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Castro's regime depends economically on 
Venezuela (which replaced the USSR as 
Cuba's benefactor) and politically on the 
US embargo. The latter provides the image 
of an enemy, which the communist regime 
exploits to guarantee social cohesion. 
However, economic difficulties are eroding 
the government's legitimacy. 
The US and the EU follow contradictory 
approaches to promote Cuba's 
democratisation. Whereas the US aims to 
replace the current elite, the EU's common 
position foresees a peaceful transition to 
pluralism from within the present regime. 
Nevertheless, both powers link full 
cooperation with Havana to improvements 
in human rights and political freedom.  
The EP has supported human rights and 
democracy in Cuba by passing resolutions 
and awarding the Sakharov prize to critics 
of the regime. 

Image Copyright, Olinchuk 2011. Used under license 
from Shutterstock.com 
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Cuba 51 years after the revolution 

In January 1959, Fidel Castro, leader of the 
26th of July guerrilla movement, overthrew 
Fulgencio Batista, Cuba's dictator. The 
revolution led to the nationalisation of 
properties and mass emigration of Cubans.  

Castro's communist government soon 
developed close relations with the Soviet 
Union (USSR), from which it received 
considerable economic support until the 
end of the Cold War. Following the missile 
crisis of October 1962, the US imposed an 
economic and political embargo against 
Cuba, providing the image of an enemy 
which Castro exploited to mobilise domestic 
support. The island was also excluded from 
the Organisation of American States (OAS), 
which further isolated Cuba from the 
international community.  

 



Library Briefing 
Cuba between the EU's conditional engagement 

and US embargo
 

 

 

Author: Nereo Peñalver-García 

Contact:  41148 - nereo.penalvergarcia@europarl.europa.eu 

Page 2 of 6 

100034REV2 

 

Glossary 

Trading with the Enemy Act (TWEA).  
Enacted in 1917, this United States federal 
law gives the President the power to restrict 
any trade between the US and its enemies in 
times of war. Between 1933 and 1977 its 
scope was extended to situations of national 
emergency. Originally established in July 
1963, the US trade and financial embargo 
against Cuba continues to impose full 
economic sanctions on the island and its 
nationals based on the TWEA. This blockade 
is renewed by the president for successive 
one-year periods. 

The Helms-Burton Act, also known as 
Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity 
(Libertad) Act, is a 1996 US federal law 
extending the territorial application of the 
embargo to foreign companies trading with 
Cuba. The Act gives US nationals and 
corporations the right to sue foreign 
companies involved in a venture that uses 
properties expropriated by the Cuban 
government after the 1959 revolution. 

The communist regime has based its 
legitimacy on its concern for the well-being 
of its citizens and the guarantee of its 
sovereignty against the US1. Following the 
USSR's collapse, Cuba’s GDP fell by 24% in 
1991 and 15% in 1992. It remains below 
1989 levels. More recently, the combination 
of three hurricanes (which caused losses 
valued at $10 000 million, 20% of the 
country's GDP), increases in food and 
commodity prices, and the economic crisis 
have put a regime that imports 80% of its 
food in a critical situation. 

Venezuela took over from the USSR as 
financial backer of the revolution, providing 
cheap oil in exchange for Cuban doctors 
and teachers. Yet, the regime's calls for 

political unity to preserve national 
sovereignty against US hostility are one of 
the few arguments the government can 
wield for its survival2. Blaming the US 
sanctions for the lack of food supplies and 
discrediting dissidents as US agents, Castro 
fosters nationalism in a move to preserve 
power.  

But will that be sufficient for the regime's 
survival? As Susanne Gratius, senior 
researcher at FRIDE, puts it, what can a 
political elite whose average age is 74 years 
old offer to Cubans in their twenties and 
thirties who identify the revolution with 
austerity and a lack of freedom3? 

In February 2008, Raúl Castro officially took 
over from his brother Fidel as Cuban 
President. Raúl has disappointed those who 
expected major economic reforms. His aim 
is not to introduce structural changes but 
instead to make the existing socialist model 
more efficient. For the time being, the 
government has launched pilot projects to 
liberalise services such as hairdressers or 
barber shops whose earnings will become 
private in exchange for paying taxes and 
social security4.  

As regards foreign policy, Cuba’s relations 
with Latin American countries have 
significantly improved since Raúl Castro 
replaced his brother according to Daniel P. 
Erikson, Director of the Caribbean 
programme at the Inter-American Dialogue 
Foundation. Erikson believes this is due to 
the fact that Latin American countries' 
foreign policy is more independent from 
Washington than before5. According to Paul 
Hare, former British ambassador to Cuba, 
another reason behind this move is Latin 
American countries' willingness to 
counterbalance the influence on Cuba of 
Venezuela's president, Hugo Chavez6. 

http://www.ustreas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/legal/statutes/libertad.pdf
http://www.ustreas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/legal/statutes/libertad.pdf
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As for multilateral fora, in November 2008 
Cuba rejoined the Rio Group. And in June 
2009, the Organisation of American States 
terminated its exclusion of the island. 

