direct flights home that Tampa’s Cuban-American population — third-largest 

in the United States — have enjoyed since charters started at Tampa International Airport in 2011. 

 

“Airplanes are an expensive asset and they need to be put where they will make the most amount of money,” 

said Henry Harteveldt, a travel industry analyst with the San Francisco-based Atmosphere Research Group. 

“So unfortunately, Tampa will not be in that first wave of commercial flights.” 

 

Miami, home to the largest Cuban-American population in the United States, will get most of the 

commercial routes to Cuba at its international airport. Even if airlines choose a second Florida city in round 

one, analysts say, it likely will be nearby Fort Lauderdale–Hollywood International Airport. 

 

“The primary carrier in Tampa is Southwest,” said George Hamlin of Virginia-based Hamlin Transportation 

Consulting. Southwest has said it is interested in commercial service to Cuba. “But Southwest may have 

divided loyalties. They also have a strong carrier in Fort Lauderdale, which has a geographic advantage.” 
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Not only is Fort Lauderdale closer to Miami, Hamlin said, Tampa passengers would fly south toward Cuba 

through Fort Lauderdale but the reverse is unlikely.  “You’re not going to flow people from Lauderdale to 

Tampa to fly them southeast,” he said. 

 

Fort Lauderdale along with the Tampa area is rumored to be a favorite for the first Cuban consulate in five 

decades — the two nations reopened embassies in August — and ease of travel could tip the scales, said 

John Kavulich, president of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

❖ ❖ ❖ 

 

Tampa International could maintain its charter schedule if the numbers stay up — 71,462 people made the 

trip in fiscal 2015, up 10,000 from the year before. But the numbers could drop dramatically because people 

from outside the area who travel here for the charter flights would likely choose commercial flights from 

other cities, instead, for amenities such as online tickets and a crew that transfers baggage. 

 

Charter flight passengers headed to Cuba must arrive at Tampa International four hours early to get tickets 

and must haul any baggage from connecting flights themselves.  Another challenge for the charters will be 

hanging onto planes and crew. The commercial airlines now provide them to charter companies serving 

Cuba.  Both charter companies operating out of Tampa International, ABC Charters and Cuba Travel 

Services, use American Airlines planes and crew. 

 

American Airlines has plans to operate commercial flights out of Miami, spokesperson Matt Miller told the 

Tribune, but he declined to elaborate. He said he could not comment on whether flights are planned from 

Tampa.  “We do not know at this point what the future will look like in terms of a breakdown between 

scheduled service and charter service,” Miller said. 

 

In the event American does fly from Miami, transportation consultant Hamlin said, the airlines might send 

Tampa customers to Miami for flights rather than help charter companies that compete with the airline.  

“Charters will be largely converted to scheduled service,” Hamlin said. “The charter service was an 

accommodation when the scheduled service was not available.” 

 

Michael Zuccato, general manager of Cuba Travel Services, said he is confident planes will remain 

available to his charter service and he plans to continue operating here as well as in Miami.  “I think we 

will have fewer flights,” Zuccato said. “But the charter component will always exist.” 

 

The United States and Cuba struck a deal to allow as many as 110 daily flights once commercial service 

begins — a maximum of 20 a day to Havana and up to 10 each at nine other Cuban cities with international 

airports.  It’s a low number, analysts say, and that’s bad news for Tampa. 

 

❖ ❖ ❖ 

 

The U.S. Department of Transportation is expected to begin accepting route applications from airlines in 

the coming weeks.  At least five airlines have expressed interest — American, JetBlue, United Airlines, 

Southwest and Delta. More are expected. 

 

Cuba charter services focus on Florida because the state has more Cuban-Americans than any other.  

Commercial airlines, on the other hand, will use their marketing power to sell tickets to Cuba on a national 

scale and will choose departure cities to maximize business, analysts say. 

 

Favored cities will be those located near large Cuban-American populations and those with an airline’s 

major hub, said Robert Mann, an aviation industry analyst through his New York-based R.W. Mann & Co. 

Tampa’s airport is not a major hub for any airlines. And customers among the area’s estimated 150,000 

Cuban-Americans likely will be seen as willing to make the trip to South Florida for a flight, Mann said. 

 

For other regions — say, Tulsa, Oklahoma, — the deciding factor in travel to Cuba may be whether there 

is a nearby airport with an airline that goes there, Mann said. 

 



Tulsa International Airport is a 90-minute connecting flight from Houston’s George Bush Intercontinental 

Airport and Houston is one of two Cuba departure sites preferred by United Airlines, said United spokesman 

Rahsaan Johnson. 

 

“We at United have expressed interest in serving Cuba from Newark and Houston,” Johnson told the 

Tribune via email. “Newark and Houston are two of United’s largest hub airports.” 

 

Newark Liberty International Airport is in an area stretching from northern New Jersey to New York City 

that has been nicknamed “Havana on the Hudson,” with the second-largest Cuban-American population in 

the United States. 

 

Other airports that analysts predict will receive the first wave of commercial flights to Cuba are Hartsfield–

Jackson Atlanta International Airport, a major hub for Delta, and New York’s John F. Kennedy 

International Airport, a major hub for three airlines seeking commercial flights to Cuba — Jet Blue, Delta 

and American — and located in the city considered the U.S. capital of travel and commerce. 

 

The 110 daily flights agreed upon may be restricted further at first because Cuba is not ready for the influx 

of new visitors. That, in turn, could limit the number of Cuba flight cities in the United States. 

 

In 2015, Cuba received a record 3.52 million visitors, up 17 percent from 2014 due in part to more American 

visitors. With only an estimated 63,000 hotel rooms nationwide, Cuba is struggling to handle even this 

surge — and it comes with just 12 charter flights a day on average from the United States, according to 

Virginia-based Aviation Planning & Finance. 

 

“The ability to fly many flights is there,” said transportation consultant Hamlin. “But where are you going 

to put the people?” 

 

❖ ❖ ❖ 

 

Even if Tampa makes the cut now on route applications submitted by the airlines to the Department of 

Transportation, analysts predict the airlines would cross the city off as the number of flights shrinks. 

 

“You really have to ration the flights and put them where they can generate the most good,” said Harteveldt 

with Atmosphere Research Group. If the charters evaporate, too, the dream of hosting that first Cuban 

consulate will, too, said Kavulich with the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

“Consulates need to be as self-sustaining as possible,” Kavulich said. “That revenue comes primarily from 

visa fees, so a lack of flights would impact that revenue source.” 

 

Still, Kavulich said he believes Cuba will look out for Tampa, even if private enterprise doesn’t, and work 

to save some charter flights here or to add a commercial flight. 

 

“This is also a political exercise,” he said. “Cuba may ask for a Tampa route because it’s been aggressive 

with outreach.” 

 

Tampa has exchanged dignitaries and delegations with the island nation and forged cultural and science 

partnerships with Cuba. 

 

The Tampa City Council, Hillsborough County Commission and Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce 

all have voted into bring the consulate to Tampa. St. Petersburg Mayor Rick Kriseman traveled to Cuba to 

lobby for his city and the St. Petersburg City Council has also voted its support. 

 

Then there is the historic Tampa-Cuba connection dating back a century, before Miami even was 

incorporated, when Cuban immigrants helped found Ybor City. Tampa went on become the cigar capital 

of the world using Cuban tobacco.  Tampa also was a favorite haunt for José Martí, regarded as the George 

Washington of Cuba, and the city’s residents supported the island nation’s War of Independence against 

Spain. 

 



Tampa International, which has made adding international flights a priority, isn’t ready to give up on service 

to Cuba, Vice President of Marketing Chris Minner told the Tribune via email.  “We are always working 

with our partners to grow TPA’s existing air service and bring in new routes,” Minner said. “Service to 

Cuba remains a special focus.” 

 

The airport needs broad-based help from the Tampa area in its effort, said Bill Carlson, president of 

Tucker/Hall, a public relations agency that has supported business and humanitarian missions in Cuba since 

1999. 

 

“I feel confident that Tampa Bay will get at least one commercial flight, but it will take a unified effort of 

business, political and cultural leaders working with the airport to make that happen,” Carlson said. “We 

cannot afford to lose this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reclaim our historic position with Cuba.” 

 

Bloomberg Business 
New York, New York 

3 February 2016 
 

 

How to Get Online in Cuba  

Americans will soon be able to hop on a commercial flight to Havana, but staying connected while 

there is more complicated.  

 

By David Rocks 

 

Every afternoon, crowds of Cubans gather outside Havana's top hotels—mob boss Meyer Lansky's favorite 

Nacional de Cuba, Ernest Hemingway's old haunt Ambos Mundos, and the Habana Libre (the former 

Hilton, which served as Fidel Castro's headquarters in 1958). The throngs aren't queuing for jobs or waiting 

to get into clubs. With iPhones, tablets, or other devices in hand, they're surfing the Internet in the only way 

most Cubans are able to do so: via public Wi-Fi. 

 

 
Dozens of Cubans stand in front of the Hotel Pernik and use phones, tablets, and laptops to connect to the Wi-Fi signal coming from the hotel on 

Sept. 21, 2015, in Holguin, Cuba.  Photographer: Sven Creutzmann/Mambo Photo/Getty Images 

 

Cuba is one of the toughest countries in the world in which to get online. Only about 30 percent of Cubans 

are considered to be Internet users, placing the country 126th among 202 territories tracked by the World 

Bank in 2014. That's due to tight restrictions on the flow of information: U.S. pro-democracy think tank 

Freedom House ranks Cuba 61st among 65 countries it monitors for Internet freedom. 

 

“The situation is changing, but it’s still a great distance from being efficient in terms of communications,” 

said John Kavulich, president of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, a researcher in New York. 

 

For Americans planning to visit the island as once-frosty relations between the U.S. and Cuba begin 

to warm—scheduled commercial flights are expected to start this year—getting online will be a real hassle. 

