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maneuvering ability since the mid-term elections.  

Lamentably, continued Rodriguez, the United States has 
considered Latin America to be of minor concern, limiting 
serious interest to such areas as drugs, terrorism and hu-
man trafficking. Many in the region say that if they cannot 
engage the United States on what they see as the real is-
sues—poverty, the unequal distribution of wealth, trade—
they would rather be ignored.  “The failure of neo-liberal 
policies imposed by the United States in Latin America has 
brought non-traditional governments to power, along with 
a new reality.  The gap between the two will only grow,” he 
asserted.  Rodriguez mentioned the new organization, es-
tablished as an alternative to the Organization of American 
States (OAS), the Organization of Ibero-American States 
(OEI), of which Cuba is part. The OEI will include Latin 
American governments to the left, center and right, all 
with the same goal—to talk as equals to the United States 
and any other country.

On energy, Cuba is establishing renewable sources and 
searching for more oil and gas. National resources now 
meet 50 percent of demand. Rodriguez believes the oil re-

Introduction 
At the 2009 Trinidad-Tobago Summit of the Americas, Pres-
ident Obama promised to “open a new page in the history 
of relations between the United States and Cuba. However, 
two years later he has not changed in essence the policy,” 
said Dagoberto Rodriguez Barrera, Cuba’s deputy foreign 
minister for the United States and Canada, at a discussion 
opening the Center for International Policy’s latest trip to 
Cuba in November. 

Wayne Smith led a delegation of state senators from the 
Texas Gulf Coast and environmentalists from Louisiana and 
the Environmental Defense Fund to examine disaster man-
agement, focusing on hurricanes and other natural events 
as well as the potential for environmental damage from 
oil spills off Cuba’s north coast. Despite the Obama admin-
istration’s important modifications in allowing unlimited 
Cuban-American travel and remittances—and ongoing bi-
lateral talks on topics such as migration and narco-traffick-
ing—State Senator Juan “Chuy” Hinojosa of Corpus Christi 
spoke for the delegates in expressing frustration that more 
has not been done to change overall policy.

The Struggle to Engage I   
Rodriguez repeated what he had said during CIP’s trip to 
Cuba last May; during the migration talks Cuba proposed 
to the United States that environmentalists and scientists 
from the two countries conduct joint research and hold 
exchanges on the Gulf of Mexico with no restrictions on 
travel or information.  But “we have not heard any reply,” 
Rodriguez said. Furthermore, he continued, everything 
having to do with the embargo has stayed the same, but 
“financial harrassment has increased.” More companies 
are reluctant to incur U.S. ire by establishing relations with 
Cuba; last year OFAC (the Treasury Department’s Office of 
Foreign Assets Control) imposed fines of $800 million on 
companies that did business there. On travel, Rodriguez 
noted that reestablishing people-to-people and academic 
trips would be a good step forward, but he doubts the 
Obama administration will take it, given its diminished 

CIP’s delegation meets with Vice Minister to the Cuban Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs Dagoberto Rodríguez Barrera.
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serves in Cuba’s zone in the gulf are enormous—the 
estimated figure of 9 billion tons has been con-

firmed by the U.S. Geological Survey (U.S.G.S.), he noted. 
“The Mexican zone has oil, the United States has oil, we 
would have to be very unlucky not to find it!”

A long list of countries has been through Havana to discuss 
exploration. Of the 56 blocks in Cuban waters, 30 are al-
ready leased to Spain, Norway, China, Russia, Malaysia and 
India, among others. Cuba has connections with scientists 
and technicians in many of these countries, Rodriguez said, 
citing Norway for its advanced technology and experience 
in North Sea deep-water drilling. Though Cuba has talked 
to U.S. oil companies and will continue to do so, the em-
bargo makes it impossible to go further.  Still, he suggest-
ed, with safety a concern, it would be in the best interests 
of Cuba and the United States to work together to find the 
oil. Dan Whittle, of the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), 
suggested a multilateral rather than bilateral approach 
might bring the United States to the table.

In response to a question, Vice Minister Rodriguez spoke 
about the unprecedented economic changes underway in 
Cuba—the layoff of 500,000 state workers with another 
half million to come. Cuba can no longer afford to provide 
universal social security coverage, education and health, as 
well as subsidies, to many. “We’ve been living in an ideal 
world,” he said, noting that the loss of billions of dollars 
from the embargo and the global downturn, drop in nickel 
prices and $10 billion devastation caused by three hurri-
canes in 2008 made continuing on this path unsustainable. 

