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Thank you all and thank you for having me here. I am honoured to be with you.

You know what, someone once said that when Americans look at Cuba it’s sort of like a werewolf looking at the full moon.  So we’ll see how rational you think my approach to the subject is. 

Americans have been looking at Cuba for a long, long time. We started looking at Cuba during the generation of our founders when we were worried about foreign imperial intrusions in our hemisphere and the security problems they might entail. There were some among our founding generation that thought that we should possess Cuba. When Cuba then in the next century, heroically and for a very long and costly period, struggled for its independence, there were a lot of Americans looking at and rooting for Cuba and for Cuban independence -- some because they wanted Cuba to become independent, and some because they wanted Cuba to become ours. 

In order to answer the question tonight about where the United States is and where we might be going in the post-Castro period, I want to look back in history a little bit but not nearly as far as Cuba’s  wars of independence.  What I want to do is to look at the post-Soviet period and the trajectories that the United States and Cuba have followed since the collapse of the Soviet Union, and see where that puts each country for the period going ahead. 

When we think about the American approach towards Cuba, in this period since the Soviet Union collapsed, I think the main question that is on the table is, “Can we Americans change Cuba?”  And the answer has been, “Oh yes, we can.”  And also there was, going back to 1991 and 1992 and still very solidly today, an assumption that pervades American policy that the Cuban government is weak and that the economy is the Achilles heel of the political system.  And that if the economy would get worse, well then perhaps the political system would change; at least that’s the theory upon which a lot of our policy has been based. 

So, in 1992, our Congress passed a law to try to strengthen our economic sanctions. It was called the Cuba Democracy Act, popularly known as the Torricelli law and it did several things: it cut off trade -- up until that time we had allowed American subsidiaries overseas to trade with Cuba and there was five, six, seven hundred million dollars of trade a year, including in medicines -- and so we cut that off in that law. We imposed other sanctions to make shipping more difficult and more expensive between any foreign port and Cuba. That law also included what was called “track two” which was a section that allowed American organisations to go to Cuba to try to help the development of civil society. That law also, you know its known for being a tough law and that tightened our sanctions and indeed it did, but it had some other aspects to it that sort of went in the other direction. One was that it allowed or tried to foster more telephone communication and it allowed for us to make normal payments to Cuba as we would to any other country for telephone traffic. It also had an element in it, which was kind of surprising in the context of things today, but it was an element that recognised the value of gradual reforms in Cuba and it said that if Cuba, and again this was 1992, and it said that if Cuba were to undertake gradual reforms of any kind in the economic and political sphere, that the United States would take note of that and respond in “carefully calibrated ways” by reducing our sanctions. Add this all together, and this was supposed to bring change in Cuba. The sponsor of the bill in the Senate, Senator Torricelli, said that this was going to “bring the hammer down” on Fidel Castro. But that didn’t happen and the system didn’t collapse. 

Some years went by we waited for the Torricelli law to work, but it didn’t have the desired effect, in 1996 we passed the Helms-Burton Act.  In that law Congress addressed, first of all,  its own impatience with the situation.  It also addressed two specific problems: one was that the 1992 law didn’t work, it didn’t bring down the system because, it was theorised, foreign investors had gone into Cuba and the impact of foreign investment was to rescue this economy and political system that otherwise would have gone under. 

The second issue that it addressed was that President Clinton was not to be trusted.  There were suspicions, and I don’t think they were well-founded at all, that Clinton was going to step out one day and normalise relations with Cuba and drop the embargo and all that. So there were people in Congress worried about that. And there was again, here in 1996 again, the assumption that Cuba was weak politically and on the brink economically and that harsher economic sanctions on our part would push them over the edge. 

So the main aspect to Helms-Burton was that it was really a war on foreign investment. It was an effort, through some fairly exotic legal innovations, to create a set of disincentives to potential foreign investors; so that someone in Madrid or London or Buenos Aries thinking of building a manufacturing plant or a hotel or anything in Cuba, entering a joint venture with a Cuba entity, would see the legal tangles that law created and say no, its not worth it, I’ll go to the Dominican Republic or I’ll keep my capital here, whatever. So, it was an effort to make it prohibitively risky and complicated. 

