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Cuba braced for life after the Castros Transition comes at a delicate time for the island Raúl Castro 

is due to step down on April 19  

 

 
 

By John Paul Rathbone, Latin America Editor 

 

Niuris Higueras climbs with heavy tread up the wrought-iron staircase to Atelier, a 50-seat restaurant that 

boasts graceful wood-panelled rooms and a broad terrace with sweeping views of the Havana skyline. 

Business seems to be booming. Outside, Havana is bathed in the tangerine light of sunset. Inside, there is a 

happy hum of dining tourists and the cheerful clink of glasses. Yet Ms Higueras is in a funk.  

 

As with most nascent entrepreneurs in Cuba’s fledgling private sector — and indeed many Cubans — she 

is nervous. “Things will change for the better, because they have to,” says the 47-year-old chef fatalistically. 

There is good reason for Ms Higueras’ concern.  

 

On April 19, Raúl Castro, 86, will step down as president and is likely to be replaced by Miguel Díaz-

Canel, 57, Cuba’s vice-president. It is the first time in almost 60 years that a Castro brother will not hold 

the post, and while the presidency is a largely symbolic role, the power shift comes at a delicate moment 

for the communist island. Cuba’s Soviet-style economy, battered by hurricanes and hurt by dwindling aid 

from crisis-ridden Venezuela, is on the rocks.  

 

The state has seemingly cracked down on private businesses, again. And a once-budding relationship with 

the US, Cuba’s arch-enemy, has deteriorated after Donald Trump, the US president, partially reversed the 

detente launched by his predecessor.  

 

 
 

Around 1m US visitors, over half of them Cuban-Americans, travelled to the island last year, spending 

approximately $650m, according to the US-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, a consultancy. But tighter 

US travel restrictions have since slashed visitors. Total tourist visits in 2017 were 4.7m.  

 

“It’s been brutal,” says Ms Higueras. “Americans used to mingle with the Cubans. They visited private 

restaurants, they rented private homes, they used private transport. Other businesses then serviced them. 
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But now the [supply] chain has broken. The impact has been very strong.” A mysterious series of so-called 

sonic attacks that affected at least 24 US diplomats and their families in Havana, has further chilled tourism.  

 

The State Department’s current advisory recommends that visitors “reconsider travel to Cuba due to health 

attacks.” Outside hotels, the restored 1950s cars that once whisked US visitors on joyrides now stand idle. 

Cubans who rent out their homes via services such as Airbnb report falling bookings and prices. “It’s 

logical: if you open a webpage, say, of TripAdvisor in the US and search for Cuba, you get a warning 

message. So obviously that has an impact . . . Americans don’t come,” says Leire Fernandez, co-founder of 

Clandestina, a graphics and T-shirt business in colonial Havana. “Our experience has been a 30-40 per cent 

drop in sales. It’s been the same for everyone.”  

 

But Cuba’s private sector, which has expanded almost fourfold to account for almost 600,000 jobs or an 

eighth of the workforce since Mr Castro introduced reforms eight years ago, has not only been hurt by US 

actions. The Cuban state is also seemingly clamping down. Several business licenses have been revoked as 

part of a process of “rectification” — most notably of Starbien, a restaurant co-owned by the son of a former 

interior minister. There are rumours of more curbs to come. “We have to see what the final rules are,” says 

Miguel Ángel Morales, owner of La Moneda Cubana, a restaurant in Old Havana. “But if there are 

cancellations or limits on private business licenses, as the rumours suggest, that could create unemployment, 

which is not what the national strategy surely needs to be.”  

 

 
Restored 1950s cars stand idle as tourist numbers dwindle © Reuters 

 

The biggest unknown is April 19, when Mr Castro will step aside from the presidency. Most Cubans simply 

shrug their shoulders about its significance as it is a political affair beyond their reach. They are more 

concerned about getting by from day to day. But a leaked video that showed Mr Diaz-Canel taking a 

traditional hardline in a private meeting of Communist Party members, has unsettled nerves. Mr Diaz-Canel 

is a burly party functionary from the provinces and little is known of what he believes — or even if he will 

finally be chosen as successor.  

 

Cubans will “vote” in a pre-ratified slate of candidates for the National Assembly on March 11, which will 

then ratify formally Mr Castro’s successor in April. Mr Castro is expected to remain head of the Communist 

party and the armed forces when he steps down. “We don’t know who the new president will be,” says 

Marta Deus, co-founder of Deus Accountants, which provides accounting services to the self-employed. 

“But I hope it will be a young person, who understands the social changes going on in the world.”  

 

At least the rampant food, drink and price inflation that was driven by yesteryear’s tourist boom and that 

priced many goods beyond most Cubans’ reach, has cooled. “There have been some positive sides to the 

Trump effect too,” says Clandestina’s Ms Fernandez. Internet access also continues to grow.  

