
At a glance
April 2015

EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service
Author: Carmen-Cristina Cîrlig, Members' Research Service

EN
PE 554.188
Disclaimer and Copyright: The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein do not necessarily represent the official
position of the European Parliament. It is addressed to the Members and staff of the EP for their parliamentary work. Reproduction and translation for non-commercial
purposes are authorised, provided the source is acknowledged and the European Parliament is given prior notice and sent a copy. © European Union, 2015.

eprs@ep.europa.eu – http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet) – http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet) – http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

Cuba: foreign policy and security aspects
Having improved economic, trade and military ties with a large number of countries, Cuba is now
focusing on the recent breakthrough in its strained relations with the United States. In terms of
national security, lack of finances continues to constrain Cuba's armed forces.

Cuba's foreign policy: bilateral and multilateral levels
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe, the
country lost important political, economic and military support, and trade opportunities. With billions of US
dollars from the Soviet Union, Cuba had been able to finance its revolutionary activities overseas in the
1970s and 1980s, supporting guerrilla movements and insurgent forces in Latin America, and beyond, in
Africa and the Middle East. At the beginning of the 1990s, lacking financial resources and affected by an
economic crisis, Cuba abandoned its 'internationalist' mission. Today, Cuban foreign policy has diversified its
diplomatic and economic relations based on a pragmatic approach rather than ideology, to attract much
needed investments. Havana maintains the largest diplomatic presence of any Latin American country
around the world – 148 embassies and other diplomatic missions in 120 countries. Enjoying some sympathy
due to the US restrictions, Havana has consolidated its ties with countries in Latin America and the
Caribbean, and promoted trade and economic relations with Western and Asian countries.
The United States and its major policy shift towards Cuba
Cuba and the US have been bitter enemies for decades, marked by failed US attempts at regime change on
the island, a nuclear stand-off between the US and the Soviet Union in the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, as well
as constant US denunciation of Cuba's human rights record. Nevertheless, on 17 December 2014, following
the release of a US contractor imprisoned in Cuba and a swap of intelligence agents, the Obama
administration announced a major shift in policy. Bilateral talks towards normalisation of relations started in
January 2015, and the April 2015 Summit of the Americas saw the first meeting of US and Cuban Presidents
in 50 years. On 14 April 2015, US President Obama informed Congress of the decision to remove Cuba from
the list of state sponsors of terrorism, following a State Department recommendation. Congress has 45 days
to block the delisting, a move considered unlikely. Nevertheless, the US naval base at Guantanamo Bay –
leased by the US from Cuba in 1903, confirmed by a 1934 treaty – remains a contentious issue. Cuba
reiterated its long-standing demand for the withdrawal of US troops from the island. Around the base, Cuba
maintains anti-personnel mines; the US completely de-mined its side in 1996-99.
Venezuela
Venezuela, under former President, Hugo Chavez, became Cuba's main trade partner and ally. In exchange
for Cuba's cooperation in health/medical services, culture, agriculture and intelligence, Venezuela has
provided Cuba with 100 000 barrels of oil per day. The ties remain close under new Venezuelan President
Maduro, but his insecure position at home and falling oil prices bring some instability to the relations.
Brazil, Russia and China
Brazil has also been creating close links to Cuba and criticising the US embargo. Cuba and Brazil have signed
a series of agreements and Brazil has made important investments in Cuba, e.g. in infrastructure projects or
in the Cuban sugar industry. Russia has also reinforced relations with Cuba. New cooperation and
investment agreements were signed – some as recently as July 2014, when President Putin visited Cuba: in
the military field (Russian firms will build a munition factory in Cuba and re-equip the military and the civil
airline fleet), in oil exploration, tourism etc. Russia also announced in 2013 it would forgive 90% of Cuba's
$30 billion debt. Putin denied reports of Russia reopening its intelligence facility in Lourdes. Relations with
China have been strengthened since 2004, with increasing trade and soft loan agreements, and cooperation
in various sectors (oil prospecting, infrastructure, military). President Xi Jinping visited Havana in July 2014.
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EU-Cuba relations are framed by a 1996 common position and political dialogue, resumed in 2008. In April 2014,
negotiations started on a Political Dialogue and Cooperation Agreement. The European Parliament has
repeatedly expressed concerns about Cuba's human rights record, e.g. resolution on the situation of prisoners of
conscience in Cuba (2010); resolution on EU priorities for the 25th session of the UN Human Rights Council (2014).