The US position 

Since taking office, President Obama has 
taken steps to diminish tensions with Cuba, 
such as lifting limits on Cuban Americans 
travelling and sending money to the island. 

This attitude represented a departure from 
the Cuba policy of the previous 
administration, which saw any engagement 
as recognition of the regime.  

Before further easing its foreign policy on 
Cuba, in July 2009 the Obama 
administration restarted bilateral postal 
services (cut off in 1963) and dialogue on 
migration issues (suspended since 2003) as a 
test of diplomatic relations. However, the US 
President said the embargo would be 
maintained until Cuba frees political 
detainees and improves its human-rights 
record. On the Cuban side, Raúl Castro has 
expressed his availability to initiate dialogue 
with the US. 

In contrast to their starkly anti-communist 
parents and grand-parents, recent polls 
suggest that younger generations of Cuban-
Americans are no longer in favour of 
continuing the US embargo, with 55% of 
interviewees against it. The division along 
age lines is clear with 68% of interviewees 
older than 65 favouring the embargo 
compared to 65% of interviewees aged 
between 18 and 44 opposing it7. 

The UN General Assembly has adopted a 
non-binding resolution every year for the 
last eighteen, calling for the US embargo to 
be lifted. Opposition to the US blockade has 
grown steadily since 1992, when 59 
countries voted against it, to 187 in 2009. 

The EU's policy of "conditional 
engagement" 

In December 1996, the Council of the EU 
adopted a common position on relations 
with Cuba. Contrary to the US strategy 
favouring a "bottom up" transition to 
democracy by replacing the incumbent 
elite, the EU's common position advocates a 
"top down" peaceful transition to 
democracy from within the present regime.  
As the US, the EU links full cooperation with 
Cuba to improvements in human rights and 
political freedom.  
In 2003, the Cuban government arrested 
and condemned 75 human-rights defenders 
in what has been called the "black spring". 
Fifty-four of those arrested remain in 
detention. In retaliation, the EU suspended 
its ongoing negotiations with Cuba to join 
the Cotonou agreement, reviewed its 
common position on the island, limited 
high-level government visits and agreed to 
invite dissidents to national day receptions 
in Member States' embassies.  

In June 2008, the EU decided to ease the 
measures imposed in 2003 as a means to 
facilitate political dialogue and resumed 
development cooperation with the Cuban 
authorities. However, the Union also 
expressed its willingness to pursue dialogue 
with the peaceful pro-democracy 
opposition8. 

According to the Cuban Commission of 
Human Rights and National Reconciliation 
headed by Elizardo Sanchez, currently some 
200 people are in prison for political reasons. 
Since December 2005 the total number of 
political prisoners has dropped by about 90. 

 

 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31996E0697:EN:NOT


Library Briefing 
Cuba between the EU's conditional engagement 

and US embargo
 

 

 

Author: Nereo Peñalver-García 

Contact:  41148 - nereo.penalvergarcia@europarl.europa.eu 

Page 4 of 6 

100034REV2 

 

A common position without a common 
policy9 

The EU’s common position is the lowest 
common denominator resulting from the 
divergent views of its Member States on the 
approach to take towards Cuba. According 
to Gratius, there are four groupings of 
countries in the Council10: 

 The human-rights defenders (Nordic 
countries and the Netherlands); 

 The “engaged” (Belgium, Spain, Portugal, 
France and Italy), which favour dialogue and 
are against the embargo. The European 
Commission would fall in this group; 

 The Atlanticists (the UK, Germany and 
Austria), which maintain a critical position 
towards the Cuban government; 

 The “tough” (eastern European countries 
led by the Czech Republic), which share the 
US view given their experience under 
communist regimes.   

Fact box 

GDP per capita (2008 in constant 2000 USD): 
5 539.09 

Population (2008): 11 236 099    

Population under 30 (2008): 4 275 542 (38%) 

Cuban Americans (2007): 1 611 478, of 
which 983 147 were born in Cuba and 
628 331 in the US.  

EU-Cuba trade (2008): The EU, as a whole, is 
Cuba’s main trading partner. 42% of Cuban 
exports to developed countries go to the EU 
and almost 2/3 of Cuban imports from 
developed countries come from the EU. 

A minority of EU Member States had started 
to take a more pragmatic approach towards 

Cuba spearheaded by Spain’s policy of 
“constructive engagement”, seeking a 
normalisation of relations with Havana 
despite the lack of progress on human 
rights. However, following the death of 
dissident Orlando Zapata in a hunger strike 
in February 2010, the Spanish Presidency of 
the Council had to drop its proposal to 
replace the EU's common position with an 
association agreement amid harsh criticism 
of Cuba's human-rights record.  

