
Embargo Against Cuba
The United Nations has strongly opposed U.S. sanctions on Cuba, stating that such
actions “hinder market access, investments and freedom of transit and the well-
being of the populations of affected countries.”1, 2, 3 For the past 27 years, the U.N. 
General Assembly has annually passed a near-unanimous resolution condemning 
the U.S. economic embargo of Cuba. Resolutions adopted by the 193-member 
world body are unenforceable, but they reflect world opinion, demonstrating the 
isolation of the U.S. on the embargo.4

Political History
The U.S. imposed its first trade sanctions 
on Cuba in 1958 during the reign of U.S.-
backed military dictator Fulgencio 
Batista y Zaldívar. As the president of 
Cuba, Batista heavily controlled the 
press, elections, and Congress, 
embezzled huge sums, and tortured and 
jailed any dissidents. One famous 
dissident was Cuban lawyer Fidel Castro, 
who led the resistance. During conflicts 
between the rebels led by Fidel and the 
Batista regime, the U.S. imposed 
sanctions to try to halt the flow of arms 
into the country. In spite of U.S. 
meddling, Fidel declared victory in 
Havana in 1959, and Batista fled to 
Florida. 

Since the success of the Cuban 
Revolution in 1959, Cuba has insisted on 
the repeal of the treaty that ceded 
control of Guantánamo Bay to the U.S. 
For nearly 60 years, Cuba has not 
recognized the agreement, and has 

rejected cashing in the United States’ 
annual check for $4,085 in payment. But 
the U.S. has refused to end its illegal 
occupation of Cuban lands, insisting on 
the original terms that both countries 
must agree on until the treaty’s 
termination.5, 6, 7, 8 Lacking cooperation 
from the U.S., Cuba turned to trade and 
support from the Soviet Union, fueling 
U.S. fears of communism. Thus Cuba 
became the first communist state in the 
Western Hemisphere.9, 10
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Timeline
• 1962: U.S. President John F. Kennedy 

leveraged the Foreign Assistance Act, 
which prohibits assistance to 
communist countries, to enact a total 
embargo of all trade between the U.S.
and Cuba. This remains in place 
today.11 

• 1992: The George H.W. Bush 
administration approved the Cuban 
Democracy Act, which authorizes U.S. 
presidents to impose sanctions 
against countries that provide 
assistance to Cuba.12

• 1996: The Bill Clinton administration 
approved the Cuban Liberty and 
Democratic Solidarity Act (Helms-
Burton Act), which seeks international
sanctions against Cuba.13 In 2019, U.S. 
President Trump activated Title III of 
the Act, allowing U.S. citizens whose 
property was nationalized by the 
Cuban government to sue for 
compensation. This impacts the 
Cuban government and other 
countries, like Canada, that operate 
companies in Cuba.14

• 2000: U.S. President Bill Clinton 
approved the Trade Sanctions Reform
and Export Enhancement Act, which 
allows the sale of agricultural goods 
and medicine to Cuba for  
humanitarian reasons.15

• 2014: Under U.S. President Barack 
Obama, travel and trade restrictions 
were eased, the U.S. designation of 
Cuba as a sponsor of terrorism was 
removed, and the two countries 
opened their embasses in both 
countries. 

• 2016: Obama visited Havana, the first
U.S. president to do so since 1928. 
After more than fifty years, direct 
airline service between the U.S. and 
Cuba began.16

• 2017: U.S. President Donald Trump 
issued a National Security Presiden-
tial Memorandum on Strengthening 
the Policy of the United States 
toward Cuba. Using whitewashed 
language about the so-called 
“humanitarian need” for regime 
change, the Trump administration 
condoned the economic embargo 
against Cuba.”17 U.S.-Cuba relations 
deteriorated further after 
unexplained health incidents were 
reported by U.S. intelligence officers, 
diplomats and their relatives based in 
Havana between November 2016 and 
August 2017. This triggered the 
removal of U.S. diplomats from Cuba, 
the expulsion of 15 Cuban diplomats 
from the U.S., and a travel advisory 
warning U.S. citizens not to visit Cuba.
Without evidence, the Trump 
administration accused Cuba of sonic 
weapon attacks. A Canadian clinical 
study has since suggested that the 
ailments, which impacted both U.S. 
and Canadian diplomats, were the 
result of exposure to neurotoxins in 
pesticides that are regularly sprayed 
in Cuba to kill insects.18, 19

