
T
he Chevrolets still chug-
ging along the Malecon,
the General Electric refrig-
erators still pumping 
cold air, the Massey trac-
tors still churning through

broken soil are reminders of the missed
opportunities for U.S. sales. For forty years,
no American-made products have been sold 
in Cuba. If the United States opened its doors
to trade with Cuba, U.S. companies would
again assume a dominant position in trade
with Cuba. Geographic proximity, the Cuban
demand for American products, the quality
and cost factors of U.S. products, and the
entrepreneurial force of Cuban Americans 
give an edge to U.S. competitiveness for the
Cuban market.

Currently two factors are changing the
political landscape in terms of U.S. sanctions.
The farm crisis in the United States has mobi-
lized U.S. farm constituencies to seek new
markets and to energize representatives of the
farm states to end unilateral sanctions by the
United States. And second, the tentative
recovery of the Cuban economy is altering
U.S. perceptions. Cuba is increasingly seen as
a market for U.S. products, maybe not with
the potential of China, but not a market to be
dismissed. Cuba’s economy has grown steadily
from 1995 through 1999 with rates of 2.5%,
7.8%, 2.5%, 1.2%, and 6.2%, with estimated
growth of 4.6% and 5.5% for years 2000 and
2001. Its imports have grown every year over
the past six years. High-profile visits to Cuba
for example, by the president of the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce Thomas Donahue, by
David Rockefeller, by George Ryan, the

Republican governor of Illinois, and by hun-
dreds of other agricultural representatives,
have served to highlight Cuba as a trading
partner. In October 2000 the U.S. Congress
passed and President Clinton signed into law
the lifting of sanctions on the U.S. sale of
food and medicines. While symbolically
important—for the first time, the U.S. Con-
gress took a step towards ending sanctions—
the legislation may likely represent a step
backwards, as the final version of the bill
included restrictions proposed by Cuban
American legislators which prohibited U.S.
public and private financing of sales and 

Epilogue: Trade Pa rt n e rs, Not Trade Enemies

B eyond Buena Vi s ta 
Social Club

For decades the U.S. embargo of Cuba

effectively closed the minds of Americans

to one of its closest neighbors. Regional

maps failed to identify the largest land

mass in the Caribbean. Bookstores carried

no travel books about the region’s fastest-

growing tourist destination. And the only

international country code listing for

Cuba in the Boston telephone book falls

under “G” for “Guantanamo,” the site of

the U.S. Naval Base in eastern Cuba.

Today, Americans are more open than

ever to Cuba—56% of Americans support

a change in U.S. policy towards Cuba, said

a Gallup poll in May 2000. What some

have called the “Buena Vista Social Club

syndrome,” after the popular Cuban music

group, is a desire by many Americans to

learn about Cuba, to visit Cuba, and one

day, to trade goods with Cuba.



codified into law the travel ban to Cuba of
U.S. citizens.32

Still, economics may yet win over politics
in the U.S. policy debate over Cuba. U.S.
farm interests eye the current $700 million
food and agricultural import bill by Cuba
which, according to a 2000 U.S. Grains
Council report, could reach $1 billion in U.S.
agricultural sales and sales of 500,000 tons of
feed grains for U.S. exporters. A definitive
study by Dr. Paula Stern, former chair of the
U.S. International Trade Commission, fore-
cast three scenarios for U.S.-Cuba trade in
agriculture and medical products. 

• During the first year after partial liberalization,
an estimated $111 million in U.S. export s
would occur associated with 1,499 jobs. 

• After five years of partial liberalization, there
would be $444 million in U.S. sales, creat-
ing 5,994 U.S. jobs. 

• If unrestricted trade prevailed, $1.6 billion
in annual sales to Cuba would occur, with
the impact of creating 21,600 U.S. jobs.

While these figures are not large compared to
overall U.S. exports, they are significant within
specific sectors: agricultural producers (rice,
grains, beans, wheat, flour, milk, and other ani-
mal products); agricultural suppliers (fert i l i ze r,
herbicides, pesticides, agricultural machinery,
and other technology); other suppliers (fuels
and lubricants, raw materials for Cuban indus-
t ry); and important business for certain ship-
ping routes and certain U.S. ports (the port of

Po tential Cuban Exports to U.S. Market 

Sugar: Cuban sugar is both high quality and high cost, often produced at a cost above the

world market price. The U.S. imports an average of 2 million tons of sugar annually and, through

artificially limiting supply, maintains a selling price at twice the world market price. 

Citrus: While Cuban oranges could not compete with Florida ones, Cuban grapefruit could.

Cuba is the third major grapefruit producer in the world (behind U.S. and Israel) and peaks

before the U.S. harvest comes in. U.S. juice companies would be interested in investing in Cuban

processing and packaging facilities.

Tropical Fruits and Vegetables: Cuba’s peak in vegetable production occurs during the winter

months (December–March) a low-production period for the United States. If Cuban producers

could overcome transportation and storage difficulties and meet U.S. sanitary and phytosanitary

standards, fresh vegetables could be in demand in the United States. Cuban producers could

also reach niche markets in organic production (again, certification necessary) and in specialty

tropical fruits and vegetables. 

Fisheries: Cuba harvests 19.7 million lbs. of spiny lobster, more than Florida at 7.2 million lbs.

Currently 40% of Cuba’s harvest comes during Florida’s closed season, which means Cuba could

capture part of Florida’s market without competing with Florida’s lobstermen. Cuban shrimp

(natural and farmed) and snapper, and grouper and other coastal fish would also be in demand.

Tobacco: Cuba produces the world’s highest-quality tobacco leaf, used primarily in cigars. While

production is expanding, Cuba meets only one-quarter of the world market demand. The U.S.

market would be large and high-income.

( S o u rce: USDA Agricultural Outlook)



Lake Charles, Louisiana, forecast an increase 
of 177,000 man-hours of waterf ront jobs and
$15 million in re venue) (Stern). 

Trade flows both ways, obv i o u s l y, and while
t h e re are no U.S. consumer groups with the
influence of the farm lobby in Wa s h i n g t o n ,
D.C. clamoring to buy Cuban goods, the ban
against Cuban products marketed in the Un i t e d
States inevitably will end. Ac c o rding to an
assessment by the U.S. De p a rtment of Agricul-
t u re in October 1998, “many Cuban pro d u c t s
would be complementary or seasonally non-
c o m p e t i t i ve” with U.S.-produced goods.
Because of geography and the scale of its export

potential, Cuba has shipping and pro d u c t i o n
a d vantage over other Caribbean and Central
American countries. Ending sanctions and
reducing tariffs and quotas would find Cu b a n
s u g a r, citrus, tropical fruits and ve g e t a b l e s
(organic and otherwise), lobster, shrimp and
reef fish, and tobacco achieving significant sales
in the United States. The U.S. market, because
of its proximity to Cuba (lower shipping costs),
its high value, and the potential for integrated
links between Cuban and U.S. companies,
would be a major bre a k t h rough for Cu b a .