The EU’s failure to promote 
democratisation in Cuba 
According to Fernando Criado, the EU has 
little political influence in Cuba. This is due 
to internal (within the EU) and external 
factors11: 

1) The lack of a cooperation agreement 
between the EU and Cuba deprives the 
Union of a tool to put pressure on Cuba. As 
things stand, the EU has no incentives or 
possible sanctions against the regime (such 
as suspension of the agreement) to make 
Cuba engage in the path of 
democratisation.  

2) The EU’s democratisation instruments 
are more appropriate for consolidating 
democracy than for fostering regime change 
or transition to democracy.  

3) The divergent strategies of the US 
(isolation and sanctions) and the EU 
(conditional engagement) to promote the 
democratisation of the island diminish the 
impact of their actions and contribute to the 
consolidation of the status quo. Hence, 
while the US isolates Cuba, the EU provides 
financial support to the regime as its main 
source of investment, tourism and trade. 

4) Support from China, Venezuela and 
Brazil for the authoritarian regime in Cuba 
undermines and counterbalances US and EU 
democratisation efforts. 
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5) Cuba has reoriented its trade relations 
towards Venezuela and China, which 
currently account for 35% of its trade. This 
has diminished the EU’s leverage as Cuba's 
main trade partner. 

Cuba's view of the EU 

By the end of the 1990s, Cuba saw the EU as 
its strongest economic partner since most 
Latin American neighbours believed the 
problems of doing business with the island 
exceeded the advantages. But this situation 
changed when Hugo Chavez became 
President of Venezuela in 1999. Contrary to 
the EU, Castro's links to Venezuela offered 
economic benefits with no conditionality 
whereas the EU continued to criticise the 
regime's human rights record and its 
officials met with Cuban dissidents12. 

Following the death of dissident Orlando 
Zapata, the relations between the EU and 
Cuba are tense. In a recent speech before 
the Communist Youth organisation, Raúl 
Castro said that the island would prefer to 
disappear than "give up to the blackmail" of 
dissidents and the powers supporting them. 
Castro has accused the EU of having double 
standards for criticising the lack of 
democracy and respect for human rights in 
Cuba while it is silent on tortures in 
Guantanamo, suppresses demonstrations 
violently and mistreats immigrants in its 
territory13. In parallel, Cuban official media 
have launched a campaign against the EU, 
depicting an even poorer, less fair and more 
violent Europe and calling the European 
Parliament to deal with that instead of 
criticising the regime14.  

The role of the European Parliament  

Political groups in the European Parliament 
are divided on the stand to take towards 
Cuba. Nevertheless, EP resolutions have 

supported Cuban dissidents. Parliament 
awarded its Sakharov prize for freedom of 
thought to Oswaldo Payá of the Christian 
Liberation Movement in 2002, and the 
Ladies in White (Damas de Blanco), made up 
of relatives of jailed dissidents, in 2005. 

In its latest resolution on Cuba, of March 
2010, the EP calls for the unconditional 
release of all political prisoners and the 
respect of fundamental freedoms by the 
Cuban government. It also asks the High 
Representative for foreign affairs and 
security policy and the Commissioner 
responsible for development aid to begin a 
structured dialogue with civil society and 
democrats in Cuba.   

In a recent report on Cuba, Human Rights 
Watch criticises Raúl Castro for following his 
brother's policy of incarcerating people for 
exercising their fundamental freedoms and 
calls on the EU to prevent Spain watering 
down the Union's common position during 
its EU presidency. 

On a possible change of the EU's common 
position, President Buzek declared in an 
interview in December 2009 that "nothing 
had changed in Cuba (since Raúl Castro took 
over from his brother Fidel) to justify a 
change in the EU's position"15. 

Civil society in Cuba 

According to Andrés Serbin, professor at the 
Central University of Venezuela, civil society 
in Cuba can be classified into three groups16: 

First of all, what Raúl Castro has called 
"socialist" civil society, that is, the 
organisations within the regime structures 
such as the Committees for the Defence of 
the Revolution (Comités de Defensa de la 
Revolución), guarding against "counter-
revolutionary" activity. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2010-0063+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.hrw.org/en/reports/2009/11/18/new-castro-same-cuba-0
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Secondly, despite being officially forbidden, 
there is a domestic political opposition. 
These include the Ladies in White and the 
Varela project, launched in 1998 by Oswaldo 
Payá to collect signatures to propose a law 
to the Cuban Parliament supporting 
democratic political reforms. The 
heterogeneity of these groups hinders any 
possibility of a unified political project.  

Finally, there are the organisations of 
Cubans in exile, which constitute an 

important lobby influencing US policy, in 
particular in Florida and New Jersey.  

The weakness and fragmentation of civil 
society in Cuba is an obstacle to EU and US 
efforts to encourage democratisation. 

Main references 

To access the sources used in the preparation of 
this briefing please click on the bibliography. 
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