Cuba’s goal now, as they seek more energy reserves, is to 
make the economy more efficient while preserving es-
sential services. The state will substantially reduce sub-
sidies and eventually eliminate them except to people in 
dire need.  Another goal is to get Cubans back to farming 
so that the country can stop importing 85 percent of its 
food. An incentives policy will offer 25-year leases on land 
and allow growers to sell their 
products in markets according 
to supply and demand.

The layoffs will reduce state 
expenses, allow salaries to rise, 
and increase workforce effi-
ciency. It will also allow a much 
larger private sector. Those laid 
off will get support during a transitional period, and many 
will receive job training. Committees in every work place, 
selected by the workers, will decide who stays and who 
goes; those not laid off must have proven their capability, 
Rodriguez said. Not even the foreign ministry is immune 
from the process.

Finally, in response to a comment by State Senator John 
Whitmire of Houston about Texas’s interest in selling rice, 
Rodriguez reiterated that Cuba very much wants more ties 
with U.S. companies. Some 150 U.S. companies are at-
tending the trade show currently underway in Havana, he 
pointed out. Even though prices are higher, Cuba is forced 
to buy rice from China and Vietnam because they offer 
credit.  However, it takes two months for the rice to arrive, 
so inventories must be kept high, which is very bad for the 
economy. If Cuba could buy from Texas, orders could be 
made every 15 days—much cheaper and more convenient. 
But U.S. financial conditions are too onerous. Having to pay 
cash in advance is unprecedented in world markets. This 
policy damages not only Cuba, but also U.S. interests, he 
said.

Health and Disaster Medicine 
The delegation was briefed by a group of doctors from the 
Ministry of Public Health, which oversees every aspect of 

Cuban health including the 
medical schools to keep qual-
ity consistent countrywide. 
It included Dr. Guillermo 
Mesa Ridel, director of the 
center for disaster medicine, 
a frequent participant in CIP 
meetings and conferences on 
hurricane preparedness. His 

colleague, Dr. Jose Portilla Garcia, began by reviewing the 
current state of Cuban health.  In 1959 at the beginning of 
the revolution, infant mortality was an estimated 60 deaths 
per 1,000 births; life expectancy was 50 years; and only 
about 6,000 doctors were in practice, the vast majority in 
cities; many people never saw a doctor. Only one school 

Vice Minister Rodriguez spoke about  
the unprecedented economic changes  

underway in Cuba—the layoff of 
500,000 state workers with another half 

million to come. 

Francisco Sanchez Perdomo, secretary of the governing body of 
Havana City, moderated a briefing at the national aquarium with 
the delegation and civil defense officials. 



 of medicine existed. Today infant mortality is at 4.8 per 
1,000 births; life expectancy has reached 78.9 years; and 
24 schools of medicine have graduated some 74,000 doc-
tors. Cuban health care focuses on prevention. Around the 
island, teams of family doctors 
take care of about 850 people per 
team, immunizing them, keeping 
up with their medical histories, 
and promoting a balanced diet.

A big challenge is getting Cubans 
to stop smoking, Portilla said. It 
is highly ingrained: The first time a European saw anyone 
smoking was at Columbus’s landing in Cuba!

A system of polyclinics, 500 countrywide, 84 in Havana 
alone, supports the family doctors by administering tests 
and treating emergencies. If necessary, patients are sent to 
hospitals; research institutions attend to particular medical 
conditions. Cuba produces 836 generic medicines, includ-
ing retroviral drugs to treat AIDS. A big push in AIDS educa-
tion has kept the incidence the lowest in the Americas. Of 
the 12,000 cases since 1985, 1,800 people have died, 2,000 
still have AIDS, and the rest show no symtoms.

Cuba plays an active role in international health care as 
well, Dr. Portilla pointed out. Since 1983, over 132,000 
Cuban doctors and technicians have worked in 104 coun-
tries; today 32,000 work in 75 countries.  The Henry Reeve 
brigade—named for an American hero of the Cuban war of 
independence—consists of 2,500 specialists in emergency 
medical relief, who have deployed on 72-hours notice to 
such countries as Pakistan, Peru, Bolivia, and Haiti to help 
cope with natural disasters.

Dr. Mesa’s office, also part of Cuba’s robust civil defense 
system, handles medical emergencies stemming from 
disasters that range from hurricanes and floods to fires and 
epidemics.  The point is preparation, he said. Risk analysis 
and threat reduction are ongoing, and for each potential 
disaster officials put in place a set of measures to reduce 
impact and protect life. Since money is tight, Mesa and his 
colleagues must work closely with other agencies to coor-
dinate communication, trans-
portation, and other resources. 
By now they are experienced in 
handling these events, he said, 
and often have few casualties. 