 

Privately-employed coders have even sub-contracted their services to design Spanish websites abroad as 

bandwidth has expanded. “That kind of work would have been technically impossible two years ago,” says 

one, who asked to remain anonymous.  

 

But such opportunities are beyond the reach of most, and after six decades of struggle there is a widespread 

sense of resignation, co-mingled with faint hopes for change as the so-called historic generation of ageing 

Cuban leaders step aside.  

 

“Being Cuban is like Sisyphus,” says Esther Cardoso, a leading actress, who rents out her home to make 

ends meet. “You roll a stone to top of the hill, and every night it falls back again. Now is not a time for 

dreams, it’s a time to make money and get by. That’s what Cuba has become today. It’s sad.” 
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Cuban Club in Ybor City tries to convince financiers it does no business in Cuba 

 

 
A statue of Jose Marti, considered the George Washington of Cuba, adorns the entrance to the historic Cuban Club, 2010 14th Ave in Ybor City. 

The club's $190,000 loan for renovation work was frozen by financial institutions seeking assurances it isn't doing business with Cuba. [SKIP 
O'ROURKE | Times] 

 

Paul GuzzoTimes staff writer 

 

YBOR CITY — The historic Cuban Club is planning to start some renovations — as soon as a $190,000 

loan already approved hits the bank.  That was supposed to happen Friday. On Tuesday evening, the club 

still was waiting. 

 

The reason has nothing to do with the club’s credit. Instead, it’s about long-standing trade laws banning 

most U.S. financial transactions with a country shunned by the federal government for embracing Marxism 

more than five decades ago.  The Cuban Club, it seems, has "Cuban" in its name. 

 

Financial institutions flag any transaction with phrases related to Cuba until it can be verified — through 

research by the institution or by the U.S. Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control. 

 

The money should be freed up this week, once everyone is convinced no business is being done with Cuba, 

said Patrick Manteiga, secretary of the Cuban Club’s 501(c)(3) fundraising foundation.  Still, Manteiga 

isn’t happy.  "This is word discrimination," he said. "And this could affect us again." 

 

Some transactions with Cuba are permitted under licenses from the Office of Foreign Assets Control, or 

OFAC, including travel-related services, payments for exports and for imports, said John Kavulich of the 

New York-based U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council. 

 

But U.S. financial companies "remain extremely cautious, viewing each Cuba-related transaction as 

unauthorized until proven otherwise," Kavulich said. 

 

Structural repairs estimated at $2.6 million are planned for the Cuban Club, a four-story, yellow brick 

structure with a neoclassical design built in 1917. The Cuban Club was built to replace an earlier center 

destroyed by fire and served originally as home to a recreational and mutual aid society for Cuban 

immigrants who founded Ybor City. It now honors that legacy.  

 

To help pay for the renovations, the club obtained a $1 million reimbursement grant from the state of 

Florida. The grant must be used by June, so time is of the essence. 

 

Money from a Century Bank loan was to be available Friday.  But Century’s title company, Fidelity 

National Title of Florida, uses Bank of America, which suspended the outgoing wire transfer, according to 

emails among Manteiga, Century and Fidelity that were shared with the Tampa Bay Times. 
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Bank of America released the money Tuesday but Manteiga was told the wire transfer might be frozen 

again as it passes through the other institutions. 

 

The Cuban Club is the latest in a long line of interests so see its transactions held up. In 2015 and 2016, for 

instance, Miami’s MyCubanStore.com discovered that customers’ PayPal transactions were routinely 

suspended as they tried to purchase its Cuban fashions. 

 

Manteiga favors restoring full relations with Cuba, he said, but not everyone in the club does — and he sees 

the membership’s stand on the question as irrelevant in its business dealings.  "Just Google us," Manteiga 

suggested, "to find out we don’t do business with Cuba." 
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Community Matters: How to level the playing field for Arkansas agricultural producers 

 

By Sen. John Boozman / Guest Column 

 

New data released by the U.S.-Cuba Trade Economic Council show that Arkansas’s agricultural producers 

continue to lose out under Washington’s current restrictive trade policy with the island nation. 

 

The top two commodities Cuba purchased from American producers in 2017 are among the top 

commodities produced in Arkansas — chicken leg quarters and soybeans. 

 

A deeper dive into the data shows that chicken and soybean products make up over 80 percent of the total 

food product/agricultural product exports from the U.S. to Cuba last year. 

 

According to the Arkansas Farm Bureau, the Natural State has about 2,500 farms that produce chicken. 

Arkansas is the 10th largest soybean producing state and exports almost half of the state’s crop. 

 

In theory, the Cuban market is ripe for Arkansas’s poultry and soybean producers. Add rice to that list, 

which is a staple of the Cuban diet, and you have the potential for a significant economic boost for our state. 