While most big hotels now have wireless Internet for a fee, the large numbers of locals and visitors using it 

mean service can be slow. As for getting online with your smartphone, it's theoretically possible, but don't 

count on it. And while Airbnb has hundreds of listings for Havana, there's little chance of finding Wi-Fi in 

a private home. Residential broadband is almost unheard of on the island. 

 



 
U.S. tourists pose in front of the Capitol in Havana on April 6, 2015. 

Photographer: Amil Lage/AFP via Getty Images 

 

Verizon Wireless customers should be able to get online through a roaming agreement with Vodafone. But 

two friends who visited Cuba recently said they had trouble using it. (Verizon said it hasn’t heard of major 

complaints about roaming in Cuba and that the service is reliable.) The package will run you $2.99 

per minute for phone calls and $2.05 per megabyte of data, enough for about a dozen Instagram photos. 

Sprint offers roaming in Cuba for $2.49 a minute and $1.99 per megabyte of data. T-Mobile and AT&T 

don't offer roaming on the island. 

 

“My grandkids couldn’t believe there was a place in the world that you couldn’t turn on your phone and 

get anything you wanted,” said Brian Starer, a partner in New York at law firm Squire Patton Boggs who 

recently took his family on vacation to Cuba. “They were constantly looking at their screen hoping 

something would pop up.” 

 

For people with European cell service, the situation is better. I have an account with Vodafone, which gave 

me decent data and voice access most of the time. I was able to use e-mail without too much problem, 

though at times it was delayed by a half-hour or so. I managed to make several voice calls using the 

WhatsApp messaging application, and once I even used my phone to create a mobile hotspot that I linked 

to my computer to stream video from YouTube—though most of the time, the data was too slow for 

streaming. 

 

Another option is to buy a local SIM card for your phone. My colleague José Enrique Arrioja paid 40 

convertible pesos, or CUC, ($40) for a prepaid card, which included 40 minutes of talk time, a mobile 

number good for a year, and data transfers. Getting the card and slipping it into an unlocked iPhone 6 took 

just a few minutes at a store run by Etecsa, the state phone carrier, in the leafy Miramar neighborhood. 

(Lines can be longer in the center of Old Havana, and the transaction would be difficult for someone who 

doesn't speak Spanish.) Extra talk time and data can be purchased from convenience stores, bakeries, 

and street vendors. 

 

 
Cubans use the Wi-Fi coming from the Hotel Pernik in Holguin, Cuba. 

Photographer: Sven Creutzmann/Mambo Photo/Getty Images 

 

However, the best strategy is to do as the locals do and use the public Wi-Fi. I paid 7 CUC for an hour at 

the Hotel Nacional, but unless you’re staying there, I wouldn’t recommend it. It’s the slowest network I 

found, presumably due to the large number of people getting online there. 

 

Most hotels use a shared Wi-Fi system called Nauta, which you can access after getting a code from a 

scratch card and entering it into your phone, tablet, or computer. It costs anywhere from 2 or 3 CUC for an 

hour to 10 CUC for five hours. And if you buy a card with more time than you can use in one session, you 

need to log out and then reenter the 12-digit code and a separate 12-digit password each time you want to 

go back online; otherwise, your time will keep ticking away. The locals typically write e-mails offline and 

send them in batches to conserve their Web time for making Skype calls to relatives abroad. 

 

Etecsa's hotspots aren't cheap by local standards: An hour of surfing costs about 10 percent of the official 

average monthly salary. And with only a few dozen of them on the entire island, they're far from adequate 

for a country of 11 million people. But their scarcity makes them fairly easy to find: When you need a 

signal, just look for crowds of locals lingering outside hotels. 

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2015-04-01/cuba-s-new-money
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U.S. Loosens Rules on Cuba Trade Financing 

Relaxed rules will permit competitive export packages from the U.S. to Cuba 
 

 
Tourists rode in vintage cars in old Havana. Photo: Alexandre Meneghini/Reuters 

 

By William Mauldin  

 

The U.S. on Tuesday loosened rules for financing certain exports to Cuba, part of the Obama 

administration’s step-by-step measures to build ties with Havana after decades of sanctions. 

 

The relaxed financing rules are accompanied by other provisions aimed at facilitating trade, travel and 

cultural exchanges with Cuba. Still, officials signaled that major changes to relations would depend on steps 

taken by the Cuban government or on action in Congress to dismantle the U.S. trade embargo. 

 

The altered rules will allow some industries to arrange competitive export packages from the U.S. Before 

the new provisions, financing had to be routed through a third country.  

 

A company such as Caterpillar Inc., for example, will be able to provide financing for approved shipments 

of agricultural machinery after the rules take effect on Wednesday, lawyers said. Exports of construction 

materials, as well as many other permitted products, could also benefit from the new rules. 

 

But farm products, which are traditionally the biggest Cuban import from the U.S., are excluded from the 

new provisions, as such lending would violate the U.S. embargo. 

 

The Treasury Department and Commerce Department also extended previous rules that allowed for air and 

marine travel to Cuba, and issued guidelines to facilitate musical performances, film, journalism and 

professional conferences undertaken on the island. 

 

“You’re going to probably see a lot more movement in terms of musical festivals, arts festivals, etc.,” 

said Augusto Maxwell, a partner in the Akerman law firm’s Miami office. The new rules would “encourage 

more concerts, workshops, athletic exhibitions in Cuba,” he said. 

 

President Barack Obama in December signaled he may visit Cuba during his remaining months in office. 

Officials on Tuesday declined to elaborate on his plans for a visit. Secretary of State John Kerry, Commerce 

Secretary Penny Pritzker and Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack recently visited the island. 

 

“Everything is focused upon creating a landscape that is difficult for a successor to dismantle and which 

will permit better optics when creating an itinerary for the president to visit Cuba,” said John Kavulich, the 

president of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

Many Republicans have resisted changes to U.S.-Cuba relations. Sen. Marco Rubio (R., Fla.), a son of 

Cuban immigrants and a candidate for the 2016 GOP presidential nomination, has spoken out against new 

ties with Havana. 

 

“The Obama administration’s one-sided concessions to Cuba further empower the regime and enable it 

with an economic windfall,” Mr. Rubio said in a statement on Tuesday. 
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Mr. Obama launched a major effort to re-establish ties with Havana in December 2014. Since then, 

Washington has renewed official diplomatic relations with Cuba, removed the country from a list of state 

sponsors of terrorism, and relaxed the rules regarding certain forms of travel and trade.  

 

U.S. officials say they are working to boost entrepreneurship and the private sector in Cuba, a communist 

country dominated by state-controlled enterprises.  

 

“We think that our steps have significant impact, but they would have much greater impact if Cuba would 

match those steps as well,” a senior administration official said Tuesday. 

 

Even if the Cuban government takes steps to free up commercial relations on its side, establishing major 

business ties would require the U.S. Congress to roll back a series of laws codifying sanctions on Cuba. 

 

 

The Miami Herald 
Miami, Florida 

27 January 2016 
 

New U.S. regulations allow financing of some exports to Cuba  

Financing of agricultural exports still prohibited 

Authorized exports to Cuba expanded 

U.S. officials say the new regulations designed to benefit the Cuban people 
 

 
U.S. Commerce Secretary Penny Pritzker, center left, talks with Cuba's Foreign Minister Bruno Rodriguez 

during a photo opportunity in Havana, Cuba, Wednesday, Oct. 7, 2015. Pritzker was leading a delegation 
of officials from the U.S. Treasury, Commerce and State departments for meetings with officials from Cuban 

government ministries and businesses. Ramon Espinosa AP 

 

By Mimi Whitefield 

 

In the third major release of U.S. regulations designed to expand travel, commerce and engagement with 

Cuba, the Obama administration announced new rules Tuesday that will remove financing restrictions on 

authorized exports to the island with the exception of food and agricultural commodities. 

 

The new regulations, which take effect Wednesday, build on other sets of U.S. commercial and travel rules 

released since the United States and Cuba announced on Dec. 17, 2014 that they were working to normalize 

relations.  

 
Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliffe, center, walks with members of his delegation, during a visit to the Special Development 

Zone at the port of Mariel, near Havana, Cuba, Tuesday, Jan. 5, 2016. The U.S. on Tuesday announced new guidelines allowing 

for financing of all licensed exports to the island, except agriculture. Enrique de la Osa AP 

 

The amendments “send a clear message to the world: the United States is committed to empowering and 

enabling economic advancements for the Cuban people,” Treasury Secretary Jacob J. Lew said. 

 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/cuba/article4591603.html


In a conference call, a senior administration official said the steps taken by the U.S. government will have 

a much greater impact and benefit the Cuban people much more if the Cuban government takes steps to 

match and allow its citizens to take advantage of them.  

 

While trying to support the Cuban people through expanded commercial activities, a senior U.S. official 

said that the United States continues to be concerned about Cuba’s treatment of dissidents and its human 

rights record. “We will continue to push them on this issue,” the official said. 

 

Perhaps the most significant rule change is one that removes existing restrictions on payment and financing 

terms for authorized exports and reexports to Cuba. U.S. business delegations visiting Cuba have been told 

they are at a disadvantage when competing against products from countries that allow financing of exports. 

In disappointing news for agriculture states, which have seen exports to Cuba fall since the rapprochement, 

the financing of agricultural exports is not included in the new regulations. Through November 2015, U.S. 

agriculture and food exports to Cuba, which are allowed under exceptions to the embargo, fell 37 percent 

compared to the previous year. Some of that decline, however, is because of falling commodity prices. 

 

Financing of food and agriculture products is excluded from the new regulations because it is prohibited by 

the Trade Sanctions Reform and Export Enhancement Act of 2000, said Augusto Maxwell, an international 

lawyer with Miami’s Akerman law firm. 

 

Most aspects of the embargo also remain in place. 

 

The new regulations, Maxwell said, are essentially two-pronged, allowing new areas of engagement with 

Cuba and the extension of credit for exports that were authorized last year as well as for a few new export 

categories. 

 

Regulations that will make it easier to implement a new civil aviation agreement reached between the 

United States and Cuba in December also were announced. The amendments allow blocked space, code-

sharing and leasing arrangements with Cuban airlines. The United States will generally approve licenses 

for exports and reexports needed to ensure the safe operation of commercial planes.  