That law also, remember I said that distrust of President Clinton was also a part of the motivation, that law made another change that was a very important change from a foreign policy perspective, and that was to repeal the 1992 Torricelli law’s approach of responding to reform in Cuba by gradually reducing our sanctions. In the Helms-Burton law we first turned our embargo -- all the prohibitions on trade and investment and all the regulations that govern travel by American citizens to Cuba – from an executive order to a statute so that the President could no longer change them at the stroke of a pen.    Second, it said that there would be no more of this business about the United States responding to gradual reform -- forget that -- it said that Cuba would have to undertake systemic reform and only when it was completely done with systemic reform, then the United States would respond by reducing our sanctions. 

Included in that was the idea that Cuba would release political prisoners, free political parties to operate openly, freedom for labour unions to organise freely, create a path to elections that would be internationally monitored, freedom of press and also no more Fidel Castro or Raul Castro – they were not to be present in government  in any capacity. Only when that entire list of conditions was satisfied, only then, would the United States consider that Cuba had a democratically elected government and then respond by reducing our sanctions. Congressman Dan Burton said at the time when this thing was passed, “in a few years  we’ll all be down in Havana having a good time”. Well, it didn’t happen, again the system didn’t collapse, and life went on. 

I think you’re beginning to get the idea, I don’t buy into this theory that the Cuban economy is the political Achilles heel of that system and I think what we’ve done, if we’ve accomplished anything with this embargo, is to prove that the theory was wrong. 

President Bush came in and at first he didn’t really do much on Cuban policy for about his first eighteen months.  So and he generated a good amount of impatience amongst people in Miami who had helped to elect him. His first major foray into the Cuban policy issue was to sort of really step on a minefield. He went to Miami, he made a good tough speech with all the requisite rhetoric about Fidel Castro and all of that, and he included in his speech a challenge to the Cuban government and he said -- at the time there were legislative elections about to come up in Cuba --  that if Cuba were to hold good, clean internationally supervised elections and with people free to organise political parties and to campaign freely, then he would go talk to Congress about reducing our sanctions. Well, that might seem reasonable enough, but it was not the full checklist; it was not throwing Fidel and Raul overboard and God knows what else. The point is, it was not strong enough for a lot of the people in Miami who were his closest supporters and this speech, even though it was absolutely drenched in tough rhetoric and a lot of people cheered at the time, it let loose a wave of criticism on the radio stations in Miami and in the Spanish language media for days. So, President Bush had to go back to the drawing board.  

He convened inside the government a commission and they published a report in the summer of 2004 before our November 2004 elections. In many ways, this thing was an attempt, in its essence I believe, to regain political initiative and to show particularly to his constituents in Florida, that Bush was the man. There was a lot of tough talk accompanying the release of this commission’s report that summer. In fact, when it was unveiled at the State Department, a State Department official at the time said that there will not be a succession in Cuba; that we would  not permit a succession to take place from Fidel Castro to Raul Castro. Mind you, this was long before Fidel Castro himself got sick. 

The text of this thing had several distinguishing features.  One was its length; it was nearly five hundred pages long. It was a long, mind-numbing list of things that the United States wanted to do for Cuba. And in a way I don’t want to be too harsh about it because there is nothing wrong with the United States government convening all of its agencies and making them all answer the question, “If we were to start helping Cuba, what would you do with housing administration or department of transportation?” or whatever. There’s nothing wrong with that. The problem is when you put together four hundred pages of suggestions, even though every paragraph says if Cuba would like this or if Cuba would like that, the length of it becomes a little numbing. And when the Cubans read it, it didn’t sound like a set of friendly suggestions.  It sounded like a blueprint. It left them with the sense, and all the way to the dissidents and all the independent voices in Cuba - the Catholic Church, the Protestants - it left them saying, “Well, where do we fit in?  What decisions are we to make if the United States has four hundred pages of ideas about how to transform our education system, how to pay for our healthcare, how to solve property claims, fixing bridges and roads; even going so far as ideas about how they should administer our national parks,” if you can believe that. So the Cubans blanched.  I as a taxpayer blanched because, hold onto your wallet, what are we Americans not going to be paying for in Cuba when you read this thing? Anyway, it didn’t get a very good reaction in Cuba. 