 

In reality, however, this is not the case. 

 

U.S. producers are still unable to fully tap into the market because federal law does not allow private 

financing for agricultural trade with Cuba. This misguided policy creates a major roadblock to trade with 

the cash-strapped island nation. 

 

There is a bipartisan solution to this problem. Senator Heidi Heitkamp (D-ND) and I introduced the 

Agriculture Export Expansion Act to lift the ban on private banks and companies offering credit for 

agricultural exports to Cuba. This would help level the playing field for exporters across the country and 

support American jobs. 

 

This commonsense solution does not put the American people on the hook for business deals with Cuba. It 

simply removes the regulatory barrier banks and companies run into when trying to offer private financing 

to Cubans for the sale of U.S. agricultural commodities. Private lenders would assume all the risk. 

 

Nearly all international trade relies on credit. Current U.S. policy restricts trade with Cuba to cash-only 

transactions, putting American farmers on the sidelines while competitors like China, Vietnam and Brazil 

actively engage in Cuba’s $2.4 billion market. 

 



Removing this restriction would help level the playing field for Arkansas’ farmers and exporters while 

simultaneously exposing Cubans to American ideals, values and products. 

 

That last point is important. Following Fidel Castro’s death, then President-elect Trump said, “Our 

administration will do all it can to ensure the Cuban people can finally begin their journey toward prosperity 

and liberty.” 

 

I share the President’s desire to see democracy take hold in Cuba, as well as his commitment to ending 

human rights abuses carried out by the Castro regime. I encourage him to consider a more effective 

approach of opening a line of communication and building a working relationship with governments in 

need of democratic assistance. 

 

Trade between nations creates that open line and builds those relationships, allowing for the type of person-

to-person contact that can bring real change to the world. In normalizing trade relations, you not only trade 

goods, but ideas. The two go hand-in-hand. Normalizing relations will allow us to remain competitive and 

create jobs at home, while pushing for human rights and democratic change in Cuba. 

 

Passage of the Agriculture Export Expansion Act would be a small step in that direction, but a big victory 

for American farmers and the Cuban people. 
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MORE U.S. AG EXPORTS HEAD TO CUBA: Trump’s hard-line rhetoric toward Cuba may have led 

to a fraying of Obama-era diplomatic ties, but exports to the island nation paint a very different picture. 

Agricultural exports to Cuba equaled more than $250 million in 2017, according to reports from the U.S.-

Cuba Trade Economic Council. These numbers — from January to November 2017 — show an $50 million 

increase in exports of food products and ag commodities compared with 2016. 

 

Lots of chicken in Cuba: In terms of dollar value, more than half of what’s being sent to Cuba is chicken, 

according to the New York-based business group’s numbers. For the past decade, chicken — whether as 

leg quarters or whole — has consistently topped the list of products Cubans most purchase from the U.S. 

The island nation has also regularly bought U.S. soybeans and corn. 

 

But those numbers are a drop in the bucket: Cuba largely relies on imports with an over $2 billion annual 

market to buy agricultural products abroad. However, U.S. producers are still unable to fully tap into the 

market because the American government does not allow private financing for Cubans, posing a huge 

challenge for the cash-strapped island. 

 

“The community clearly wants to export to Cuba and for agribusiness — where it’s often been seen as off-

limits — we see the movement there’s been,” Madeleine Russak, communications director for Engage Cuba 

coalition, told MA. “More people are encouraged and looking to Cuba as a potential export market.” 
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U.S. Ag Benefiting from Trade with Cuba 

 

By NAFB News Service - 

 

According to new figures released by the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, U.S. agriculture is 

benefitting from trade with Cuba. Exports of food and agricultural products from the U.S. to Cuba in 

November of 2017 were pegged at $21.2 million, compared to $10.59 million in November 2016, and $6.24 

million in November of 2015. There were also substantial increases in sales of farm equipment and products 

for hotels and airlines. Chicken in various forms was the biggest export, followed by herbicides. 

 

In 2015 and 2016 the list of products authorized for export to Cuba from the United States was expanded, 

as long as the importers were not affiliated with the Cuban government. John Deere and Caterpillar opened 

agricultural distribution centers and have been the biggest exporters of farm equipment, but neither 

company has issued sales figures for their operations in Cuba. 

 

Source: NAFB News Service 
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Bajo gobierno de Trump repuntan ventas agrícolas de EEUU a Cuba, asegura experto  

  

Rolando Cartaya  

 

 
Trump en el acto celebrado en Teatro Manuel Artime de Miami el 16 de junio de 2017 donde 

anunció la nueva política de EE.UU. hacia Cuba. 