 

The regulations also clarify and allow for expanded travel to Cuba within the 12 categories of travel already 

authorized for Americans who want to visit the island. 

 

But a senior U.S. administration official emphasized that “tourism activities remain prohibited by statute.” 

Americans also will be allowed to organize professional meetings or conferences in Cuba without seeking 

prior approval from Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control. Previously, only attendance at such 

meetings was allowed. 

 

The new set of regulations follow a visit by Commerce Secretary Penny Pritzker last fall.  

 

“Following the first ever U.S.-Cuba Regulatory Dialogue and my fact-finding trip to Cuba in October, we 

have been working tirelessly to maximize the beneficial impact of U.S. regulatory changes on the Cuban 

people,” Pritzker said. 

 

She noted that allowed exports to Cuba will now include those intended to help in disaster preparedness 

and in support of education and agricultural production, such as pesticides, fertilizers and farm equipment. 

Exports related to artistic endeavors, food processing and public transportation also will be allowed for the 

first time since the embargo went into effect more than five decades ago. 

 

Administration officials said U.S. exporters will still have to work through government importing agencies 

to get these products to the Cuban people but emphasized that exports that might end up in the hands of the 

Cuban police, military, or intelligence agencies or enterprises that primarily benefit the Cuban state are still 

prohibited. 

 

The new regulations also provide a clarification on importing products produced by Cuba’s growing private 

sector. The clarification says that all travelers may carry allowable goods — a list of such imports was 

released last year — without monetary limitation. 

 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/cuba/article11041325.html


The main way to get goods to and from private entrepreneurs now is through travelers’ accompanied 

luggage.  

 

“You have this suitcase commerce, or as they call it in Cuba the economía Samsonite,” Maxwell said. “This 

clarifies that American travelers cannot only take products to Cuba but likewise bring authorized imports 

in their luggage.” 

 

The new rules change the landscape for performances by U.S. artists in Cuba and those who want to run 

athletic or other competitions. 

 

Organizers of amateur and semi-professional sports competitions and public performances will no longer 

need to seek prior approval from OFAC. A requirement that profits from such events be donated to nonprofit 

groups will be removed. 

 

“That requirement made hosting premiere events on the island difficult,” Maxwell said. “This should 

promote both performances and competitions in Cuba.” 

 

Analysts say how successful the regulatory changes will be depends on the Cuban government’s uptake on 

the Obama administration initiatives and willingness to set up a wholesale entity that could handle imports 

and exports for entrepreneurs. 

 

“Just as the United States is doing its part to remove impediments that have been holding Cubans back, we 

urge the Cuban government to make it easier for its citizens to start businesses, engage in trade, and access 

information online,” said Ned Price, a spokesman for the National Security Council. 

 

A senior administration official said other steps the Cubans should take to encourage commerce are 

allowing foreign companies operating in Cuba to directly hire their workers, unification of Cuba’s two-

tiered currency system, and expanding the more than 200 categories of jobs that are permitted for Cuba’s 

cuentapropistas, the self-employed.  

 

Some analysts think the United States is offering too much to Cuba with little in return. 

 

“These changes were decided upon last fall, and the administration was hoping to announce them last year 

because doing so meant that the Cuban government was reciprocating,” said John Kavulich, president of 

the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. “Cuba, in fact, hasn’t reciprocated for nearly all the Obama 

initiatives. The Cubans are looking at how little they can do to get as much as they can.’’ 

 

Kavulich said it appears a further opening to Cuba isn’t too dependent on Cuban government actions, but 

rather “is part of the president’s legacy program. The Cuban government has shrewdly looked at everything 

the administration has said and done and says that where there is some, there is more, so let’s just wait.” 

 

New Jersey Democratic Sen. Bob Menendez called the new regulations “a contravention of the law — the 

will of Congress and the people who elected us and a betrayal to those brave Cubans who have raised their 

voices in support of freedom, only to be silenced by a regime we are now helping.” 

 

He contends that U.S. law says “any administration has the discretion to tighten sanctions, but none have 

the power to relax them.” 

But lawyer Jose W. Fernandez, a former assistant secretary of state for economic, energy and business 

affairs, said the new regulations further the president’s strategy of increasing contacts with the Cuban 

private sector and civil society to “help loosen the Castros’ chokehold on power. It is becoming harder for 

the Cuban government to stand pat in the face of the new American policy and continue to blame the 

embargo for its economic woes.” 

 

President Barack Obama has said he would like to visit Cuba before the end of his term — but White House 

officials say that the trip is dependent on Cuba making progress in human rights, allowing more access to 

information and the Internet on the island and permitting a greater role for the Cuban private sector. 
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New York, New York 
 
By Gordon Mott 

 

The U.S. government has eased rules that govern business and travel regulations with Cuba, another step in normalizing relations 

with the island just 90 miles from Key West. The amendments to existing regulations were issued by the Department of Treasury's 

Office of Foreign Asset Control (OFAC) and the Department of Commerce's Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS). The rules are 

another step toward resumption of ties between the two countries, a goal that President Barack Obama announced December 2014 

after more than 50 years of hostilities. 

 

"These changes are significant," says John Kavulich, president of the U.S. Trade and Economic Council. "The Obama 

administration is attempting to increase pressures upon the government of Cuba by creating fewer political and commercial 

impediments to the initiatives first announced in December 2014." 

 

Julia Sweig, the co-founder of D17 Strategies, a firm offering advisory services in Cuba, says that the new rules are a "good step 

forward," but they still do not deal with some of the fundamental problems that prevent Cuban enterprises from doing business 

with the American companies. 

 

For the most part, the new rules also do not affect the individual traveler going to Cuba legally as part of the licensed People-to-

People tours, a U.S. government sanctioned program that has seen a dramatic increase in travelers and tours since President Obama's 

announcement. That announcement led to the reopening last July of the two nations' embassies in Havana and Washington D.C., 

the first time in more than 50 years that either nation had full diplomatic offices in each other's capitals. 

 

In the announcement, Treasury Secretary Jacob J. Lew says, "[the] amendments to the Cuban Assets Control Regulations (CARC) 

build on successive actions over the last year and send a clear message to the world: The United States is committed to empowering 

and enabling economic advancements for the Cuban people." 

 

Commerce Secretary Penny Pritzker adds that following a bilateral Cuban–U.S. meeting and "my fact-finding trip to Cuba in 

October, we have been working tirelessly to maximize the beneficial impact of U.S. regulatory changes on the Cuban people." She 

says the new rules will authorize additional exports for areas like disaster preparedness, education, agricultural production, artistic 

endeavors, food processing and public transportation. 

 

The new rules, according to the press release, also "remove existing restrictions on payment and financing terms for authorized 

exports and re-exports to Cuba of items other than agricultural items or commodities." But according to Sweig, those transactions 

must still be vetted to be sure they are not dealing with Cuban government enterprises, a requirement that makes many U.S. 

companies—and U.S. financial institutions—leery of getting involved in Cuba. 

 

The one element of new rules that may eventually affect individual travellers regards travel related business and practices. The new 

rules allow blocked space, code-sharing and leasing arrangements with Cuban airlines, and "authorize additional travel related and 

other transactions directly incidental to the temporary sojourn of aircraft and vessels." 

 

"This may have an impact on general aviation," says Kavulich, but for now, there are no specifics on how private air travel might 

be permitted. 

 

The rules also ease transactions related to professional meetings and other events, as well as making it easier for professional media 

or artistic productions in Cuba. 

 

While there has been no official Cuban government reaction, the government newspaper, Granma,says this is "the first time that 

the participation of the Cuban state has been accepted in this type of negotiations." 

 

 

The New York Times 
New York, New York 

26 January 2016 
 

 

Frequently Asked Questions: How to Travel to Cuba 
 

 



 
A view of Havana. Credit Robert Rausch for The New York Times 

 

The United States is continuing to pave the way for tourism to Cuba, announcing on Tuesday that domestic 

carriers could enter previously blocked airspace, and enter into code-sharing and leasing agreements with 

Cuban airlines. The move comes a month after the United States said it agreed to restore nonstop 

commercial flights between the two countries. In addition, the requirements that travelers must meet before 

going have been tweaked ever so slightly, expanding the reasons for which people can visit the island under 

a general license, which requires no advance paperwork. Here is what you need to know before you go: 

 

Q. Can I fly to Cuba now? 

 

A. Previous predictions that U.S. airlines may begin offering regularly scheduled flights to Cuba in the 

coming months appear to be on track. The new rules simply make it easier to partner with the Cuban aviation 

industry. They are pending the approval of the Cuban government. Commercial flights would eliminate the 

expensive charter flights that currently take travelers from Miami, New York and elsewhere to Cuba.  

New regulations have also expanded the reasons for which people can travel to Cuba. Now, crews can travel 

there and engage in other transactions to help serve flights and vessels. Regulations issued by the 

Department of Commerce in September already allowed American companies to establish offices and 

premises in Cuba and airline crews to stay overnight on the island. They also allow the sale of equipment 

related to aviation safety to Cuba. 

 

Of course, non-American commercial airlines fly to Cuba from many destinations. Americans who meet 

Treasury Department requirements can fly through a third country, such as Mexico, Panama, Grand 

Cayman or Canada — an option that can be less expensive and more convenient than taking charter flights. 

Can any American citizen visit Cuba now? 

 

Americans still can only go to Cuba so long as the trip falls within one of 12 purposes, including visits to 

close relatives, academic programs for which students receive credits, professional research, journalistic or 

religious activities and participation in public performances or sports competitions. However, people can 

now go to simply organize a professional event or competition; they do not have to wait for the event itself. 

In addition, travelers can go to film and produce television programs and movies, record music and create 

art there as long as they have experience in the relevant field. 

 

Still, ordinary tourism remains off limits, and travelers have to mark a box to denote the purpose of their 

trip, and they are required to keep travel receipts for five years after they return. In most cases, they are also 

expected to have a full-time schedule of activities related to their category of travel. 