And then there was another section of it, a set of new measures that the President put in place immediately: the new restrictions on travel; cutting back on all kinds of travel that had been permissible before; reducing the scope for academic and humanitarian travel; not allowing normal people to people exchanges any more and reducing family travel quite substantially. And also, reducing the ability of Cuban Americans to send money or goods to their families. As best I can tell, this is the first time the US government ever specifically targeted families with economic sanctions. Also there were beefed-up broadcasts, Radio and Television Martí, which are U.S. government broadcasting units, and also increased aid to support the development of an opposition movement in Cuba. Also in there was money for grants, for groups around the world, for example to promote discussion of the Cuba issue within Europe and even to influence the debate over E.U. policy towards Cuba. If you take all of this together, these measures were supposed to, in the words of the US government, “hasten the end of the dictatorship in Cuba”. But, again, that hasn’t happened and the system has certainly not collapsed. 

And then, in July 2006, Fidel Castro got sick and, as you all know,  transferred powers to his brother and left the scene and has not appeared in public since. And I think the United States has been a little of balance in this period. In the very first days after Fidel Castro got sick and delegated powers, President Bush said that things were going to change in Cuba, and President Bush even said the Cubans are talking about forming a transition government. He said that initially but of course that didn’t happen. And what we saw and what happened was exactly what the Cubans said had happened: there was a transfer of duties to Raul Castro and it’s been that way ever since. 

Last May, President Bush was in Newport, Rhode Island, and he gave a foreign policy speech and he was asked, after the speech, a number of questions. Somebody asked him about Latin America in general. And he gave an answer, and it was a very interesting answer because of course it was extemporaneous. When he got to the part about Cuba he talked about his desire to see Cuba become free and all of that. But he summarised his approach in a curiously passive way, especially so when you think about all the things I’ve been telling you about in this whole period. He said that what we’re doing is we’re waiting for the day when the good Lord will take Fidel Castro away and then we will call upon the other democracies around the world to unite with us and urge Cubans to move towards freedom and democracy. I mean it was quite a remarkable statement because it was a statement of a passive posture, totally contradicting the concept on which his big commission report had been based: that in fact those measures that he put in place in 2004 would in fact change Cuba. 

Now, last month he gave a speech about Cuba and I have to imagine that when he made that statement in Newport that sounded so passive, I have to imagine that he got some reaction to that. I don’t know that for a fact, but regardless, he made it clear last month that the issue for him is not whether Cuba is stable or not but whether it is free or not. He was quite clearly saying that if instability is the price for bringing freedom to Cuba, well then that’s fine with him. He envisioned that the Cuban people might rise up and he addressed himself to the security forces in Cuba and he urged them not to intervene and not to repress their fellow citizens if they should rise up. He also went on to say to the Cuban security services that if they do refrain from intervening and refrain from repressing some kind of uprising that there would be, and again this is the President of the United States speaking, that there would be a place for them in the future of Cuba. 

I think what that speech represented was several things: I think that first and foremost it was an attempt to get the United States back into the game and for his part to try to put his stamp on the discussion of Cuba internationally. And also, I think it was very clearly a statement to the Cuban people that he wants them to act. 

His final words in that speech were directed to the Cuban people and he said -- again this is the President of one country addressing the people of another country -- “I leave you with a mission.”  And I really think, to me the sub-text in that speech is that he stands for these ideals, that he’s done what he can and he’s telling the Cuban people that what he has done is not going to bring change to Cuba and that, if change is going to come, then they have got to take it upon themselves to act. There was no discussion in that speech, by the way, of Raul Castro and of how he might govern and in fact no discussion at all of the fact that the succession that was supposed not to have been permitted has already been accomplished and is carrying on. 

So much for the United States, that’s where we are. That’s our posture, my government’s, I don’t want to say “ours”, I’m not voicing my opinions here, I’m talking about where my government stands. I think our policy is really very much with our feet in concrete.

Now let’s, let me try and turn to the Cuba side of this equation here and the trajectory that Cuba has followed during all of this period. 