• 2019: Under the Cuban Assets 
Control Regulations (CACR), U.S. 
citizens must now obtain a license to 
travel to, from, and within Cuba. 
Tourist travel, including by cruise ship,
is not licensable.20 
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Impact of the Embargo
For nearly six decades, the Cuban people
have been subject to an embargo that 
affects every person in the country. Cuba
estimates that the embargo has caused 
over $130 billion in losses.21

The embargo not only stops exports and 
imports of essential food, medical 
supplies, pharmaceuticals, technology, 
and equipment, but it also impacts 
Cuba’s tourism economy, restrains 
foreign investments, and blocks foreign 
exchange transfers. Politically, it denies 
Cuba's right to self-determination and 
sovereignty as a nation and its right to 
development. The Europe-Third World 
Centre (CETIM) calls the embargo 
“tantamount to a U.S. undeclared war 
against Cuba,” and a “crime against 
humanity.”22, 23, 24

The United States is impacted by its own 
embargo. For example, the U.S. lacks 
access to prominent medical advances 
made in Cuba, such as a diabetes 
treatment that saves people from 
amputations.25 Further, in spite of the 
embargo, a steady flow of cash is leaving
the U.S. bound for Cuba, to the tune of 
$3 billion annually, as Cuban expats send
money home to relatives impoverished 
by U.S. policies. The U.S. is already seeing
an increase in Cuban refugees, fleeing 
the impact of the embargo. The United 
States is making itself vulnerable to 

unknown future difficulties by enforcing 
the embargo.26, 27 

Canada, Venezuela, Bolivia, Russia, and 
Belgium, to name only a few countries 
outside of the direct embargo, are all 
impacted by the embargo and 
particularly Title III of the Helms-Burton 
Act. Canada, for instance, has long 
allowed free trade and unrestricted 
travel to Cuba in contrast to the U.S. 
There are 85 Canadian companies and 
subsidiaries operating in Cuba in the 
mining, tourism and financial sectors. 
The implementation of Title III has 
prompted a rare public rebuke of U.S. 
policy by Canada.28, 29
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Resilience & Defiance
At the height of the Cold War, in 1960, a 
deputy assistant in the U.S. State Depart-
ment wrote a memorandum stating that 
the goal of the embargo should be the 
decline and fall of Fidel Castro. 
Considering that Fidel’s government was
popular with the people, “it follows that 
every possible means should be 
undertaken promptly to weaken the 
economic life of Cuba...a line of action 
which, while as adroit and inconspicuous 
as possible, makes the greatest inroads 
in denying money and supplies to Cuba, 
to decrease monetary and real wages, to 
bring about hunger, desperation and 
overthrow of government.” The 
Secretary of State agreed.30 And Trump’s 
2017 Presidential Memorandum states 
the same goal about a “humanitarian 
need” to bring about regime change.31   

The U.S. is not shy about its goal of 
toppling Cuba’s communist government. 
But there seems to be a further, 
unstated, goal: to punish the Cuban 
people for their resistance to U.S. 
dominance. The Trump administration’s 
tightening of the embargo and travel 
restrictions is punishment for the 
perceived collaboration between Cuba 
and Venezuela, another target of U.S. 
efforts at regime change. 

These unilateral coercive measures have 
been ineffective in achieving the U.S. 
government’s political goals. Daniel 
Griswold, director of the Center for 
Trade Policy Studies at the Cato 
Institute, observed: “The embargo has 
been a failure by every measure. It has 
not changed the course or nature of the 
Cuban government...In fact, the embargo

has made the Cuban people a bit more 
impoverished...At the same time, it has 
deprived Americans of their freedom to 
travel and has cost U.S. farmers and 
other producers billions of dollars of 
potential exports.”32 

The people of Cuba have indeed 
suffered from the economic embargo, 
the longest-lasting in history. The 
country has reacted by reducing its 
dependence on foreign goods. And in 
fact, although the embargo has hurt 
their economy and restricted access to 
necessities, Cubans have better health 
outcomes than people in the United 
States due to their well-designed 
universal health care system.33 

In a June 2019 speech, Cuban President 
Miguel Díaz-Canel Bermúdez quoted 
Raul Castro, Fidel's successor: "Despite 
its immense power, imperialism does not
possess the capacity to break the dignity 
of a united people, proud of its history 
and of the freedom conquered with so 
much sacrifice."34
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Learn More at: worldbeyondwar.org 

World BEYOND War is a global grassroots network of volunteers, activists, and allied 
organizations advocating for the abolition of war and its replacement with an 
alternative global security system based on peace and demilitarization. Visit 
WorldBEYONDWar.org to join the global movement to end all wars. 