 

What are people-to-people trips? 

 

People-to-people trips are educational programs that fall into one of the 12 categories of general-license 

travel. They’re one of the most popular ways to go to Cuba because anybody can join a trip and your 

itinerary is worked out for you. Because they are organized trips with full schedules of meetings, lectures 

and visits to artists’ studios or small businesses or community projects, they are pricey — about $2,500 to 

$4,000 per week including accommodations and flights. 

 

Will cruise ships sail to Cuba? 

 

Owners of cruise ships and passenger ferries can operate between the United States and Cuba without a 

license, so long as the people they are carrying are licensed to travel there. The infrastructure to 

accommodate a cruise ship is available since ships owned by non-American companies, though usually 

smaller than American ones, have been sailing to Cuba in recent years. 

 

http://travel.nytimes.com/travel/guides/caribbean-and-bermuda/cuba/overview.html?inline=nyt-geo
http://www.sltrib.com/home/3162463-155/cuba-agreements-on-flights-to-us


The government had awarded licenses to a handful of ferry and cruise companies in 2015 including Carnival 

Corporation, which said in July that it would begin sailing to Havana in April. 

 

Who will keep track of what I do in Cuba? 

 

Good question. Senior officials at the departments of Treasury and Commerce said the government 

continues to take restrictions on travel to Cuba seriously. If you sign an affidavit saying you are going to 

Cuba for a particular purpose and, in fact, spend a week at the beach, you would be breaking the law. 

 

Where would I stay? 

 

Cuba has a shortage of high-end hotels, and that will become more acute if the number of American visitors 

rises significantly. There are about 61,000 hotel rooms in Cuba, according to the tourism ministry, of which 

65 percent carry four- and five-star ratings. Bed-and-breakfasts are an attractive alternative to hotels, as 

they include the chance to make contact with Cuban families and often provide good meals. There are 

hundreds of bed-and-breakfasts, known as casas particulares, in Havana and popular tourist towns like 

Trinidad, Viñales and Cienfuegos. Searching for casas on the Internet is not easy, but you can book them 

through travel agents like Cubania Travel or look on TripAdvisor. Airbnb started offering its service on the 

island in April. The company, which lets users list their homes and apartments for short-term rentals, said 

payments to the Cuban hosts are deposited into their bank accounts by intermediaries or any other manner 

they select, including door-to-door payments. 

 

Can I use credit cards? 

 

American travelers to Cuba may open a bank account there and pay for expenses with an American credit 

card. In reality, few people who take the short trip abroad have cause to open a bank account. But A.T.M.s 

are few and far between in Cuba, and many establishments do not have the means to process credit card 

payments. So, cash will be king for some time to come. It may be a good idea to take British pounds or 

euros, which get a better exchange rate in Cuba than the United States dollar. 

 

How do I call home? 

 

Calls on the Etecsa network, the Cuban state-owned telecommunications company, are expensive, and 

getting a phone can involve long lines. But Verizon Wireless announced in September that it would allow 

its users to make voice calls, send text messages and use data services through the company’s pay-as-you-

go International Travel option. At $2.99 a minute, you will not linger on the line. 

 

What can American Citizens bring back? 

 

Americans can now bring back up to $400 in souvenirs, including $100 worth of cigars.  John Kavulich, 

president of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, notes that, according to State Department records, 

Secretary of State John Kerry, who inaugurated the embassy in Havana in August, brought back an $80 

humidor, $80 worth of cigars and a bottle of rum. 
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U.S.-Cuba Relations: Plenty to work on in 2016 
 

By Mimi Whitefield 

 

If 2015 was a watershed year in U.S.-Cuba relations with the resumption of diplomatic ties and the opening 

of embassies, then 2016 is expected to be a year of definition as the two former adversaries move past 

ceremony and tackle the hard issues that still separate them. 

http://cubaniatravel.com/
http://www.tripadvisor.com/
https://www.airbnb.com/


 

Among the most pressing problems that will shape the relationship this year are migration, with thousands 

of Cubans intent on reaching the United States stranded in Central America, and Cuba’s economic future, 

now that its preferential oil deal with Venezuela appears to be in jeopardy after the country’s opposition 

won control of congress. 

 

 

 

 
 

Cuba's leader Raúl Castro casts his vote to elect a new member of the state council, during the twice-annual 

legislative session at the National Assembly in Havana, Cuba, Tuesday, Dec. 29, 2015. He announced the 

government’s plans for 2016. Ismael Francisco AP  

 

Business interests are hopeful that there could be a breakthrough and that major deals resulting from the 

United States’ commercial opening toward Cuba might come to fruition. For the Cubans, the most important 

thing is getting the embargo lifted — a difficult proposition in an election year — and they don’t hesitate 

to preface most talks with U.S. executives and politicians about the need to get rid of it. 

 

The year started with Virginia Democratic Gov. Terry McAuliffe prospecting in Cuba for business 

opportunities for his state. He came away with an agreement between the Port of Virginia, a deepwater port 

in Norfolk, and Mariel, Cuba’s container port west of Havana, to explore ways to work together. He also 

announced an academic exchange and research understanding between the University of Havana and 

Virginia Commonwealth University. 

 

But the Cubans also got what they were interested in: McAuliffe said that it was time to put an end to the 

“foolish policy” of the embargo and that he would be meeting with members of Congress and administration 

officials to drive home the message that “2016 needs to be the year that we move our relationship forward, 

that we end this embargo and we do the right thing for the citizens of the United States of America and the 

citizens of Cuba.” 

 

Pedro Freyre, an attorney who heads the international practice at Akerman, said 2015 was the year when 

the foundations of the new relationship were laid down, setting up a basis for what may come in 2016. 

 

He expects the administration will announce another set of regulations soon that will give U.S. businesses 

more confidence to engage with Cuba and that there will be a flurry of activity during the first quarter of 

2016. 

 

“The administration has already decided to make another set of changes,” said John Kavulich, president of 

the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. He expects they will focus on diminishing restrictions on the 

use of U.S. dollars in international transactions dealing with Cuba. “That would certainly benefit the Cubans 

anywhere they do business, but this has also been an impediment for U.S. companies that want to do 

business with Cuba,” he said. 

 



Under the Obama administration’s commercial opening toward Cuba, products such as Internet and telecom 

equipment that increase connectivity for the Cuban people, agricultural and construction equipment 

destined for private entrepreneurs, and many other products that will help Cuba’s growing entrepreneurial 

sector run its businesses may be sent to Cuba. U.S. companies also are allowed to buy some products made 

by private Cuban businesses. 

 

Kavulich said he also expects regulations will be issued outlining the terms of payments for such 

transactions, which are exceptions to the embargo, and that the process by which American travelers certify 

that they fall within the 12 categories authorized to visit Cuba will be streamlined. 

 

“The clock is ticking for the Obama administration,” Freyre said. “I think the Cubans understand they have 

a limited window of opportunity and after the end of Obama’s term, things are up for grabs.”  

 

A few other commercial milestones also are expected to be achieved this year: the first scheduled 

commercial flights between the United States and Cuba in five decades and perhaps the resumption of U.S.-

based cruise ships calling in Cuba. 

 

In mid-December, U.S. air carriers said they’d reached an agreement in principle with the Cuban 

government to allow scheduled flights to Cuba, but provided few details. 

 

Several cruise lines are advertising Cuban itineraries that depart from U.S. ports this year, but so far Cuba 

hasn’t given the green light to any of the cruise lines. 

 

Still, Freyre, who represents corporate clients who have struck deals with the Cubans or hope to, said he’s 

“guardedly optimistic” that the cruise lines are making progress in winning approvals. “We’re on track,” 

he said. 

 

Other analysts expect a slower pace in the rapprochement and say the Cuban government has been very 

cautious about selecting U.S. business partners or changing Cuban laws or procedures to facilitate the U.S. 

overtures. 

 

Among the reasons for the slow uptake, said Freyre: The sheer number of overtures by U.S. businesses has 

caught the Cubans by surprise; dealing with U.S. executives is relatively new territory for them; and the 

nature of Cuban bureaucracy, which requires many interagency consultations. 

 

“They’re going about this with a whole lot of thought; they don’t want to make decisions that will lead to 

risk,” he said. 

 

Changes in Politburo?  

 

When the Communist Party of Cuba holds its Seventh Congress in April, there also may be clues about the 

political future of the country that could be relevant to the evolving relationship with the United States. 

 

“It will be very telling if there are major changes to the Politburo,” said Andy Gomez, a Cuba scholar and 

retired dean of international studies at the University of Miami. As the revolutionary old guard retires and 

dies off, Cuba is undergoing a generational power shift. 

 

If there are changes in the Politburo, Gomez said, new members may bring different views on U.S.-Cuba 

relations. 

 

Oil uncertainties  

 

Also key to Cuba’s economic future and how willing it may be to cut deals with American businesses is 

the fate of its preferential oil deal with Venezuela, which itself is struggling economically but provides 

deeply subsidized oil to Cuba in exchange for Cuban medical personnel. Last month the Venezuelan 

opposition won a super majority in the National Assembly and the new congress, which was seated last 

week, isn’t expected to be as friendly to Cuba as the island’s ideological soul mate President Nicolás 

Maduro. 

 



The opposition bloc announced that one of its goals was to develop a strategy to constitutionally change 

the government within six months. 

 

In his Dec. 29 speech to Cuba’s National Assembly, Cuban leader Raúl Castro said that economic growth 

was expected to fall from 4 percent in 2015 to 2 percent this year. He mentioned not only the drop in the 

prices of traditional Cuban exports such as nickel but also oil uncertainties. 

 

While Castro said lower oil prices could lower the costs of some imports, he also said Cuba’s “mutually 

advantageous” cooperation agreements were being affected and he specifically mentioned Venezuela, 

which he said was “being subjected to an economic war to reverse popular support for the revolution.” 