Whereas the question the United States confronted during this period was whether we could change Cuba, I think the question in Cuba was, “Can we save Cuba?”  The end of the Soviet Union left Cuba in an economic crisis that was just absolutely horrendous and really so severe that it is almost impossible for us to contemplate. There are all kind of numbers out there about how three fourths of their foreign trade disappeared, the GDP fell by about a third. To me one of the most telling examples that you see time and time again was that the Cuban economy was built in so many respects to fit all these trading relationships with not just the Soviet Union but the whole Eastern bloc. And the Eastern bloc, all the state enterprises and all the partnerships and all the contracts and all the supply relationships, they fell off the face of the Earth in one historical moment. And so Cuba’s economy was built to fit a world that didn’t exist any more. And the cost of the crisis, the human cost was absolutely horrendous. It reflected itself most especially in the Cuban diet and the diseases that came about that hadn’t been before. 

So that little turn in history left Cuba in quite a ditch. And to pull themselves out of it, they opened their economy to a degree: they allowed foreign currency to circulate, which allowed a lot of people abroad to send remittances to friends and relatives in Cuba; they opened up to foreign investment; they allowed a limited amount of small enterprise; they allowed in different industries - such as tobacco or oil - industries such as nickel where hard currency exports were generated they would pay hard currency payments to the workers and they reformed their agricultural system to basically allow farmers to sell their surplus on the open market. That hadn’t been permitted before. I think this was something China did around 1978. The new deal was very simple: in that system the government, if you’re a farmer, whether an individual farmer or a state farm or any of the different kinds of cooperatives in between that they have, the government gives you what you need to grow. It gives you the fuel and the pesticide and the seeds and everything and, in return for that, you provide a certain amount to the state. And the new thing that they did in 1993 was to allow the farmers to sell their surplus. So, you put that all together and it lifted them out of the crisis, it got them out of the ditch. It restored the economic growth, to a degree, they certainly improved the food supply and they generated employment and they gave Cubans some experience with markets that they hadn’t had before. 

That’s the positive side, that it allowed them to recover economically, but there are other implications to it that are not quite so positive. Cuba remains marked by the impact of these reforms. They have an economy that is split right down the middle. These things that I’ve just described worked, but they didn’t work for everybody. They worked in very defined areas of the economy and the benefits have not been spread evenly. They have got an economy where two currencies exist side by side. They’ve got the old peso from the pre-Soviet period and the convertible peso, which is worth around a dollar. Simply put, if you are Cuban and you work in one of the areas that I listed before the chances are very high that you’re going to have enough money to the get through to the month and make ends meet fairly well; if you don’t, you’re not. And so the difference is, not just that the people in the reformed areas get paid more and those in the non-reformed areas don’t, but the fact that essential goods that people need to get by, many of them are only available to Cuban consumers in hard currency and many Cubans don’t earn hard currency. 

So, I think you can see what I’m getting at here: this is an economy that violates the socialist precepts of equality. It’s through their own creation - their own policies - they have created this system where you have got these two economies and you have got people, including the everyday heroes of the Revolution, the doctors and the teachers, that don’t make enough money to get through the month. And so this economic structure is something that is deeply offensive to their own values. It’s also bad, now and in the long run, because it creates terrible distortions in the economy. 

A young person who’s in the university is thinking not necessarily what his or her aptitude is, but how he or she can get into the hard currency section of the economy. So there’s that distortion. There are trained professionals with  a career’s worth of experience and accomplishment but get out of their careers to go and do something that will enable them to make ends meet. And so, as a result, on both ends of the labour spectrum and in between too, they’re wasting the investment that they have made in very high quality educations. 

So what are they going to do? Let me turn to the end part of this trajectory here, and that is the political discussion of all this. Fidel Castro made a very interesting and very long speech in November 2005 at the University of Havana. As usual, he talked about a lot of things, he digressed into many, many different topics but he what he did in that speech was he put on the table really in a very concrete way the question of “What are we going to do here folks, now that the veterans, those who led and fought in the revolutionary struggle, now that we’re getting ready to leave and the next generation is coming up and they’re going to have to take over?” And he also posed the rhetorical question of whether the Revolution was destined to survive into eternity, or whether its possible that the Revolution could destroy itself.  His answer was yes, the Revolution could destroy itself. He said, we’re not vulnerable militarily and ideologically, our people are extremely well prepared but he said this Revolution could destroy itself from within and if that were to happen the fault would be ours. 