Through public education and 
training exercises, Cubans are 
well versed in what to do during an emergency. When a ca-
sualty occurs, particularly in a hurricane, it usually means 
the person has not paid attention to guidelines.  Mental 
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health experts study how to influence behavior in 
these situations.

Civil defense officials continually work to upgrade the 
system, Dr. Mesa noted. In 
2010 they revamped it to make 
warnings more focused and 
less costly; now there are more 
calibrated levels, one for the 
threat’s epicenter and others for 
surrounding areas. 

All Cuban medical schools offer 
training in disaster medicine, from short courses to ad-
vanced degrees.  They also train foreigners, most recently 
a group of 47 professionals from Chile’s earthquake-prone 
region.  Dr. Mesa works with UN agencies and international 
NGOs and is organizing a conference in Cuba on health 
disasters for 2012.

State Senator Hinojosa inquired about the incidence of dia-
betes in Cuba, noting how serious the disease is in Texas. 
It’s just beginning to be a problem, Dr. Mesa replied, as 
a consequence of the inadequate nutrition Cubans faced 
when Soviet subsidies ended in the early 1990s. Today 
there are many more young people with obesity—and 
it’s showing up in a diabetes upsurge. He reiterated that 
in Cuba prevention is key and the entire medical system 
revolves around keeping people well by promoting healthy 
eating and other measures. “In Texas,” noted Senator Hino-
josa,  “preventive medicine isn’t practiced because there’s 
no money in it. Doctors are paid well only for treating 
problems” once they’ve surfaced.

Grassroots Protection 
At the national aquarium in the western municipality of 
Playa, a group of civil defense officials brought a bit of 
drama to their briefing on disaster management at the 
grassroots level. “Tonight we could be having floods,” said 
moderator Francisco Sanchez Perdomo, “from a combina-
tion of the category 1 hurricane now hitting Eastern Cuba 
and the cold front approaching the western part of the is-
land.” Over 300,000 people in five coastal municipalities of 

Havana city could be affected, 
and protective measures were 
underway. Over the course 
of the year local civil defense 
workers made door-to-door 
visits along the coast to assess 
vulnerability to sea flooding. 
Now they were prepared: If 

flooding is light, Sanchez said, 6,400 people will need to be 
evacuated, if moderate over 10,000 people; and if strong, 
more than 34,000 will have to be moved. 

...in Cuba prevention is key and the 
entire medical system revolves around 

keeping people well by promoting 
healthy eating...

Since 1983, over 132,000 Cuban 
doctors and technicians have 

worked in 104 countries; today 
32,000 work in 75 countries. 



In Playa, as in all Cuban municipalities, the mayor 
heads the civil defense and plans rigorously for an 

emergency. On this day Playa’s mayor was out overseeing 
preparations for the possible floods, so Sanchez, secretary 
of the governing body of Havana city, filled in for him. 
Sanchez pointed out that Playa, with its 12.5 kilometers of 
coastline, is highly susceptible to tidal surges and flooding, 
often accompanied by intense rain and wind. “Sometimes 
the waves can resemble tsunamis,” he said, “reaching 20 
feet in areas.” Playa’s civil defense 
has its work cut out for it—not only 
is it responsible for 177,373 inhabit-
ants, which include many diplomats 
and other foreigners, but also for a 
high concentration of schools and 
medical and scientific centers. 

Hurricanes and floods are only 
one part of it: Chemical and other 
accidents, collapsed buildings and 
fires are also among the disasters 
managed by civil defense.

Prevention and training go on all 
year. Laws require everyone to com-
ply with a set of actions for each stage of a disaster—alert, 
alarm and recovery. A nationwide training weekend takes 
place every year at the start of hurricane season. If evacu-
ation is necessary, most people do not resist, as they trust 
the state to protect property and pets. Evacuees are sent 
to family, friends or temporary shelters equipped with 
food and medical care. Playa knows where its vulnerable 
residents live and where they will go. 

“You can ask any municipal civil defense chief, and he will 
tell you how many women are due to deliver babies in his 
area,” said Sanchez. They also know who is sick and whose 
houses might flood from underground reservoirs.