 

Castro said the Cuban government is convinced that such efforts will be resisted. But in light of the 

uncertainties, he said Cuba needed to be as efficient as possible, reduce costs, concentrate its resources on 

activities that will generate export earnings and emphasize import substitutes, and increase investment in 

infrastructure and production. 

 

If the Venezuelan oil spigot begins to dry up, “that impacts Cuba’s cash flow — both money coming in and 

money going out,” said Kavulich. 

 

But Freyre said the Cuban government has had time to prepare for a possible diminished economic 

relationship with Venezuela. “They haven’t been in power for 54 years by making it up as they go along,” 

he said. 

 

Human rights, migration  

 

The United States and Cuba also remain far apart on issues such as human rights and migration. An 

estimated 8,000 Cubans have been stuck at the Costa Rica border after Nicaragua refused to allow them to 

cross into its territory to continue their journey to the United States. Here they plan to take advantage of the 

Cuban Adjustment Act, which allows them to become permanent residents after spending a year in the 

United States. 

 

While a pilot program that will start bringing some of the Cubans to El Salvador, where they can continue 

their route north, is expected to begin Tuesday, it doesn’t address the more basic differences between the 

two countries. 

Cuba opposes the adjustment act, the U.S. wet foot/dry foot policy and a special parole program for Cuban 

medical professionals because it says they encourage people smuggling and motivate Cubans to abandon 

their medical posts abroad. Even though the two countries now have diplomatic relations, the United States 

has said it has no plans to change its special treatment for Cubans. 

 

Obama trip to Cuba?  

 

This also may be the year President Barack Obama visits Cuba. Ben Rhodes, deputy national security 

adviser, said that a decision will be made on a presidential trip in the next few months but that the president 

wants to see an advance in his priorities, such as improvement in Cuba’s human rights record, more access 

to information and the Internet on the island, and a greater role for private enterprise in Cuba.  

 

“I’d be surprised if he didn’t visit. This is a major legacy item for President Obama,” McAuliffe told 

reporters during his Cuban trip. 

 

In an interview with Yahoo News in December, the president said that he “very much” wants to visits Cuba. 

“If I go on a visit, then part of the deal is that I get to talk to everybody,” said Obama, adding that he and 

his aides hope the relationship progresses to a point where there is agreement that “now would be a good 

time to shine a light on progress that’s been made, but also maybe [go] there to nudge the Cuban government 

in a new direction.” 

 

Critics of the rapprochement say there needs to be significant improvement in Cuba’s human rights record 

before the president should even consider such a trip. 

 



In the second half of this year, the pace of political detentions has increased — although most of those 

arrested are held for only a few hours or days. In December, the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and 

National Reconciliation reported 930 “politically motivated” temporary detentions or arrests, compared to 

489 the previous December. The commission said there were 8,616 such cases in 2015, compared to 8,899 

in 2014. 

 

“A visit to Cuba to cozy up to Fidel and Raúl Castro will not help the Cuban people achieve their desire for 

freedom and democracy. President Obama cannot in good conscience state that his Cuba policy has 

improved human rights conditions on the island,” said South Florida Republican Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen. 

In 2016, Ros-Lehtinen said she plans to continue to work on supporting pro-democracy leaders in Cuba and 

try to “amplify their calls for freedom” in the U.S. Congress. “The president’s legacy on Cuba is 

unfortunately clear as one of appeasement to dictators, indifference to human rights, and no accountability 

for rogue regimes,” she said. 

 

Kavulich said it appears that the United States is holding Cuba to a minimum of standards in the two 

countries’ evolving relationship. He believes Obama is so intent on visiting Cuba that “the Cuban Foreign 

Ministry would have to work day and night to create a scenario so the president wouldn’t go. 

 

“I think this will be a year of calculations with both sides engaged in trying to figure out the maximums 

and minimums required for responses,” he said. 

 

‘We’re all over the place’  

 

Gomez said 2016 also could be a year of definition for the Cuban-American community. 

 

Old guard Cuban Americans have expressed dismay that they weren’t consulted when the Obama 

administration was formulating its new Cuba policy, and when a group of influential Cuban-American 

business executives recently published an “Open Letter to Our Fellow Cuban-Americans” that hailed 

progress in the relationship and urged further engagement with the Cuban people, it opened a rift with some 

exiles who said the letter writers ignored their pain and Cuban reality. 

 

“Where is my community going to land on all of this?” asked Gomez. “We’re all over the place [on 

rapprochement]. The question in 2016 is how much can the Cuban-American community recapture some 

of the agenda between the United States and Cuba and what role, if any, can we play in this?” 
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Agreement between Virginia and Cuba could increase agricultural exports 

Memorandum of Understanding has been signed 
 

By Diego Flammini 

 

The Virginia Port Authority and Cuban National Port Authority have signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) to assess commercial opportunities between the Port of Virginia and Port of Mariel 

Special Development Project in Cuba. 

 

The MOU will help with the sharing of information, including data exchanges, market studies, training and 

technological information. Cuba and Virginia will use the information to support trade and investments via 

waterways. 

 

Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe said the MOU is another step in the right direction in sorting out 

relations with Cuba. 

 

“As relations between our nations continue to normalize, this agreement will position Virginia as a leader 

in trade relations with Cuba now and in the future,” he said. 

 

http://www.farms.com/author-bio/diego-flammini.aspx


Cuba’s Port of Mariel has the capacity to handle nearly 1.3 million shipping containers annually, which 

could help increase the amount of agricultural exports the country receives from Virginia. 

 

“I believe Virginia’s continued engagement has once again yielded positive results in Cuba,” said Secretary 

of Agriculture and Forestry Todd Haymore. “Last year, Cuba purchased $25 million in agricultural exports 

from Virginia, all in bulk shipments.  This agreement will help position Virginia to provide container 

service for agricultural products such as poultry, pork and apples, which are shipped in refrigerated 

containers.” 

 

Data from the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council indicates that Norfolk, Virginia, when measured in 

metric tons, ranked at the top out of 14 ports used to export agricultural goods from the U.S. to Cuba. 

 

Since 2006, Virginia has exported nearly $400 million worth of goods to Cuba. 

 

Variety 
Hollywood, California 

6 January 2016 
 

‘Fast and Furious 8’ Wants to Shoot in Cuba (EXCLUSIVE) 
 

 
Courtesy of Universal 

 

Brent Lang  

Senior Film and Media Reporter 

 

Justin Kroll  

Film Reporter  

 

Universal’s “Fast and Furious” franchise may be going where no major studio film has gone before. 

 

While plans are still being worked out, Variety has learned that the studio behind the hugely popular series 

wants to shoot part of the eighth film in the “Fast and Furious” series in Cuba. The filmmakers have made 

a research trip to the country to look at possible locations, though an insider cautions that things are in the 

exploratory phase. 

 

“Universal Pictures is currently in the process of seeking approval from the United States and Cuban 

governments to explore shooting a portion of the next installment of the ‘Fast & Furious’ series in Cuba,” 

a spokeswoman for the studio said. 

 

Exotic locales are a staple of the “Fast and Furious” films, with previous chapters unfolding in the likes of 

Dubai and Rio. The setting is also advantageous because the series has an avid Hispanic audience. 

 

The move comes as Hollywood companies are looking for ways to gain a foothold in the Latin American 

nation following the Obama administration’s move to normalize relations with Cuba. Since a decades-long 

trade embargo was lifted, Conan O’Brien has shot episodes of his late–night program in Havana, 

Showtime’s “House of Lies” has announced plans to film parts of its fifth season in the country, and Vanity 

Fair sent Rihanna and photographer Annie Leibovitz down to the communist nation to get footage of the 

pop star giving sultry stares while idling by Eisenhower-era cars. Netflix has also announced plans to launch 

a streaming service in the country, despite its poor internet connectivity. 

 

http://variety.com/author/varietybrentlang/
http://variety.com/author/justin-kroll/
http://variety.com/t/fast-and-furious/
http://variety.com/t/cuba/
http://variety.com/2016/tv/news/house-of-lies-havana-cuba-don-cheadle-1201673463/


“Cuba is a land that many know about, but few have seen,” said John Kavulich, senior policy adviser to the 

U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. “These productions are hoping to capitalize on the increased 

interest in Cuba.” 

 

So far nothing has hit Cuba on the size and scale of a “Fast and Furious” movie, which are known for their 

gravity-defying stunts and screen-flooding explosions. The only previous Hollywood shoot in Cuba was a 

small indie starring Giovanni Ribisi called “Papa,” which was set during the Cuban Revolution. 

 

In the past, films like “Havana” with Robert Redford or Michael Mann’s “Miami Vice” substituted 

locations in the Dominican Republic or Uruguay for Cuba because years of tension between the two 

countries meant that U.S.-based companies were barred from spending U.S. dollars in Cuba. That changed 

after a trade embargo was lifted in 2015, lightening travel restrictions and leading the U.S. to open an 

embassy in the country. Experts like Kavulich said that a major Hollywood film will have no trouble 

securing approvals because allowing filming of a “Fast and “Furious” sequel would be viewed as a chance 

to strengthen relations. 

 

“The Cuban government is supportive and the U.S. government is supportive,” he said. “Licenses for 

television and motion picture productions are bilateral issues and they will receive bilateral support.” 

 

The location would be one of several backdrops for the newest “Fast and Furious” film. Right now the 

studio is hoping to start production this spring in Atlanta and New York. The plan would be to have one of 

the film’s major set pieces take place in Cuba. 

 

Several hurdles still need to be overcome, including ensuring that the country is capable of handling a big-

budget shoot that a film of this nature requires, but insiders are hopeful that any reservations will be swept 

aside by the time production begins this spring. There are a number of advantages to shooting in Cuba 

beyond popular interest in the island country. Cuba has a variety of settings that could appeal to filmmakers 

— from beaches to tropical mountains — as well as highways, railways and something of a transportation 

infrastructure. The country also has a native entertainment industry and does boast soundstages and trained 

professionals. Food is cheap and labor is substantially less expensive than it would be in the U.S. 

 

The major disadvantage is a lack of internet. Verizon and Sprint have offered roaming in the country, but a 

production of this scale would need to bring in a satellite-based wireless internet system. 