 

Hasta noviembre de 2017 se habían exportado a la isla $ 248,7 millones, $ 16 millones más que en todo 

2016, reporta John Kavulich, director del Consejo Comercial y Económico Estados Unidos-Cuba. 

Aumentan ventas de maquinaria agrícola y donaciones humanitarias. 

Nuevas cifras recién publicadas por el Consejo Comercial y Económico Estados Unidos-Cuba (USCTEC), 

entidad privada que monitorea las relaciones económicas bilaterales, revelan que las exportaciones 

estadounidenses de alimentos y productos agrícolas a la isla más que se duplicaron en noviembre de 2017 

comparadas con el mismo mes de 2016, superando así, un mes antes de fin de año, el total registrado en los 

12 meses previos. 

 

En noviembre pasado se vendieron a Cuba $21 millones 277.713, comparados con $10 millones 594.557 

en noviembre de 2016, y $ 6 millones 243,680 en el mismo intervalo de 2015. 

 

De esta cifra, los productos de pollo congelado encabezaron como en otros años las compras cubanas con 

casi $ 17 millones, seguidos por la adquisición de herbicidas, con unos $3,78 millones. Otras importaciones 

principales pagadas por La Habana fueron galletas dulces ($351.943) y chocolates y cacao a granel o para 

venta al detalle ($ 297.898). 

 

John Kavulich, director del USCTEC, destacó a Martí Noticias el sustancial incremento de las compras de 

productos de cacao en los últimos dos años, por encima de otras importaciones tradicionales destinadas al 

consumo interno como soya y maíz. 
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La venta directa de productos agrícolas y alimenticios a Cuba, que debe ser pagada en efectivo por La 

Habana, es autorizada por la Ley de Reforma a las Sanciones Comerciales y Fortalecimiento de las 

Exportaciones (TSREEA por sus siglas en inglés) que el Congreso estadounidense aprobó en 2000. 

 

Aunque no estaba disponible el mes de diciembre de 2017, Kavulich apuntó que las compras cubanas 

autorizadas por TSREEA en los primeros once meses de la administración Trump (enero a noviembre) 

superaban ya ($248 millones,703,676) las de todo el 2016 ($232,064,645), con lo que Cuba ascendió del 

lugar 55 al 52 entre los 229 clientes de este mercado estadounidense. 

 

Otra exención al embargo es la venta a la isla de productos para la salud como equipos, instrumentos y 

suministros medicos y farmacéuticos, autorizada por la Ley de Democracia Cubana o Ley Torricelli de 

1992. El propósito con que se usan estos productos requiere ser verificado, pero Cuba no necesita pagarlos 

en efectivo. 

 

En estos rubros las importaciones cubanas cayeron de $ 6 millones 121.425 en 2016 a $ 4 millones 835,222 

hasta noviembre de 2017. Los envíos incluyeron medicamentos como penicilina e insulina, pasta dental, 

utensilios de laboratorio, equipos electrónicos médicos y quirúrgicos, suministros oftalmológicos y cánulas. 

 
El fabricante de maquinaria agrícola estadounidense John Deere está vendiendo a Cuba tractores de su serie 5000 (75-115 HP). 

 

El informe presenta una novedad en las relaciones comerciales: las importaciones hechas por las cinco 

aerolíneas estadounidenses que sirven a Cuba, la empresa norteamericana Marriot, que tiene contratos para 

administrar dos hoteles en la isla, y dos grandes fabricantes americanos de maquinaria agrícola que han 

establecido centros de distribución en Cuba: John Deere, con sede en Moline, Illinois, y su competidora 

Caterpillar, basada en Peoria, Illinois. Entre todos totalizaron en noviembre de 2017 $ 921,996, aunque la 

mayor parte, unos $756.000, correspondió a una de las dos empresas afincadas en Illinois. 

 

Kavulich destacó que dichas importaciones, realizadas por entidades cubanas no vetadas por EE.UU., se 

concentraron en maquinaria agrícola, fabricada por John Deere, principalmente tractores de la serie 5000 

(75-115 HP), pero también cultivadoras, fertilizadoras y trilladoras, implementos agrícolas, piezas de 

repuesto y otros insumos. John Deere Finance se ocupa de respaldar las exportaicones. Caterpillar también 

ha anunciado que financiará sus ventas a Cuba. 

 

USCTEC también reporta que en 2017 se produjo un aumento de las donaciones desde EE.UU. al país 

caribeño esto es, bienes humanitarios como alimentos, ropa, artículos para la salud, libros, etc., que son 

generalmente enviados a la isla en aviones de carga o barcos portacontenedores, y no incluyen los 

entregados por personas.  

 

El valor de dichas donaciones de enero a noviembre de 2017 fue de $ 5 millones 317,289 comparado con 

$ 4 millones 755,859 en todo 2016. 

 