References
1 United Nations. “The Doha Mandate.” 
United Nations Conference on Trade & 
Development, 31 May 2012, 
https://unctad.org/meetings/en/SessionalD
ocuments/td500_Add_1en.pdf. 
2 “Report of the UN Secretary-General: 
Necessity of ending the economic, 
commercial and financial embargo imposed 
by the United States of America against 
Cuba.” United Nations Conference on Trade 
& Development, 21 May 2013, https://uncta
d.org/meetings/en/SessionalDocuments/
a68d116_UNCTADcontribution_en.pdf. 
3 “Speakers Denounce Cuban Embargo as 
‘Sad Echo’ of Failed Cold War Politics; 
General Assembly, for Twentieth Year, 
Demands Lifting of Economic Blockade.” 
United Nations, 25 October 2011, https://ww

w.un.org/press/en/2011/ga11162.doc.htm. 
4 Lederer, Edith. “UN votes overwhelmingly 
to condemn US embargo of Cuba.” AP News,
1 November 2018, https://www.apnews.com
/8aa72da1151947c09260185195d9155f. 
5 “Guantanamo Bay’s Peculiar History.” PBS, 
28 July 2006, https://www.pbs.org/now/
shows/220/guantanamo-bay-history.html. 
6 “United States embargo against Cuba - 
History.” World Bulletin, 7 February 2017, 

https://www.worldbulletin.net/history/unite
d-states-embargo-against-cuba-history-
h184385.html. 
7 Felter, Claire, Danielle Renwick, and Rocio 
Cara Labrador. “U.S.-Cuba Relations.” 
Council on Foreign Relations, 7 March 2019, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-cuba-
relations. 
8 Yu, Gordon. “Cuban Revolution DBQ.” 
Scribd, 2 May 2010, https://www.scribd.com
/doc/30798260/Cuban-Revolution-DBQ. 
9 The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
“Fidel Castro.” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 13 
September 2019, https://www.britannica
.com/biography/Fidel-Castro. 
10 “Cuba profile - Timeline.” BBC News, 1 
May 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-latin-america-19576144. 
11 “Cuba Sanctions.” U.S. Department of 
State, https://www.state.gov/cuba-
sanctions/. 
12 “H.R. 5323 - Cuban Democracy Act of 
1992.” Congress.Gov, https://www.congress
.gov/bill/102nd-congress/house-bill/5323. 
13 “Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity 
(Libertad) Act of 1996.” Treasury.gov, 

5

https://uncta/
https://www.congress/
https://www.bbc.com/news/
https://www.britannica/
https://www.scribd.com/
https://www.pbs.org/now/
https://www.apnews.com/
https://ww/


https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/s
anctions/Documents/libertad.pdf. 
14 “Helms-Burton act: what does it involve 
and what defence and reaction mechanisms 
do the European individuals and companies 
have.” Garrigues, 5 March 2019, https://ww
w.garrigues.com/en_GB/new/helms-burton-
act-what-does-it-involve-and-what-defense-
and-reaction-mechanisms-do-european. 
15 “Trade Sanctions Reform and Export 
Enhancement Act of 2000 (TSRA) Program.” 
U.S. Department of the Treasury, 
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/s
anctions/Programs/Pages/tsra_info.aspx. 
16 Felter, Claire, Danielle Renwick, and Rocio 
Cara Labrador. “U.S.-Cuba Relations.” 
Council on Foreign Relations, 7 March 2019, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/us-cuba-
relations. 
17 U.S. State Department. “Strengthening 
the Policy of the United States Toward 
Cuba.” Federal Register, 20 October 2017, 
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents
/2017/10/20/2017-22928/strengthening-
the-policy-of-the-united-states-toward-
cuba#p-3. 
18  Chartrand, Luc, Martin Movilla, and Lisa 
Ellenwood. “Havana syndrome: Exposure to 
neurotoxin may have been cause, study 
suggests.” CBC News, 19 September 2019, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/havana-
syndrome-neurotoxin-enqu%C3%AAte-
1.5288609. 
19 “Trump says Cuba ‘responsible’ for alleged
sonic attacks, but offers no evidence.” The 
Guardian, 16 October 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/
oct/16/trump-says-cuba-responsible-for-alle
ged-sonic-attacks-but-offers-no-evidence. 
20 “Publication of Updated Cuban Assets 
Control Regulations (CACR) and Frequently 
Asked Questions.” U.S. Department of the 
Treasury, 4 June 2019, https://www.treasury
.gov/resource-center/sanctions/OFAC-Enfor