 

Though Cuba and the West engaged in saber rattling for years, low points in relations, such as the Cuban 

Missile Crisis or the Bay of Pigs Invasion, have passed into history for a rising generation. Cuban citizens 

are even relatively well versed in American pop culture. Hollywood films are shown on television and more 

recent productions are routinely pirated and sold on USB drives. 

 

“In general people like Americans and are very welcoming,” said Richard Feinberg, senior fellow at the 

Brookings Institution and the author of “Open for Business: Building Cuba’s Economy.” “From the Cuban 

point of view, these kinds of films would bring in money and attract positive publicity.” 

 

The next “Fast and Furious” film debuts on April 17, 2017. Vin Diesel and Dwayne Johnson are on board 

to return in starring roles, while “Straight Outta Compton’s” F. Gary Gray will take over the director’s 

chair. 

 

 

Australia Network 
Sydney, Australia 

7 January 2016 
 

 

The United States and Cuba had an economic embargo for around 50 years until its normalization last year. 

Since it might be possible for major film outfits to cross Fidel Castro’s land, this time, the next “Fast and 

Furious 8” movie might just be filmed in Cuba for its exotic setting. 

 



According to Variety, the filmmakers expressed their desire to shoot the action-adventure motion picture 

in Cuba. 

 

“Universal Pictures is currently in the process of seeking approval from the United States and Cuban 

governments to explore shooting a portion of the next installment of the ‘Fast & Furious’ series in Cuba,” 

the representative revealed. 

 

Notably, previous “Fast and Furious” installments include scenes that were shot in some places like Dubai 

and Rio, where exotic locales are present. Should the Cuban government agree, they will be the first major 

studio film to set foot on the land. 

 

“The Cuban government is supportive and the U.S. government is supportive,” says John Kavulich, senior 

policy adviser to the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. “Licenses for television and motion picture 

productions are bilateral issues and they will receive bilateral support.” 

 

The filmmakers are planning to start the production in Atlanta and New York in spring while waiting for 

the approval. 

 

As for the cast and characters, Tyrese, Ludacris, Michelle Rodriguez, Vin Diesel and Dwayne Johnson are 

expected to return for the 8th film. Meanwhile, “Straight Outta Compton” director F. Gary Gray will be the 

new director. 

 

And for the rumors spreading that Brian O’Conner (played by the late Paul Walker) will not be in the “Fast 

and Furious 8,” NBC Universal vice chairman Ron Meyer explained that the production allegedly decided 

to have the next film without the character. 

 

“Paul won’t be in it, but he’ll be represented in some form or another,” Meyes was quoted from another 

Variety article. 

 

“Fast and Furious 8” kicks off in theaters on April 14, 2017. 
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Fast & Furious 8 Is Looking To Film In Cuba 
 

Brandon Davis 

 

 
  

Rumors have long swirled that the eighth installment of the Fast & Furious franchise would head to New 

York City for the first time in its 15 year history but that isn't that only major location in mind for the 

globetrotting franchise. 

 

“Universal Pictures is currently in the process seeking approval from the United States and Cuban 

governments to explore shooting a portion of the next installment of the Fast & Furious series in Cuba,” a 

spokeswoman for the studio said told Variety. 

 

http://variety.com/2016/film/news/fast-and-furious-8-wants-to-shoot-in-cuba-exclusive-1201672531/
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Exotic international locations wouldn't be new for the franchise, seeing as Furious 7 took the cast and crew 

through the skyline of Dubai and Fast Five was largely known for its Brazilian adventures. The avid 

Hispanic fanbase of the franchise would likely be pleased with a trip to Cuba. 

 

“Cuba is a land that many know about, but few have seen,” said John Kavulich, senior policy adviser to the 

U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. “These productions are hoping to capitalize on the increased 

interest in Cuba.” 

 

Only one Hollywood film has ever shot in Cuba to date: Giovanni Ribisi's Papa which was set during the 

Cuban Revolution. Other Hollywood films which "take place" in Cuba, such as Havana or Miami Vice 

substituted the embargoed location with spots such as the Dominican Repblic and Uruguay. 

 

Fast & Furious 8 is set for release April 14, 2017. 
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Boom Bust Goes To Cuba 

 

Shares for gun makers are soaring, propelled by the belief that calls for more gun control will actually drive 

up demand. Manuel Rapalo takes a look. Edward Harrison is then joined from Las Vegas to discuss what 

technologies are vying for attention this week at the Consumer Electronics Show. 

 

After the break, Erin Ade kicks off Boom Bust’s Cuba week by sitting down with John Kavulich, senior 

policy adviser at the US-Cuba Trade and Economics Council, to talk about the effects of easing sanctions 

on the island nation. Ameera David examines the booming tourist industry in Cuba being aided by the likes 

of Airbnb and other technologies. Finally, Bianca Facchinei interviews Jorge Legra, the director of strategic 

programs for marketing and communication at the state-owned ETECSA, about relaxing of internet 

restrictions and how this may help the country economically. 

 

https://www.rt.com/shows/boom-bust/328055-boom-bust-cuba-us/ 
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Virginia and Cuba to sign port agreement, look to expand trade 
 

HAVANA | By Jaime Hamre  

 

 
Democratic Governor Terry McAuliffe of Virginia makes remarks during a ''Growth and Jobs in America'' 

Discussion at the National Governors Association Winter Meeting in Washington, February 23, 2014. 

Reuters/Mike Theiler 

 



Virginia's port authority will become the first U.S. port operator to sign a cooperation agreement with its 

Cuban counterpart, in an effort to increase trade and establish direct service with Cuba, Virginia's governor 

said on Monday.  

 

"We are going to sign an agreement tomorrow between the Port of Mariel and our Port of Virginia which 

will be a strategic alliance," Virginia Governor Terry McAuliffe said during a three-day trip to the 

Communist-run island. 

 

McAuliffe is the fourth U.S. governor to visit Cuba since both countries announced they would work to 

normalize relations just over a year ago.  

 

His 30-member delegation includes various state officials and about twenty business leaders.  

 

The recently opened Mariel Port, just west of Havana, aims to become a major shipping center as larger 

ships pass through the Panama Canal and use it as a logistical hub. 

 

"As Cuba and the United States normalize relationships, we'd like to see the Cuban companies establish 

Virginia as their distribution point for the United States," Thomas Capozzi, chief sales officer for the Port 

of Virginia, told Reuters.  

 

According to the New York-based U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, Norfolk, Virginia, ranked first 

- in metric tons - of 14 ports used in 2015 for exporting agricultural products from the United States to 

Cuba. 

 

President Barack Obama has relaxed parts of the comprehensive trade embargo of Cuba and has asked 

Congress to lift it completely. 

 

Virginia is Cuba's third U.S. trade partner. The state has exported nearly $400 million in goods to the island 

in the last decade, McAuliffe said. 

The United States authorized cash-only agricultural exports to Cuba in 2000.  

 

Virginia's sales to Cuba, hampered by U.S. sanctions that bar Havana from credit, dropped to $25 million 

in 2014, Virginia Secretary of Agriculture and Forestry Todd Haymore told Reuters, echoing a call by the 

governor to allow bank credit for the food trade.  

 

He said the delegation, which includes representatives from pork producer Smithfield Foods and poultry 

producer Perdue Farms, hopes to increase and diversify Virginia's exports to Cuba, which consist primarily 

of apples, wine and soy products. 
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Richmond, Virginia 

4 January 2016 
 

Partial Text 

 

Governor Terry McAuliffe is in the midst of a three-day trip to Cuba, hoping to drum up new 

business for Virginia, but as Sandy Hausman reports, his mission could benefit businesses 

nationwide. 
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Cuba is a land of beautiful music and beaches, good cigars and rum, but it’s home to just 11.3 

million people, most of them poor, and the last three governors to visit left with no promise of new 

business.  Terry McAuliffe himself came away empty handed when, as a private businessman, he 

tried to cut deals in 2009.  Still, he’s committed three full nights to this trip, an extraordinary 

amount of time according to John Kavulich, head of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

“He’s saying to the Cubans, ‘I’m all in. I’m using taxpayer money. I’m using the state plane.  I’m 

bringing businesses of substance down here, but in order for me to maintain credibility, I have to 

come back with something. I just can’t come back to the citizens of the Commonwealth and say  I 

spent several hundred thousand dollars, and I smoked some cigars and a I had some rum.’  And I 

think the Cubans are aware of that," Kavulich says. 

 

They also know that McAuliffe is a big player in Democratic party politics – someone who knows 

Barack Obama and is extremely close to the Clintons. 

 

“What comes out of his mouth will likely have been a result of his discussions with the former 

president and with Mrs. Clinton, and the Cuban government is keenly aware that the clock is 

ticking on the Obama administration," Kavulich explains.  "They know that they will never have 

a president that wants to get something done as much as he does, and if Mrs. Clinton is elected, 

she’s not going to have that focus.” 

 

If McAuliffe wins new business for Virginia, it could signal a softening on Cuba’s part – the first 

trade domino to fall.  Next, Cuba might allow U.S. companies to have offices in Havanna,  hire 

Cuban nationals and sell American products directly to customers, something Kavulich says is not 

possible today. 

 

“There are about 200 categories of independent business operators in Cuba – hairstylists to car 

repairs, but the Cuban government does not officially allow these people to import products 

directly.  They have to buy it thru a Cuban government store.” 

 

Cuba also has a list of things it wants from the U.S.  – like credit:  “Healthcare products, food and 

agriculture products must be paid for on a cash basis, and the Cubans generally don’t like it, 

because they have to make payment before the product gets to Cuba or when the product gets to 

Cuba.” 

 

To pressure the U.S. on that point, Cuba has actually cut way back on what it buys from this 

country.  In 2011, for example, it bought $65 million worth of goods – mostly agricultural products 

– from Virginia, but in 2015 that number fell to about $25 million.  