And then he went into a discussion of how that might happen and his discussion was an economic one. He talked about a lot of the irregularities so to speak in the Cuban economy. He talked about people who engaged in all sorts of black market activities: illegal enterprises, people who drive a car and pick up passengers, in essence a private taxi without a license. He talked about people who steal and pilfer goods from the state and then sell them on the black market and a whole lot of things like that. It was interesting to me because I had never seen before such clear evidence that he knew what really makes the world go round in Cuba: that the black market really allows a lot of people to survive. And so he talked about it in great detail. But it’s not something that should exist from his point of view and so his solution was to recommend that they have more enforcement of the law, more policing and other improvised ways of staying on top of the gas stations and the cafeterias and the bakeries and everything to make sure that the people running them were being honest with the accounting and that no-one had their hand in the till or was stealing resources out of the back door. Then he then got sick and he left office but with that speech, what he did very clearly was to start the debate and he legitimised the debate within the system about how to ensure the long-term survival of socialism, and  he placed the country’s economic problems at the centre of that debate. 

So he gets sick and he leaves and Raul Castro came in, and Raul is obviously a different person and for probably the first twelve months, all the speeches he gave probably only add up in length to one of his brother Fidel’s speeches. He’s a very concrete guy: when he’s done speaking, he stops and leaves the stage. He is very well known for having supported the economic reforms that I’ve described to you in the 1990’s, whereas his brother is very known for having held his nose as all those things were put into place. In his time he has expressed in extremely clear, sort of “folksy” terms sometimes, a tremendous impatience with the performance of the Cuban economy and we have seen that he’s taken some measures that are very small and concrete, but very practical measures, to try and fix some things. There was a very large debt that the state owed to agricultural producers and he said in the National Assembly that that has to be taken care of.  He was very clear and he said, “How can we expect these people to produce if we don’t pay them?”  And then months later, the debt was settled. He changed customs regulations so that people coming through customs aren’t harassed as much and so that people can bring in more things for their family members in Cuba. He realised that one of the reasons that Cuba’s tourism has declined a bit recently is because the Cubans make you pay through the nose for landing fees and were charging two or three times the fuel charges of any other airport in the Caribbean and so he got things more in line with international norms.  There again, small, practical steps. 

When it comes to the big issues, this debate that Fidel Castro launched, I believe -between seeing his words and his speeches and also seeing the way the Cuban press is covering economic topics - this debate to be me really has taken a very different turn under Raul Castro. I mentioned before that Fidel Castro was extremely preoccupied with the black market and his solution to it was that Cuba needs more enforcement of the law to crack down on these people. Raul Castro says, yes, there’s indiscipline in our economy but of course there’s going to be that because a great part of our work force is not paid enough to make ends meet. So I think that’s a pretty big difference between looking at a problem and seeing criminality and looking at a problem and saying well we’ve got a lot of people who don’t get a day’s pay for a day’s work.

He gave a major speech, just an hour, but a major speech, his first major policy speech, on July 26th, their National Day.  He focused on the economy very clearly. He said that there need to be structural changes, he said that there needs to be more foreign investment in Cuba and he also criticised state agriculture, using humour to do so. He criticised state agriculture both in terms of the lack of production and the extreme bureaucracy that envelops it, and he said we need to copy the practises that work in our agricultural sector and spread them throughout the sector, which I think was one of the clearest things that he said. He didn’t complete the thought and say exactly what would be done, but I think that the only thing that that could possibly mean is to expand the small, private agricultural producers because those folks are the most productive in Cuba. 

He then took the debate about what to do about the economy and what to do about this concept of structural reform, and he pushed it right down to the grassroots. So that at the end of the summer, in work places and in the unions and neighbourhood committees in Cuba, there were convoked discussions of his speech and people were asked to comment on it and to speak up about what sort of changes might be needed. This debate occurred in all those places and also a lot of it has spilled out on the Internet. There are people discussing ideas in the context of this debate that are ideas that got people, both inside of the system and outside the system, in big trouble even just five years ago. Ideas that were considered extremely radical and unacceptable some years ago are being discussed: ideas like getting rid of all the regulations on small enterprise so that anybody that wants to open up a little food stand or carpentry shop can do that. Ideas such as taking many of the small and highly inefficient, and in many ways dysfunctional, state enterprises that they have -- little restaurants and repair shops of all kinds -- and turning them into cooperatives so that the workers have control of them and responsibility for them and benefit from whatever profit they can make, and things like that. 