Finally, from the Americas, Canada and Mexico have always upheld diplomatic ties with Cuba. Canada was
an important export destination for Cuba in 2012 and has facilitated, along with the Vatican, the US-Cuba
talks. In Europe, Spain has maintained very close ties with Cuba (particularly in trade and investment),
although official policy towards Cuba has fluctuated according to the government in power.
Cuba's participation in international and regional organisations
Cuba is a member of the United Nations and of several other international organisations and fora, including
the World Trade Organisation, but not of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. In 2006,
Cuba assumed the three-yearly rotating chairmanship of the Non-aligned Movement. Regionally, since 2009
Cuba has diplomatic relations with all Latin American countries. It is a founding member, with Venezuela, of
the Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas (ALBA), and takes part in CELAC (Community of Latin American and
Caribbean States). However, Cuba was suspended in 1962 from the continent-wide Organisation of
American States (OAS), which includes Canada and the US, although in 2009 the OAS reversed that decision.
Lastly, Havana has facilitated the peace talks between the Colombian government and the FARC rebel group.

National security aspects
Once the largest and most capable military of all Latin America, Cuba's Revolutionary Armed Forces (Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias, FAR) experienced significant decline after 1990, renouncing involvement overseas
and focusing on territorial defence. The FAR have assumed a growing role in the Cuban economy (e.g.
agriculture, tourism), while being tightly interwoven with the government and the Cuban Communist Party
(Raul Castro led the Ministry of Defence since its creation in 1959 until 2008 when he took over the
Presidency). Nevertheless, despite the significant reduction in troops (to 1/3 compared to 1993), Cuba still
has the strongest armed forces in the Caribbean and one of the most comprehensive reserve systems in the
world: 49 000 active forces, 39 000 army reserves and more than 1 100 000 paramilitary reserves, according
to estimates. Conversely, lack of resources and US sanctions led to difficulties in upgrading Soviet-era
equipment, and in ensuring the effectiveness of the FAR due to lack of fuel and spare parts. The FAR
comprise the Revolutionary Army, the Revolutionary Navy, the Anti-aircraft Defence and Revolutionary Air
Forces, the Youth Labour Army, the Territorial Militia Troops, and others. Cuban military doctrine, the 'War
of all the People', rests upon the involvement of all Cuban citizens in defending the country (two years active
duty obligation for men; pre-military training for children aged 11-17; a territorial defensive system
organising the population in defence zones). Cuba's President is commander-in-chief of the armed forces.
Public data on Cuba's defence budget are scarce. According to SIPRI, between 2003 and 2011, Cuba spent
US$719 million (2011 prices). In terms of procurement, although still adequately equipped, Cuba lacks
financial resources to buy new equipment, spare parts and ammunition; it relies entirely on the domestic
modernisation of Soviet-era inventory or domestic production. Cuba has been successful in extending the
life of some equipment, in creating local products with obsolete equipment parts, in reconverting some
assets (e.g. fishing trawlers into off-shore patrol vessels). Cuba also produces domestically some types of
small arms and munitions, and developed a 30-tonne fast patrol boat (Flecha) and a mini-submarine (Delfin).
Conversely, the impossibility of comprehensive upgrades has left some of the naval and air fleet non-
operational, while fuel shortages limit training, particularly of pilots. As for strategic weapons capabilities,
Cuba does not have long-range ballistic missiles and no missile-defence system; it has declared it is not
developing weapons of mass destruction and participates in the major non-proliferation regimes.
The FAR have sought to expand cooperation with militaries in the region and further afield. The main ally
remains Venezuela, with which Cuba has signed several bilateral agreements. The FAR have also established
ties with the Chinese People's Liberation Army and with North Korea. Belarus is set to establish a facility in
Cuba to provide the Cuban forces with tactical unmanned aerial vehicles.

In July 2013, the Panamanian authorities detained a North Korean ship departing from Cuba whose inspection
revealed it was carrying 240 tonnes of arms. Cuba maintained the equipment was sent to North Korea to be
repaired and then returned. The UN Panel of Experts' 2014 final report concluded that 'both the shipment itself
and the transaction between Cuba and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea were sanctions violations'.
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