It helps that Cubans have a lot of experience with disas-
ters, particularly hurricanes, and take them seriously. 
Three big hurricanes in 2008 destroyed 300,000 houses, 
most of which have been rebuilt by the government, said 
Sanchez. After an evacuation, civil engineers go building to 
building assessing damage before residents can return. In 
October, Sanchez noted, hurricane Paula brought winds of 
100 kph and heavy rains, knocking out power and downing 
trees. By the next day, recovery was underway and in 48 
hours all was back to normal. 

To further explain the details of the civil defense system, 
Santiago Duran, an official for Cubanacan, one of Playa’s 
eight districts, briefed the group. He showed highly de-
tailed maps indicating the whereabouts of every evacu-

ation center, institution, clinic, doctor’s office, school, 
pharmacy and retail establishment within his district’s 
six square kilometers. The four evacuation centers can 
handle up to 8,850 of the 13,947 people who live there. 
A better option is to go to family or friends, which the 
rest of the population does if a category three or above 
hurricane,which requires full evacuation, threatens.

“Right now, with the threat of sea flooding tonight, we 
know we have 1,216 people to pro-
tect,” Duran noted.

In the discussion, attorney Robert 
Muse followed up on a comment 
from Sanchez calling the embargo 
a deterrent to flood control by 
asking what was needed.  “To drag 
the nine rivers of Havana we need 
everything urgently—investment 
and a great deal of equipment, 
including pumps,” he replied. “It’s 
much cheaper to buy these things 
in the United States than going to 
Europe.”

Dan Whittle of EDF asked how civil defense prepared for 
possible problems from the BP oil spill. Sanchez said it 
was very closely followed, using NOAA and University of 
Florida forecasts. The five coastal municipalities that could 
be threatened, particularly in Pinar del Rio, conducted 
exercises and made detailed plans on how to deal with an 
ecological disaster. (Cuban ingenuity had them considering 
how to convert the oil to fuel for their cars, he joked.) For-
tunately, the spill never arrived and no ecological damage 
is apparent—at least not yet.

In July NOAA requested permission to send a ship into 
Cuban waters to conduct studies, Sanchez noted. It was 
granted and the results shared with the Cubans. How-
ever—in a snapshot of the kind of misunderstanding that 
pervades U.S.-Cuba relations—Sanchez went on to say that 
the Cubans would have liked to put their own scientist 
aboard but that no time was allowed to obtain a visa. This 
assertion was later disputed by Jonathan D. Farrar, chief of 
the U.S. Interests Section, who said that access to the ship 
was offered and declined; a visa was not an issue.

To illustrate the point that in Cuba even the animals are 
trained in disaster response, the delegation was invited to 
visit the aquarium’s dolphin and sea lion pools. Trainers 
showed how they condition dolphins to take medical treat-
ments. While dolphins can stay secure in their pools during 
a hurricane, sea lions must be removed to protected areas. 
A trainer demonstrated how a 17-year-old, 400-kilo beast 
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“You can ask any municipal 
civil defense chief, and he will 
tell you how many women are 
due to deliver babies in his 
area,” said Francisco Sanchez 
Perdomo, secretary of the gov-
erning body of Havana city. 
They also know who is sick 
and whose houses might flood 
from underground resevoirs.



is coaxed onto a truck for evacuation. 

Teaching Medicine to Foreigners 
The delegation was treated to a briefing at the Latin 
American Medical School (ELAM), a series of sprawling 
white seaside buildings a half-hour drive west of Havana.  
Inspired by the devastation brought to Central America in 
the late 1990s by hurricanes George and Mitch, the for-
eigners-only, expense-free school has now graduated 8,500 
doctors and sent them back to more than 30 of their home 
countries, mostly to work in underserved, impoverished 
areas. “To assist people who need it most in the world,” 
according to Dr. Juan Carrizo Estevez, the school president, 
who conducted the briefing.

Most students come from Latin America and the Carib-
bean, though some from Africa, Asia, and even the United 
States. The students who otherwise would have had little 
or no opportunity to become doctors are chosen based on 
their high school record, motivation and values. No college 
is necessary, except in the case of U.S. students who by 
U.S. regulation must have a college degree to apply. The 
first year focuses on teaching Spanish to those who need 
it and bringing them up to speed in basic sciences. The 
drop-out rate is very low, but the courses are demanding 
so about 20 percent fail the first year. After a second year 
of medical training, the students disperse to 13 medical 
schools around Cuba where they join Cuban students in 
finishing their degree. After 6 years they take a national 
exam to receive their MD. 