The bottom line is that Raul Castro has established a very different style and he has shown that the economy is what matters to him, he has said big changes need to be made.  He has, through everything I have discussed with you, raised public expectations to an extraordinary degree, but at this moment, has yet to make big decisions. 

So, that’s the Cuban side of it. 

Where’s this all going to go? This is the hardest part of it, and this is the briefest part of my remarks. As I said, U.S. policy – our feet are really in concrete - our administration is quite decided on this policy approach and I don’t think see anything changing that. Our Congress, as you can understand, is preoccupied with other issues. When our Congress turns to foreign policy, it’s mainly about the countries where we’re at war right now and where are young men and women are at risk. And on top of that Cuba is stable, and so even though Congress did turn from Republican to Democratic control, this Democratic Congress has not changed Cuba policy.  We’ll see, there may be some changes next year but it’s not clear that there absolutely will be. 

Cuba is not an issue to any great extent at all in our presidential campaign right now. I think if you think about how a change in American policy could come about, one would be if a presidential initiative came about – not now but some future president – just deciding to change the policy towards Cuba or part of a greater initiative towards Latin America.  Another possibility would be if Congress were to force the issue and force a change, say in our travel policy or something having to do with trade. Or, a third source of change might be if there were to be changes in Cuba of one kind or another that would cause the political system in my country to look at Cuba in a different way. 

I tend to think that third way is probably the most likely thing on the horizon right now. I think it’s worth examining a bit. What if Raul Castro does undertake economic reforms? I mean, clearly he will do this for his own reasons, he’ll do it for internal Cuban reasons.  I think one can see, in his discourse and the discourse of others there, an awareness that the generation that made the revolution is about to pass the reins to the generation that grew up in the revolution. They recognise that young Cubans -- they don’t say it in so many words but they recognise it cryptically and it’s manifestly clear to people who travel there and talk to Cubans -- that Cubans in their twenties are just not connected to the revolutionary project. The desire for emigration is great and, I mean it’s truly sad to see that people in a country like that that are so vibrant, where the young generation gets such a good education and then reaches an age to enter a career and hits a wall. So, they recognise that their generation is about to move on, they recognise that the young generation is not connected and they also see that they’ve got these big problems. 

If he were to address them - all of these problems - by undertaking economic reform, there would be an impact. First of all, the economic situation in Cuba is such that reforms that would appear small to us, I think would have a very large impact in the areas of agriculture and small enterprise, for example. If they were to open up in those sectors, I think that there’s a lot of pent up energy and productivity that could be put to use and there would be a big impact economically. 

I think politically the impact would be great too, because people in Cuba would sense a change in direction. They have been squeezed so tight that, at the margin, to see a change in the direction, a loosening, a lighter state hand on them, would have a great political impact. What I’m getting at is that, in addition to producing economic results, Raul Castro would have in front of him the opportunity to become real popular, real fast. That gets a little sticky from the United States point of view. If our grievance with Cuba is that there’s a lack of political and economic freedom in Cuba, then suddenly they start granting a little more economic freedom than there was before, well then what’s our argument? 

My government talks about the difference between Cuba and China, noting that there’s no economic reform in Cuba, whereas those wonderful communists over in China - they’ve got all this economic freedom and they’ve got a stock market and all that and they’re the nicest guys in the world so of course we trade with those communists over there! Well, if Cuba starts to erode that argument, things get a little dicey on our side. It would be, I think it would be quite possible, that if Cuba were to open up its economy to a degree, that other countries might respond and say O.K. that’s not a change in human rights practices, its not allowing freedom of expression, but some of those things might be positive and other countries might respond and say so. And that might leave the United States even more in an isolated position than we are now. 

So I’m afraid I’m not able to predict for you exactly where this is all going, but my strong hunch is that the likeliest cause of a change in America’s approach to Cuba will be changes within Cuba itself, driven from within the system.  That’s not my preference, but it’s my hunch based on the trajectory both nations and political systems have followed, and based on the forces in play today.