cement/Pages/20190604.aspx. 
21 Marsh, Sarah. “Shortages plague Cuba as 
U.S. sanctions sharpen economic woes.” 
Reuters, 27 May 2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-
economy/shortages-plague-cuba-as-u-s-
sanctions-sharpen-economic-woes-
idUSKCN1SX1P1. 
22 “Written statement: for the respect of the
rights of the Cuban people and for the 
lifting of the U.S. embargo.” CETIM, 
September 2017, 
https://www.cetim.ch/written-statement-
respect-rights-cuban-people/. 
23 CETIM. “For the Respect of the Right of 
the Cuban People to Decide Its Future and 
for the Lifting of the United States Embargo
against Cuba.” CETIM, 30 August 2017, https
://www.cetim.ch/wp-content/uploads/Writt
enStatement_CETIM_Cuba2017_EN.pdf. 
24 Cohn, Marjorie. “Extending the US 
Embargo on Cuba & Hurting the People.” 
Consortium News, 11 June 2019, 
https://consortiumnews.com/2019/06/11/e
xtending-the-us-embargo-on-cuba-hurting-
the-people/. 
25 Schneider, Andrew. “Better relations with 
Cuba might help American diabetics.” CT 
Post, 18 December 2014, 
https://www.ctpost.com/local/article/Better
-relations-with-Cuba-might-help-American-
5964075.php. 
26 Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 
https://www.cepal.org/en. 
27 Engage Cuba. “The Economic Impact of 
Tightening U.S. Regulations on Cuba.” 31 
May 2017, https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/55806c54e4b0651373f7968a/t/592f3
6dbdb29d6c96a19e3ea/1496266459829/Ec
onomic+Impact+of+Tightening+U.S.
+Regs+on+Cuba.pdf. 

6

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55806c54e4b0651373f7968a/t/592f3
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55806c54e4b0651373f7968a/t/592f3
https://www.treasury/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/16/trump-says-cuba-responsible-for-alle
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/16/trump-says-cuba-responsible-for-alle
https://ww/


28 Open Canada. Centre for International 
Governance Innovation, 2019, 
https://www.opencanada.org/. 
29 “Remittances to Cuba in 2016 grow by 
2.7%.” The Havana Consulting Group, 20 
July 2017, http://www.thehavanaconsulting
group.com/en-US/Articles/Article/30. 
30 “Memorandum From the Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs
(Mallory) to the Assistant Secretary of State 
for Inter-American Affairs (Rubottom).” 
Office of the Historian, 6 April 1960, https://
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1
958-60v06/d499. 
31 U.S. State Department. “Strengthening 
the Policy of the United States Toward 
Cuba.” Federal Register, 20 October 2017, 
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents
/2017/10/20/2017-22928/strengthening-

the-policy-of-the-united-states-toward-
cuba#p-3. 
32 Griswold, Daniel. “The US embargo of 
Cuba is a failure.” The Guardian, 15 June 
2009, https://www.theguardian.com/comme
ntisfree/cifamerica/2009/jun/15/cuba-us-
trade-embargo-obama. 
33 Flowers, Margaret and Kevin Zeese. 
“Rising Resistance and Solidarity in the 
Americas.” Popular Resistance, 21 July 2019,
https://popularresistance.org/rising-
resistance-and-solidarity-in-the-americas/. 
34 Díaz-Canel Bermúdez, Miguel. “The United
States is intent upon returning the world to 
the worst of times.” Granma, 17 July 2019, 
http://en.granma.cu/cuba/2019-07-17/the-
united-states-is-intent-upon-returning-the-
world-to-the-worst-of-times?
eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=6b698311-
c8b6-4a73-be3c-6bcbb40f9662C. 

7

https://www.theguardian.com/comme
http://www.thehavanaconsulting/