 

Cuba is in an uncomfortable place right now.  Its wealthiest ally, Venezuela, is in the midst of an 

economic crisis, and that could mean less cash for the island nation.  On the other hand, Terry 

McAuliffe could be sitting pretty politically if several factors lead Cuba to make a deal. Again, 

John Kavulich with the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

“We will never know if he was the one that caused it or if the Cuban government said, ‘This is a 

good time to do it,’ but he’s going to get credit for it.” 

 

And coming one week before the next legislative session, in which McAuliffe will no doubt be 

battling Republican opponents, a win on the global front could help to bolster his reputation and 

political clout at home. 
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Va. Gov. McAuliffe heads to Cuba to announce export deals 
 

 
By Max Smith  
 

 
FILE - In this July 13, 2015 file photo, Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliffespeaks during a news conference at the Capitol in Richmond, Va. State and 

local elections across the country this week produced warnings signs for both Democrats and Republicans as the parties press toward the... 

 

WASHINGTON — Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliffe was headed in Cuba Sunday for a four-day visit 

expected to include the announcements of several export deals for Virginia products. 

 

“Cuba is a major trading partner for us, and we’re going to have some very important strategic 

announcements when we are in Cuba,” McAuliffe said ahead of the trip.  He has traveled around the world 

since taking office to places like the Middle East. 

 

“Ninety-five percent of the world’s customers live outside the United States of America, so I go where the 

customers are,” McAuliffe said.  On each trip, he has announced deals that were at least largely worked out 

ahead of time to increase exports of Virginia products or to draw new investment to Virginia. 

 

On Dec. 22, McAuliffe met with the Cuban ambassador to the United States at the Cuban Embassy in 

Washington.  In a sign the trip will focus on exports of grain, poultry and related farm commodities, the 

meeting included Virginia Agriculture Sec. Todd Haymore. 

 

“We’re going where the customers are to build our ag business,” McAuliffe said. 

 

The Obama administration took steps to normalize relations with Cuba about a year ago. 

The U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, a business group that supports trade with Cuba, said 

McAuliffe is the 14th U.S. governor to visit Cuba since 1999. 
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Va. Republican challenges McAuliffe to meet with dissidents in Cuba 
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Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliffe speaks during an AP Day at the Capitol session in Richmond in December. (Steve Helber/AP) 

 

By Laura Vozzella  

 

MIAMI — On the eve of his three-day trade mission to Cuba, Gov. Terry McAuliffe (D) on Saturday 

pushed back against a Republican legislator’s demand that he meet with dissidents while on the island. 

 

Del.-elect Jason Miyares, the first Cuban American elected to Virginia’s General Assembly, called on 

McAuliffe to spend time with the Ladies in White and others at odds with Cuba’s communist regime. 

Miyares’s family fled the country in 1965. 

 

“As Governor McAuliffe decides to ring in the New Year in the only non-democratic nation in the entire 

Western Hemisphere, perhaps he should keep in mind the thousands of dissidents that are harassed, beaten 

and imprisoned each day in Cuba simply because they yearn for freedom,” said Miyares, who in November 

won a House seat, representing Virginia Beach. 

 

“As Governor of Virginia, Terry McAuliffe holds the same seat as Thomas Jefferson, and as such he has a 

special responsibility during his Cuba trip to speak out on behalf of the timeless universal truths of his 

predecessor; the self-evident truths that ‘all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights’ including the Right of ‘Life, Liberty and the Pursuant of Happiness,’” 

Miyares said in a written statement issued late Friday night. “Mr. Jefferson was able to utter those words to 

the mighty British Empire 240 years ago, surely Governor McAuliffe can advocate these same timeless 

principles to the Castro regime today.” 

 

McAuliffe heads for Cuba on Sunday for a three-day trip intended to promote exports of Virginia products 

at a time of warming relations between the two countries. His public schedule for the trip, dominated by 

meetings with the various government officials who do the buying for Cuba’s centrally planned economy, 

gives no indication that the governor plans to meet with dissidents. 

 

McAuliffe’s spokesman said the governor’s job in Cuba is to promote trade, but noted that an improved 

U.S.-Cuban relationship offers hope for progress on human rights. 

 

“The purpose of the Governor’s trip is to open new markets for Virginia products,” McAuliffe’s spokesman, 

Brian Coy, said via email in response to Miyares’s statement. “He believes opening trade relations is a key 

strategy to create new economic activity and opportunities for families in Virginia and Cuba alike. 

“For the first time fifty years, the US and Cuba have a formal diplomatic relationship and a process — 

agreed to by both governments — for discussing human rights. The Governor is pleased with this significant 

achievement as he believes it, along with greater commerce and trade activities, will pave the way for better 

relations between the US and Cuba, something that citizens of both countries support.” 

 

McAuliffe will be the fourth sitting U.S. governor to travel to Cuba since President Obama announced plans 

just over a year ago to begin normalizing relations with the communist country. He follows New York Gov. 

Andrew Cuomo (D), Arkansas Gov. Asa Hutchinson (R) and Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R). 

 

None of the others met with dissidents during their trips, said John Kavulich, president of the U.S.-Cuba 

Trade and Economic Council, which provided information to McAuliffe and other governors ahead of their 

trips. 

 

“Generally we have suggested that when governors go down, that they steer away from anything that is 

truly going to be provocative for the Cubans, because they’re supposed to be there as chief marketing 

officers for their states,” Kavulich said. 

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/people/laura-vozzella


“I think there’s a different role for a United States senator or a member of the House of Representatives,” 

he added, noting that unlike governors, members of Congress have an official role in making foreign policy. 

But Kavulich said that McAuliffe is in an awkward spot because he has close personal ties to former 

president Bill Clinton and current Democratic presidential front-runner Hillary Clinton. 

 

“It’s tough because that delegate does have a point — you’re an elected official, you’re a very visible 

official, you’ve got that tie to the Clintons,” he said. “So maybe you should say, ‘I’m here trying to get 

business as state official, but as a human being, as a father, as a husband, I think it’s important that anyone 

who comes to a country not gloss over issues just because they’re inconvenient.’ ” 

 

 

The Washington Post 
Washington, DC 

2 January 2016 
 

McAuliffe, at the midpoint, sets sights on Cuba and other foreign markets 
 

 
Now-Gov. Terry McAuliffe posing in front of a sidewalk bookstore in Havana, Cuba, during his April 2010 trade mission. The books behind 

McAuliffe were displayed in crates that once held Virginia apples. (Obtained by the Washington Post) 

 
By Laura Vozzella  
 
RICHMOND –Virginia Gov. Terry McAuliffe, determined to make his mark in an office once occupied by 

Patrick Henry and Thomas Jefferson, heads to Cuba on Sunday, hoping to capitalize on a historic thaw 

between the United States and the communist island nation. 
 

The timing for McAuliffe (D) is just as momentous.  

 

The three-day trade mission comes as the term-limited governor reaches the midway point of his stint, at a 

moment when Republicans have a tight grip on the General Assembly. With the House and Senate firmly 

dug in against many of his top priorities, McAuliffe is staking his governorship on non-partisan goals he 

can largely pull off on his own — economic development and foreign trade chief among them. He is setting 

his sights not across Capitol Square so much as across oceans. 

 

“Ninety-five percent of the world’s customers live outside of the United States of America,” McAuliffe 

said in an interview with The Washington Post. “I’ve got to go where the customers are. … For many of 

these countries, you can’t do it with a phone call.” 

 

Since he ran for governor in 2013, McAuliffe has stressed the need to expand and diversify the state’s 

economy, which is highly dependent on military and other federal spending.  

 

That is a goal with bipartisan appeal, but building a legacy around those aspirations is proving to be a 

tremendous challenge, with McAuliffe up against stiff economic headwinds and skeptical Republicans. The 

governor has turned off some GOP legislators by trying to sell partisan social policies as economic 

development. 

 

Enhancing gay rights or abortion access? That, the governor contends, would make the state more “open 

and welcoming” to new businesses. Expanding Medicaid under the Affordable Care Act, McAuliffe argues, 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/people/laura-vozzella


would create 30,000 health-care jobs and shore up rural hospitals. At least so far, Republicans haven’t 

bought it.  

 

So now, as the governor heads to off on his latest international trip, he has an opportunity to delve into 

economic development work in its purest form, the realm where he is most likely to shine. Away from 

Richmond, apart from his larger social agenda, McAuliffe will simply be selling Virginia.  

 

“I think where he is most successful and where his legacy is potentially made, if he’s going to have one, is 

going to be on economic development, and not just on bringing jobs to Virginia, but on transforming the 

Virginia economy, even just a little bit, from dependency on federal spending,” said Quentin Kidd, a 

political scientist at Christopher Newport University. “In a funny way, it’s a safe refuge from the fights in 

the General Assembly that he can’t win.” 

 

But in Cuba, McAuliffe has not chosen an easy course. The small, relatively poor country, even after a year 

of detente, still labors under most Cold War-era trade restrictions. Some of McAuliffe’s GOP foes roll their 

eyes at the notion that Cuba can boost Virginia’s fortunes. 

 

“It’s probably not where I’d be going,” said House Majority Leader Kirk Cox (R-Colonial Heights). 

 

Del.-elect Jason Miyares, a Virginia Beach Republican who in November became the first Cuban-American 

elected to the General Assembly, was more pointed, calling on the governor to meet with dissidents.  

 

“As Governor McAuliffe decides to ring in the New Year in the only non-democratic nation in the entire 

Western Hemisphere, perhaps he should keep in mind the thousands of dissidents that are harassed, beaten 

and imprisoned each day in Cuba simply because they yearn for freedom,” Miyares said in a statement 

Friday night. 

 

But Del. David Albo (R-Fairfax) sees potential in Cuba. His brother and father once held a special State 

Department license to do telecommunications work on the island. 

 

“My brother says they’ve got beaches that go for miles and miles,” Albo said. “I’m sure there’s money to 

be made there and the first person who gets in there wins.” 

 

McAuliffe is not the first Virginia governor to see economic promise in an island that is just a three-day 

sail from the Port of Virginia. His three immediate predecessors have courted Cuba, starting with now-Sen. 