“We are amazed and impressed at what they do,” said Dr. 
Carrizo of graduates he has observed in the field. “They’ve 
earned considerable recognition.” In Haiti, for example, 
106 ELAM graduates are working in the most difficult con-
ditions, he noted. “They have been educated with values 
and are shocked at the commercialization of medicine. We 
hope they will become leaders in their countries’ health 
systems and be able to influence them for the good.”

State Senator Hinojosa asked if the graduates were re-
quired to return to work in underserved areas of their 
countries. “It’s no longer a requirement,” said Dr. Carrizo. 
“However, the selection of students usually dictates that 
they do, as they mostly come from isolated areas and have 
close ties to their cultures.” 

Forty-seven U.S. students from 13 states have graduated 
from the school, and today 113 attend. The United States 
has presented no obstacles to visas. An NGO called Pastors 
for Peace processes the U.S. applications, interviews the 
candidates, and essentially selects the students. No en-
trance exams are required. Graduates return to the United 
States for their residencies and must pass medical boards 

like graduates of any foreign medical school.

The CIP delegation met several of the U.S. students who 
came from all over the country and a wide range of racial 
and ethnic backgrounds. Jack, a clean-cut North Dakotan, 
just arrived in August; his parents had been part of the 
Caravan to Cuba program sponsored by Pastors for Peace, 
which brings down medical and other supplies. He seemed 
to be enjoying the experience despite struggling with 
Spanish and very limited internet access (no more than 
about an hour a week). Elicia from Sacramento was in her 
fifth year. She said training was highly practical, working 
with patients almost from the start.  After their second 
year, all the Americans continue studying at the Salvador 
Allende Hospital in Havana, “so that we can be nearby in 
case of a political problem.” 

Early Warning is Key 
Cuba’s highly regarded early warning system was the 
subject of a briefing by Dr. Cecilia Gonzalez Pedroso of the 
national meteorological institute. She began by mentioning 
the very unusual weather convergence currently over the 
island. The hurricane in the east and the cold front in the 
west affect one another, she said, bringing storm surges, 
70 km-winds, and cold temperatures. “In Cuba we have to 
be ready for all kinds of systems. Right now these two dif-
ferent meteorological events can cause serious problems.” 
The island’s extensive network of meteorological centers, 
tracking stations, and radar, in coordination with Miami’s 
hurricane center, allow her institute to issue warnings for 
weather systems and tropical storms of all magnitudes in 
the Atlantic Ocean, Caribbean, and Gulf of Mexico.

She pointed out that Tomas, the category one hurricane 
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Senator Whitmire, Dean of the Texas Senate, at the Latin Ameri-
can Medical School. 



currently battering the island’s far eastern provinces, 
was successfully tracked and the appropriate warn-

ings were issued, leading to the evacuation of thousands 
of coastal residents. The hur-
ricane brought heavy rains and 
considerable flooding but so 
far no significant damage. 

For Cuba this was nothing 
special, as its location puts it 
all too frequently in the path of 
strikes. But the number and in-
tensity of hurricanes has mark-
edly increased since the end of 
the last century due to a rise 
in ocean temperatures and changes in the atmosphere.  
Global warming plays a role, but it’s not well understood, 
said Dr. Gonzalez. This greater threat adds urgency to the 
need for earlier warnings and thus for continually improv-
ing the science of forecasting. Not only must the path of 
the eye be accurately pinpointed, but also the dangerous 
high-wind bands that spiral around it.

With strong government backing at all levels, Dr. Gon-
zalez’s institute works closely with the media and civil 
defense to “create the perception of a threat without caus-
ing panic.” In the event of an approaching hurricane, the 
media goes into high alert. Everyone in the country gets 
the message—and it carries a high degree of credibility. If 
power goes down in an area, bullhorns spread the word. 
Since the public has already been well educated in pre-
paredness—through schools, educational TV, and yearly 
drills—they know exactly what they need to do.  

The Struggle to Engage II             
The final meeting of the trip brought the CIP delegation 
back full circle into the political arena, with another wide-

ranging discussion, this time with Chief of the U.S. Interests 
Section Jonathan D. Farrar and his political chief, Joaquin F. 
Monserrate.

Although there is little 
movement in the U.S.-Cuba 
relationship, they conceded, 
many more Cubans and 
Americans are traveling back 
and forth: Visits to the United 
States by Cuban artists, musi-
cians, and academics have 
shot up since 2008. That year, 
220 visas were granted—this 
year 800. The number of 

ordinary Cubans visiting the United States has also sharply 
risen—from 9,000 two years ago to 20,000 this year. Many 
more American groups are traveling to Cuba, most recently 
dancers from the American Ballet Theater, representatives 
from 150 U.S. companies to the trade fair, and a delegation 
of Miamians, including the Bishop of Miami, to celebrate 
the first new Catholic seminary dedicated in 50 years. 
The number of ordinary Americans coming to Cuba has 
quadrupled to 400,000 in two years, thanks to President 
Obama’s liberalization of Cuban-American travel. Now, in-
stead of small planes, fully loaded 737s arrive from Miami 
several times a day.

Robert Muse took issue with Montserrate’s comment that 
“the executive branch can only tweak regulations on travel 
and trade,” saying that legally in his opinion the regulations 
can be very broadly interpreted by the executive branch, 
and the president can order more licenses across the 
board.

The interests section is trying to expand contact with 
Cuban officials and to make headway on small, specific 
issues. U.S. diplomats have direct access to officials in the 
ministry of foreign affairs and are in touch at least once 
a week. Meanwhile, the matter of Alan Gross, the USAID 
contractor jailed in Cuba for illegally distributing communi-
cations equipment, looms large.  Now in a military hospital 
because of health problems, he has yet to be charged. 

Pointing out that under Cuban law Gross was an unregis-
tered foreign agent—and the United States has a policy of 
respecting other countries’ laws—Robert Muse asked how 
the issue can be resolved. Farrar said he was unsure what 
the Cubans have in mind for Gross and urges his release on 
humanitarian grounds. So far the Cubans are not linking his 
release to that of the Cuba Five imprisoned in the United 
States or using him for other propaganda purposes either 
in public or private. 
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The number of ordinary Cubans visiting 
the United States has also sharply risen 
from 9,000 two years ago to 20,00 this 
year...The number of ordinary Ameri-
cans coming to Cuba has quadrupled to 
400,000 in two years, thanks to Presi-
dent Obama’s liberalization of Cuban-
American travel. 

Senator Hinojosa, Senator Whitmire and Nick Kralj at the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs in Havana.



In general, said Monserrate, “there’s no clarity on where 
they want to take the U.S.-Cuban relationship.” The United 
States has proposed small confidence-building measures, 
but even something as minor as reciprocally lifting restric-
tions on the movement of diplomats in Washington and 
Havana has been awaiting action for months. Though the 
United States has lifted restrictions on U.S. telecommuni-
cations companies doing business here, Cuban officials still 
allege they are not permitted.

Many U.S. companies and state delegations came down to 
the just-completed Havana international trade fair, Mon-
serrate noted. While U.S. products are very competitive, 
the requirement for a cash payment in advance by the 
Trade Sanctions Reform Act makes buying them difficult. 
“U.S. rice growers used to be players,” noted Farrar in re-
sponse to a query by State Senator Whitmire, “but they’ve 
been edged out by Vietnam, which offers credit.”

On the economy, the 500,000 workers to be laid off by 
the Cuban state by the end of April “have nowhere to go,” 
said Farrar. Another 500,000 will follow. This is part of a 
widespread plan to cut people loose and make them fend 
for themselves. He believes it would have been better to 
first open the private sector. The idea will be to capture the 
black market through licensing and taxing. If the process is 

too destabilizing, they will slow it down. Rations are 
also being cut back. 

Wayne Smith asked whether capital for small enterprises is 
coming from the Cuban-American community. Remittanc-
es, Farrar replied, have risen only a little this year, given 
the U.S. economy. (Cuba is the only place in the Western 
Hemisphere where they have not declined.) But Cuban-
Americans are bringing in farm implements and other 
equipment, such as hairdressing and gym supplies, to use 
in start-up businesses. At the airport, the Cubans x-ray 
all parcels but allow most of them in, unless they contain 
verboten items such as cable boxes and routers.

On oil exploration, the Spanish will be the first to explore 
starting in spring 2011, when Chinese rigs arrive. The Ma-
laysians and Norwegians will follow.  The U.S. Treasury has 
already licensed three U.S. companies for clean-up efforts 
in case of a spill. The environment, noted Dan Whittle, 
is a topic in which the Cubans seem prepared to engage. 
Might the environmental implications of oil drilling present 
an opening? Could the common concern for avoiding an 
environmental disaster in the Gulf of Mexico spark serious 
bilateral discussions?  “The exchanges over the BP spill 
may well have opened such an opportunity,” agreed Farrar. 
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