Mark R. Warner (D). Warner wanted to lead a Virginia trade mission to the island when he took office in 

2002, taking advantage of liberalization that became law when President Bill Clinton signed the Trade 

Sanctions Reform and Export Enhancement Act. Advisers, worried about the optics of a potential sit-down 

with Fidel Castro, talked him out of it. 

 

Warner instead sent his commerce and trade secretary, who helped Virginia farmers sell about $800,000 in 

apples and soybeans to Cuba in 2003 — the first exports from Virginia to Cuba since President John F. 

Kennedy imposed a trade embargo in 1962. 

 

Virginia has been selling to Cuba ever since. The value of that trade — $25 million in sales in 2014 — is 

dwarfed by exports to Canada ($3.7 billion) and China ($2 billion), but it could add up, Kidd said.  

 

“Diversifying the economy is about little bits here and little bits there,” he said. 

 

Interest in Cuba has only grown since Obama moved to normalize relations a year ago, raising hopes that 

in the not-too-distant future, the trade embargo will be fully lifted and the country transformed. McAuliffe 

will be the fourth sitting U.S. governor to travel there since 2015, behind New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo 

(D), Arkansas Gov. Asa Hutchinson (R) and Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (R). McAuliffe hopes to have a head 

start because of Virginia’s existing relationships there. 

 

“As things are changing between us and Cuba, the foresight that four governors have shown – Mark Warner, 

Tim Kaine, Bob McDonnell and Terry McAuliffe — really does put Virginia in a good position to recapture 

business and grow business and, as we go beyond agricultural trade, give us the ability to be standing right 



at the front of the line to talk about the opportunities,” said Todd Haymore, McAuliffe’s secretary of 

agriculture and forestry. 

 

Even critics concede that McAuliffe has been an ebullient cheerleader for the state, one with an enormous 

network of national and international contacts amassed over a decades in politics and business. A former 

Democratic National Committee chairman and close friend of Bill and Hillary Rodham Clinton, McAuliffe 

had associates in Kuwait and Oman he could call on during a November trade mission to helped get bans 

on Virginia poultry lifted. 

 

“Listen, I sat down with the crown prince in Kuwait,” McAuliffe said. “I said, ‘Your highness, you’re 

buying food from all over the globe. You’re importing it. Buy your chickens from me.’ It’s not a hard sell. 

I have relationships with these folks. I’ve known them forever and ever.”  

 

And he does have a record of some success with his strategy. The governor often recites a list of gains over 

his first two years: $9 billion in new economic development projects – more than any other governor in 

Virginia history and double what his past two predecessors had achieved at the same time in their terms. 

An unemployment rate of 4.2 percent, the lowest since August 2008.  

 

But the picture is not all rosy in a state hit particularly hard by the recession and by the automatic federal 

spending cuts known as sequestration.  

 

Since March 2008, Virginia has lost 293,400 private sector jobs – each worth an average of $148,000 a 

year to the state’s economy, said Stephen Fuller, director of the Center for Regional Analysis at George 

Mason University. So far, it has replaced 224,500 of them, but with positions worth an average of $113,000 

a year. Economic growth flatlined in 2014, putting Virginia 49th in a ranking of 50 states and the District.  

 

“In a sense, McAuliffe is pushing right uphill,” Fuller said. “It isn’t that you can just go out and do a 

reasonably effective job of raising the profile of the state and attracting investment. The home base is still 

bleeding. It isn’t all net gain. It’s serious triage which is needed, and I’m not sure that some of the economies 

can be saved and you can’t just backfill them with investment from China.”  

 

McAuliffe also has led trade missions to China (twice), Japan, Korea, Europe, India and the United Arab 

Emirates. Whenever the governor plays on the international stage, there always are suggestions that he is 

capitalizing on his connections to the Clintons, a former president and an aspiring one. 

 

“The Cubans understand that Mr. McAuliffe can give them perhaps some insight, a back channel to the 

Clintons,” said John Kavulich, president of the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. “When they talk 

to Governor McAuliffe, they can easily — and they should — picture him wearing one of Mrs. Clinton’s 

pantsuits, because that’s pretty much what’s going to come out of his mouth. He’s going to be the channeler-

in-chief.” 

 

The island is not entirely new territory for McAuliffe. After losing the Democratic primary in 2009, he 

volunteered to sell Virginia apples and wine in Cuba. He came away with nothing but a tongue-lashing 

from a Cuban official about the perceived injustices of the U.S. trade embargo. 

 

It is not unusual for first-timers to return from Cuba empty handed, said Kirby Jones, a Cuba trade 

consultant who accompanied McAuliffe on that April 2010 visit.  “It just didn’t click and pan out at that 

time,” Jones said. “This trip could be totally different.” 

 

Once he won the governorship in 2013, McAuliffe began cultivating a relationship with Cuba’s top 

Washington-based diplomat, José R. Cabañas, then chief of the Cuban Interests Section. (Cabañas only 

officially became ambassador as relations were normalized.) McAuliffe has visited now-ambassador 

Cabañas several times at the Cuban embassy in Washington and twice entertained him in Richmond.  

 

“You know, I’ve gone up to the embassy, I’ve sat, had a Cuban cigar with him,” McAuliffe said. “I’ve had 

a glass of rum with him. This is how you build relationships with folks.” 

 

That approach has worked better with foreign leaders at times than with some Richmond Republicans. 

McAuliffe put out the welcome mat for the GOP in his first session, upgrading the mansion bar at his own 



expense and inviting legislators over for nightly receptions. Cox and some other Republican leaders 

continue to scoff at his “cocktail party” outreach. 

 

“Candidly, it’s probably one of the more difficult relationships I think I’ve had with a governor,” Cox said. 

“His personality – it’s different. It’s very over the top and in some ways that plays well for him. People like 

enthusiasm. There’s nothing wrong with that. [But] the constantly claiming credit, the constant ‘I’ and ‘me’ 

— it’s just something legislators and others are turned off by.” 

 

Cox and other GOP leaders have worked well with McAuliffe on some critical issues, including plugging 

a projected $2.4 billion budget hole in 2015. And some Republicans have warmed to McAuliffe personally 

while remaining cool to his more partisan goals. Sen. Thomas Garrett (R-Buckingham), one of the 

legislature’s most conservative members, joined the governor for a beer at the mansion in December. 

 

“I like him as well as anybody I know that I don’t trust,” Garrett said. 

 

When McAuliffe unveiled his $109 billion spending plan in December, Republican budget leaders had nice 

things to say about its focus on K-12, higher education and economic development — even as they flatly 

rejected his latest call for Medicaid expansion. The governor’s office saw that as progress — as well as a 

good reason to keep hunting for wins overseas. 

 

“The governor’s forged great working relationships with many Republicans in the General Assembly, and 

that has produced real results on key issues,” said his spokesman, Brian Coy. “Those relationships will 

continue to bear fruit. The governor also recognizes that he has a unique opportunity and a unique skill set 

when it comes to bringing new jobs to Virginia and finding new markets for Virginia products. And he’s 

going to pursue that task just as vigorously as he does his legislative agenda.”  
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Delegate-elect calls on McAuliffe to meet with dissidents in Cuba  
 

MIAMI — On the eve of his three-day trade mission to Cuba, Gov. Terry McAuliffe on Saturday pushed 

back against a legislator’s demand that he meet with dissidents while on the island. 

 

Republican Del.-elect Jason Miyares, the first Cuban-American elected to Virginia’s General Assembly, 

called on McAuliffe to spend time with the Ladies in White and others at odds with Cuba’s communist 

regime. Miyares’ family fled the country in 1965. 

 

“As Governor McAuliffe decides to ring in the new year in the only non-democratic nation in the entire 

Western Hemisphere, perhaps he should keep in mind the thousands of dissidents that are harassed, beaten 

and imprisoned each day in Cuba simply because they yearn for freedom,” said Miyares, who in November 

won a House seat representing Virginia Beach. 

 

“As governor of Virginia, Terry McAuliffe holds the same seat as Thomas Jefferson, and as such he has a 

special responsibility during his Cuba trip to speak out on behalf of the timeless universal truths of his 

predecessor,” Miyares said in a written statement issued late Friday. 

 

McAuliffe, a Democrat, heads for Cuba today for a trip intended to promote exports of Virginia products 

at a time of warming relations between the countries. His schedule for the trip gives no indication that he 

plans to meet with dissidents. 

 

McAuliffe’s spokesman said the governor’s job in Cuba is to promote trade, but noted that an improved 

U.S.-Cuban relationship offers hope for progress on human rights. 



 

“The purpose of the governor’s trip is to open new markets for Virginia products,” McAuliffe’s spokesman, 

Brian Coy, said via email in response to Miyares’ statement. 

 

“For the first time in 50 years, the U.S. and Cuba have a formal diplomatic relationship and a process ... for 

discussing human rights. The governor is pleased with this significant achievement as he believes it, along 

with greater commerce and trade activities, will pave the way for better relations between the U.S. and 

Cuba.” 

 

McAuliffe will be the fourth sitting U.S. governor to travel to Cuba since President Barack Obama 

announced plans just more than a year ago to begin normalizing relations with the country. 

 

None of the others met with dissidents during their trips, said John Kavulich, president of the U.S.-Cuba 

Trade and Economic Council, which advised McAuliffe and other governors ahead of their trips. 

 

“Generally, we have suggested that when governors go down, that they steer away from anything that is 

truly going to be provocative for the Cubans, because they’re supposed to be there as chief marketing 

officers for their states,” said Kavulich, adding that McAuliffe is in an awkward spot because he has close 

personal ties to former President Bill Clinton and current Democratic presidential front-runner Hillary 

Clinton. 

 

“It’s tough because that delegate does have a point — you’re an elected official, you’re a very visible 

official, you’ve got that tie to the Clintons,” he said. “So maybe you should say, ‘I’m here trying to get 

business as state official, but as a human being, as a father, as a husband, I think it’s important that anyone 

who comes to a country not gloss over issues just because they’re inconvenient.’” 

 


